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    William Shakespeare was an English playwright and poet, and is generally considered the most influential writer in the history of 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. Performed 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.

  


  
    ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL


    TRAGICOMIC DRAMA


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2010) All’s Well That Ends Well. London: The Arden Shakespeare.


      	1st edition: 1623


      	Themes: gender roles, sexual politics, old age and youth, cynicism, ageing, marriage, lies and deception

    


    Helena, a humble and humbly born young woman living as the ward of the elderly Countess of Roussillon, has fallen deeply in love with Bertram, the Countess’s son. Her response to Bertram’s indifference to her love and her subsequent independent pursuit of her desires is the engine which drives this lesser-known play by Shakespeare. Based on a story from Giovanni Boccaccio’s (Italian writer, 1313-1375) Decameron (c.1353), All’s Well That Ends Well is believed to have been written around 1604 or 1605 and has been categorised by scholars as one of Shakespeare’s ‘problem plays’. These are the seemingly unclassifiable, genre-resistant works which borrow elements from both comedy and tragedy, often in equal measure, and whose tones and especially endings resist classic pigeonholing. Perhaps because of this uncomfortable and disturbing quality, All’s Well That Ends Well has never been one of Shakespeare’s most popular works, although it is fascinating in its own right (and its title, of course, has become a commonly-used idiom).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    HELENA IN LOVE


    The elderly Countess of Roussillon, whose husband has recently died, is saying a fond farewell to her beloved son, Count Bertram. Bertram is obeying the order of the King of France and preparing to go to the court of Paris, with the similarly aged Lord Lafew, to become one of the King’s wards and attendants. Helena, the Countess’s undistinguished ward, whose doctor father has just died, is secretly deeply in love with Bertram and mourns his leaving, knowing that her comparatively low birth means she can never marry him. However, as Bertram leaves with Lafew and another cowardly companion, the soldier Parolles, she resolves to continue to hope and mentions the poor health of the French King as a possible reprieve.


    The King and his nobles are discussing the wars in Tuscany, where nobles of France are fighting on both sides for fun and glory. Bertram and his entourage arrive, and the King tells Bertram of his admiration of the old Count and welcomes him as a son.


    In Roussillon, the Countess discovers Helena’s desperate love for Bertram and Helena confesses to it. The kind old Countess, who loves Helena as a daughter, decides to help her and advises her to travel to Paris and attempt to heal the sickly King as a way to improve her fortunes.


    HELENA HEALS THE KING


    Helena has arrived at the court, and Lafew brings the King’s attention to her offer to cure him using her father’s secret and wondrous remedy. The King is resistant to the idea and the possibility of false hope, but Helena’s persistence and persuasiveness finally convinces him to let her try. She makes a deal with the King that should she fail and cause his death, she too will be put to death; however, should she succeed she will be rewarded with her choice of husband from the court.


    The King is miraculously recovering, and Parolles and Lafew discuss this development. Helena and the King enter, and he makes known to the gathered lords that she may choose her husband as per their agreement. Helena chooses Bertram, thus revealing her feelings to him, and the King grants her wish. Bertram scornfully refuses, asking that the King allow him to choose his own wife with his own eyes, and dismissing Helena for her lack of distinction in birth or fortune. The King counters this by offering Bertram bountiful money and high title, and lauds Helena’s virtues, telling Bertram that such things matter far more than money or birth. Bertram still refuses. Furious, the King turns to threats and Bertram realises that he will be left ruined by the monarch’s fury. He consents, obeying the letter of the law, and the King plans for the marriage to take place immediately.


    BERTRAM ESCAPES TO ITALY, HELENA FOLLOWS


    Bertram despairs of his fate to Parolles, and hits on the idea of escaping to the wars in Tuscany as he had earlier considered doing, although he is in fact too young. He decides to do so nevertheless and send Helena home.


    A subplot has meanwhile been developing concerning Bertram’s misplaced trust in the cowardly and parasitical Parolles, which has been noticed by Lafew but to which Bertram is oblivious. Several verbal sparring matches between Lafew and Parolles lead Lafew to now try and convince Bertram of Parolles’ low character, but Bertram refuses to believe him.


    Bertram now tells Helena that their sudden marriage has left him with various business matters to attend to, and that he will come home in a couple of days. When she asks him for a kiss, he coldly and awkwardly refuses and leaves.


    The setting now moves to Florence, where the Duke of Florence and various French Lords are discussing the situation, with the Duke welcoming the help of the French. Meanwhile, back at Roussillon, the Lavatch the Clown – simultaneously the Countess’s fool and messenger – tells the old lady that her son and Helena have been married but that Bertram was also melancholy and has fled to Florence. The Countess reads her son’s letter of explanation and disapproves.


    Helena returns and reads the letter herself – it is far more honest than the lie which Bertram told her, and in cruel tones describes how Bertram will only act as a true husband to Helena if she can somehow obtain his family ring and become pregnant by him. The Countess finally disavows the callous Bertram and places her motherly love and loyalty in Helena as a daughter, sending her Lords to Bertram with this stern message. Helena makes a plan to leave Roussillon, with the hope that Bertram will hear of this and feel he can return. Meanwhile, the Duke of Florence takes a shine to Bertram and makes him a cavalry officer.


    DIANA AND THE BED TRICK


    Helena has sent a farewell letter to the Countess, saying that she has gone on a pilgrimage in the hope of Bertram’s return. Reading this, the Countess sends word to Bertram. Meanwhile, back in Florence, we are introduced to a Widow and to Diana, her daughter. They and other local women discuss the mass seduction of local virgins undertaken by Bertram and Parolles. Helena arrives in Florence and introduces herself to the women.


    By now, other Lords have caught on to Parolles’ disreputable nature, and discuss it with Bertram, swearing on their honour that they are speaking truthfully. Bertram finally agrees that he may be mistaken and agrees to send Parolles off on a wild goose chase to fetch a drum so that they can capture him. Parolles is tricked and the Lords’ plan goes as planned.


    Making herself known to the Widow (a formerly wealthy noble fallen on hard times) Helena makes a bargain with her, offering her money in exchange for her help in obtaining Bertram’s family ring.


    Bertram arrives at the Widow’s home, expecting and attempting to seduce Diana, who warily questions his honour. Pledging devotion, Bertram is fooled by Diana’s request for his ring as a token and exchanges it for a ring of her own (which has in fact been given to her by Helena) and her virginity. Bertram, of course, accepts. However, Diana and Helena use the darkness of the bedchamber to swap places, thus tricking Bertram into sleeping with his wife instead of Diana.


    The Lords reveal to Bertram the captured Parolles, who, believing he is in the grip of the enemy, offers information on Florence and the French. His letters and attempts to convince Diana to squeeze Bertram of cash are also revealed. Left humiliated, Parolles slinks back to France.


    HELENA WINS


    Her ‘bed trick’ having been carried out successfully, Helena asks Diana and the Widow to accompany her to see the King again in completion of her scheme to reclaim Bertram. Meanwhile, false news of Helena’s apparent death on her pilgrimage has reached both the French and the Roussillon courts, both of whom believe it. While in mourning, the King, Lafew and the Countess decide to forgive Bertram’s youthful foolishness and pride, and the marriage of Bertram to Lafew’s daughter is suggested, to which Bertram seems happy to consent, saying that he loved her at first sight and that this in turn caused his coldness to Helena.


    Lafew now asks Bertram for a ring to give to his daughter. Bertram, having given his to Diana for sex, instead gives him the ring which Diana gave him – which was, of course, Helena’s ring. The company all recognise it as the same wedding token which the King bestowed upon Helena. Bertram desperately denies this, but the King orders his arrest. At that moment, a Gentleman arrives with a letter from Diana and Helena addressed to the King, claiming that Bertram had promised to marry Diana after Helena’s death. Hearing this, Lafew refuses Bertram his daughter’s hand. Diana and the Widow enter. Bertram desperately denies any sexual connection between him and Diana, stating that she is a whore from Florence, and then that he only gave her the ring in over-payment for her services. Diana claims that Bertram in fact gave her his ring in bed, and calls Parolles as a witness, who admits that Bertram did take Diana to bed. Diana however cannot satisfactorily explain to the King how she came into possession of Helena’s ring, so she is arrested too, and the King orders the Widow and Helena to appear and explain.


    Helena now enters and explains the story of the two rings, and that she has met both of Bertram’s ‘conditions’ for taking her as his true wife. Bertram swears that if all this is indeed true he will love her truly, which Helena promises. Lafew takes Parolles on as a servant and the King offers Diana her own choice of husband, just as he did Helena. As an epilogue, the actor playing the King declares that, after all the confusion, ‘All’s Well That Ends Well’, as long as Helena and Bertram are true and honest.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HELENA


    A famous doctor’s daughter, who has been left orphaned following his death, Helena has been taken in as the ward of the Countess of Roussillon, in whose house she lives. Helena is an unusual heroine both in Shakespeare’s canon and for the time. Various gender roles and stereotypes are explored throughout All’s Well That Ends Well, and Helena carries perhaps the central force of the play’s investigation of femininity versus masculinity, particularly in the pursuit of love or sex. Shakespeare seems to be clearly highlighting the double standards which allow men to engage in sexual banter or to relentlessly pursue women in either sex or love, while women are prevented from doing so. However, Helena challenges these norms through her ability to spar with Parolles on bawdy topics (in the very first scene) and her later pursuit of Bertram, whose repulsion and attempts to flee from Helena seem partly to spring from a masculine inability to understand or accept a woman aggressively pursuing him.


    BERTRAM


    Bertram, the young and proud son of the Countess of Roussillon, has been sent at the beginning of the play to the King of France’s court, his father being a great favourite of the King’s. Bertram is often seen as a fairly villainous character, proud, immature and uncaring, since his main role in the plot is to continually reject and wriggle out of Helena’s pursuit until he finally accepts her love. However, we can see also that Shakespeare’s fascinating exploration of gender roles in the wider context of the play also finds a strong echo in Bertram, and the expectations which are placed upon him. Both the audience and several other characters onstage are inclined to turn against Bertram once he refuses to marry Helena the first time, and then flees to Florence rather than consummate the marriage. However, just as a man pursuing a disinterested woman would be seen as normal and even amusing, we can also recognise that were it a woman refusing to surrender to a man she did not love, we might well view the situation differently as an audience. Why do we instinctively feel that Bertram should not reject someone he does not apparently love, just because she is as ‘good’ a character as Helena? For this and other reasons Bertram is a more complex and interesting character than he appears at first glance, although he certainly has plenty of flaws, not least pride and an unwillingness to doubt Parolles’ honour, which finally contributes to his undoing.


    COUNTESS OF ROUSSILLON


    The elderly and wise mother of Bertram and essentially the foster-mother of Helena, the Countess becomes a supporter of Helena’s wish to marry her son despite Helena’s initial reluctance to disclose her feelings. Some may find the Countess’s apparent prizing of Helena’s wishes over the apparent wishes of her own son to be odd, although her beautiful evocations of her memories of being young and in love can be considered an explanation


    KING OF FRANCE


    

    PAROLLES


    

    LAFEW


    

    LAVATCH
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