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General Introduction

Every play by Shakespeare is unique. This is part of his greatness. A restless and indefatigable experimenter, he moved with a rare amalgamation of artistic integrity and dedicated professionalism from one kind of drama to another. Never shackled by convention, he offered his actors the alternation between serious and comic modes from play to play, and often also within the plays themselves, that the repertory system within which he worked demanded, and which provided an invaluable stimulus to his imagination. Introductions to individual works in this series attempt to define their individuality. But there are common factors that underpin Shakespeare’s career.

Nothing in his heredity offers clues to the origins of his genius. His upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he was born in 1564, was unexceptional. His mother, born Mary Arden, came from a prosperous farming family. Her father chose her as his executor over her eight sisters and his four stepchildren when she was only in her late teens, which suggests that she was of more than average practical ability. Her husband John, a glover, apparently unable to write, was nevertheless a capable businessman and loyal townsfellow, who seems to have fallen on relatively hard times in later life. He would have been brought up as a Catholic, and may have retained Catholic sympathies, but his son subscribed publicly to Anglicanism throughout his life.

The most important formative influence on Shakespeare was his school. As the son of an alderman who became bailiff (or mayor) in 1568, he had the right to attend the town’s grammar school. Here he would have received an education grounded in classical rhetoric and oratory, studying authors such as Ovid, Cicero and Quintilian, and would have been required to read, speak, write and even think in Latin from his early years. This classical education permeates Shakespeare’s work from the beginning to the end of his career. It is apparent in the self-conscious classicism of plays of the early 1590s such as the tragedy of Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, and the narrative poems Venus and Adonis (1592–3) and The Rape of Lucrece (1593–4), and is still evident in his latest plays, informing the dream visions of Pericles and Cymbeline and the masque in The Tempest, written between 1607 and 1611. It inflects his literary style throughout his career. In his earliest writings the verse, based on the ten-syllabled, five-beat iambic pentameter, is highly patterned. Rhetorical devices deriving from classical literature, such as alliteration and antithesis, extended similes and elaborate wordplay, abound. Often, as in Love’s Labour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he uses rhyming patterns associated with lyric poetry, each line self-contained in sense, the prose as well as the verse employing elaborate figures of speech. Writing at a time of linguistic ferment, Shakespeare frequently imports Latinisms into English, coining words such as abstemious, addiction, incarnadine and adjunct. He was also heavily influenced by the eloquent translations of the Bible in both the Bishops’ and the Geneva versions. As his experience grows, his verse and prose become more supple, the patterning less apparent, more ready to accommodate the rhythms of ordinary speech, more colloquial in diction, as in the speeches of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the characterful prose of Falstaff and Hamlet’s soliloquies. The effect is of increasing psychological realism, reaching its greatest heights in Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. Gradually he discovered ways of adapting the regular beat of the pentameter to make it an infinitely flexible instrument for matching thought with feeling. Towards the end of his career, in plays such as The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline and The Tempest, he adopts a more highly mannered style, in keeping with the more overtly symbolical and emblematical mode in which he is writing.

So far as we know, Shakespeare lived in Stratford till after his marriage to Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, in 1582. They had three children: a daughter, Susanna, born in 1583 within six months of their marriage, and twins, Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. The next seven years of Shakespeare’s life are virtually a blank. Theories that he may have been, for instance, a schoolmaster, or a lawyer, or a soldier, or a sailor, lack evidence to support them. The first reference to him in print, in Robert Greene’s pamphlet Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit of 1592, parodies a line from Henry VI, Part III, implying that Shakespeare was already an established playwright. It seems likely that at some unknown point after the birth of his twins he joined a theatre company and gained experience as both actor and writer in the provinces and London. The London theatres closed because of plague in 1593 and 1594; and during these years, perhaps recognizing the need for an alternative career, he wrote and published the narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. These are the only works we can be certain that Shakespeare himself was responsible for putting into print. Each bears the author’s dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton (1573–1624), the second in warmer terms than the first. Southampton, younger than Shakespeare by ten years, is the only person to whom he personally dedicated works. The Earl may have been a close friend, perhaps even the beautiful and adored young man whom Shakespeare celebrates in his Sonnets.

The resumption of playing after the plague years saw the founding of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company to which Shakespeare was to belong for the rest of his career, as actor, shareholder and playwright. No other dramatist of the period had so stable a relationship with a single company. Shakespeare knew the actors for whom he was writing and the conditions in which they performed. The permanent company was made up of around twelve to fourteen players, but one actor often played more than one role in a play and additional actors were hired as needed. Led by the tragedian Richard Burbage (1568–1619) and, initially, the comic actor Will Kemp (d. 1603), they rapidly achieved a high reputation, and when King James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 they were renamed as the King’s Men. All the women’s parts were played by boys; there is no evidence that any female role was ever played by a male actor over the age of about eighteen. Shakespeare had enough confidence in his boys to write for them long and demanding roles such as Rosalind (who, like other heroines of the romantic comedies, is disguised as a boy for much of the action) in As You Like It, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. But there are far more fathers than mothers, sons than daughters, in his plays, few if any of which require more than the company’s normal complement of three or four boys.

The company played primarily in London’s public playhouses – there were almost none that we know of in the rest of the country – initially in the Theatre, built in Shoreditch in 1576, and from 1599 in the Globe, on Bankside. These were wooden, more or less circular structures, open to the air, with a thrust stage surmounted by a canopy and jutting into the area where spectators who paid one penny stood, and surrounded by galleries where it was possible to be seated on payment of an additional penny. Though properties such as cauldrons, stocks, artificial trees or beds could indicate locality, there was no representational scenery. Sound effects such as flourishes of trumpets, music both martial and amorous, and accompaniments to songs were provided by the company’s musicians. Actors entered through doors in the back wall of the stage. Above it was a balconied area that could represent the walls of a town (as in King John), or a castle (as in Richard II), and indeed a balcony (as in Romeo and Juliet). In 1609 the company also acquired the use of the Blackfriars, a smaller, indoor theatre to which admission was more expensive, and which permitted the use of more spectacular stage effects such as the descent of Jupiter on an eagle in Cymbeline and of goddesses in The Tempest. And they would frequently perform before the court in royal residences and, on their regular tours into the provinces, in non-theatrical spaces such as inns, guildhalls and the great halls of country houses.

Early in his career Shakespeare may have worked in collaboration, perhaps with Thomas Nashe (1567–c. 1601) in Henry VI, Part I and with George Peele (1556–96) in Titus Andronicus. And towards the end he collaborated with George Wilkins (fl. 1604–8) in Pericles, and with his younger colleagues Thomas Middleton (1580–1627), in Timon of Athens, and John Fletcher (1579–1625), in Henry VIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost play Cardenio. Shakespeare’s output dwindled in his last years, and he died in 1616 in Stratford, where he owned a fine house, New Place, and much land. His only son had died at the age of eleven, in 1596, and his last descendant died in 1670. New Place was destroyed in the eighteenth century but the other Stratford houses associated with his life are maintained and displayed to the public by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

One of the most remarkable features of Shakespeare’s plays is their intellectual and emotional scope. They span a great range from the lightest of comedies, such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of Errors, to the profoundest of tragedies, such as King Lear and Macbeth. He maintained an output of around two plays a year, ringing the changes between comic and serious. All his comedies have serious elements: Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice, almost reaches tragic dimensions, and Measure for Measure is profoundly serious in its examination of moral problems. Equally, none of his tragedies is without humour: Hamlet is as witty as any of his comic heroes, Macbeth has its Porter, and King Lear its Fool. His greatest comic character, Falstaff, inhabits the history plays and Henry V ends with a marriage, while Henry VI, Part III, Richard II and Richard III culminate in the tragic deaths of their protagonists.

Although in performance Shakespeare’s characters can give the impression of a superabundant reality, he is not a naturalistic dramatist. None of his plays is explicitly set in his own time. The action of few of them (except for the English histories) is set even partly in England (exceptions are The Merry Wives of Windsor and the Induction to The Taming of the Shrew). Italy is his favoured location. Most of his principal story-lines derive from printed writings; but the structuring and translation of these narratives into dramatic terms is Shakespeare’s own, and he invents much additional material. Most of the plays contain elements of myth and legend, and many derive from ancient or more recent history or from romantic tales of ancient times and faraway places. All reflect his reading, often in close detail. Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577, revised 1587), a great compendium of English, Scottish and Irish history, provided material for his English history plays. The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans by the Greek writer Plutarch, finely translated into English from the French by Sir Thomas North in 1579, provided much of the narrative material, and also a mass of verbal detail, for his plays about Roman history. Some plays are closely based on shorter individual works: As You Like It, for instance, on the novel Rosalynde (1590) by his near-contemporary Thomas Lodge (1558–1625), The Winter’s Tale on Pandosto (1588) by his old rival Robert Greene (1558–92) and Othello on a story by the Italian Giraldi Cinthio (1504–73). And the language of his plays is permeated by the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the proverbial sayings of his day.

Shakespeare was popular with his contemporaries, but his commitment to the theatre and to the plays in performance is demonstrated by the fact that only about half of his plays appeared in print in his lifetime, in slim paperback volumes known as quartos, so called because they were made from printers’ sheets folded twice to form four leaves (eight pages). None of them shows any sign that he was involved in their publication. For him, performance was the primary means of publication. The most frequently reprinted of his works were the non-dramatic poems – the erotic Venus and Adonis and the more moralistic The Rape of Lucrece. The Sonnets, which appeared in 1609, under his name but possibly without his consent, were less successful, perhaps because the vogue for sonnet sequences, which peaked in the 1590s, had passed by then. They were not reprinted until 1640, and then only in garbled form along with poems by other writers. Happily, in 1623, seven years after he died, his colleagues John Heminges (1556–1630) and Henry Condell (d. 1627) published his collected plays, including eighteen that had not previously appeared in print, in the first Folio, whose name derives from the fact that the printers’ sheets were folded only once to produce two leaves (four pages). Some of the quarto editions are badly printed, and the fact that some plays exist in two, or even three, early versions creates problems for editors. These are discussed in the Account of the Text in each volume of this series.

Shakespeare’s plays continued in the repertoire until the Puritans closed the theatres in 1642. When performances resumed after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 many of the plays were not to the taste of the times, especially because their mingling of genres and failure to meet the requirements of poetic justice offended against the dictates of neoclassicism. Some, such as The Tempest (changed by John Dryden and William Davenant in 1667 to suit contemporary taste), King Lear (to which Nahum Tate gave a happy ending in 1681) and Richard III (heavily adapted by Colley Cibber in 1700 as a vehicle for his own talents), were extensively rewritten; others fell into neglect. Slowly they regained their place in the repertoire, and they continued to be reprinted, but it was not until the great actor David Garrick (1717–79) organized a spectacular jubilee in Stratford in 1769 that Shakespeare began to be regarded as a transcendental genius. Garrick’s idolatry prefigured the enthusiasm of critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834) and William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Gradually Shakespeare’s reputation spread abroad, to Germany, America, France and to other European countries.

During the nineteenth century, though the plays were generally still performed in heavily adapted or abbreviated versions, a large body of scholarship and criticism began to amass. Partly as a result of a general swing in education away from the teaching of Greek and Roman texts and towards literature written in English, Shakespeare became the object of intensive study in schools and universities. In the theatre, important turning points were the work in England of two theatre directors, William Poel (1852–1934) and his disciple Harley Granville-Barker (1877–1946), who showed that the application of knowledge, some of it newly acquired, of early staging conditions to performance of the plays could render the original texts viable in terms of the modern theatre. During the twentieth century appreciation of Shakespeare’s work, encouraged by the availability of audio, film and video versions of the plays, spread around the world to such an extent that he can now be claimed as a global author.

The influence of Shakespeare’s works permeates the English language. Phrases from his plays and poems – ‘a tower of strength’, ‘green-eyed jealousy’, ‘a foregone conclusion’ – are on the lips of people who may never have read him. They have inspired composers of songs, orchestral music and operas; painters and sculptors; poets, novelists and film-makers. Allusions to him appear in pop songs, in advertisements and in television shows. Some of his characters – Romeo and Juliet, Falstaff, Shylock and Hamlet – have acquired mythic status. He is valued for his humanity, his psychological insight, his wit and humour, his lyricism, his mastery of language, his ability to excite, surprise, move and, in the widest sense of the word, entertain audiences. He is the greatest of poets, but he is essentially a dramatic poet. Though his plays have much to offer to readers, they exist fully only in performance. In these volumes we offer individual introductions, notes on language and on specific points of the text, suggestions for further reading and information about how each work has been edited. In addition we include accounts of the ways in which successive generations of interpreters and audiences have responded to challenges and rewards offered by the plays. The Penguin Shakespeare series aspires to remove obstacles to understanding and to make pleasurable the reading of the work of the man who has done more than most to make us understand what it is to be human.

Stanley Wells



    
The Chronology of Shakespeare’s Works

A few of Shakespeare’s writings can be fairly precisely dated. An allusion to the Earl of Essex in the chorus to Act V of Henry V, for instance, could only have been written in 1599. But for many of the plays we have only vague information, such as the date of publication, which may have occurred long after composition, the date of a performance, which may not have been the first, or a list in Francis Meres’s book Palladis Tamia, published in 1598, which tells us only that the plays listed there must have been written by that year. The chronology of the early plays is particularly difficult to establish. Not everyone would agree that the first part of Henry VI was written after the third, for instance, or Romeo and Juliet before A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The following table is based on the ‘Canon and Chronology’ section in William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, by Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, with John Jowett and William Montgomery (1987), where more detailed information and discussion may be found.


	The Two Gentlemen of Verona
	1590–91

	The Taming of the Shrew
	1590–91

	Henry VI, Part II
	1591

	Henry VI, Part III
	1591

	Henry VI, Part I (perhaps with Thomas Nashe)
	1592

	Titus Andronicus (perhaps with George Peele)
	1592

	Richard III
	1592–3

	Venus and Adonis (poem)
	1592–3

	The Rape of Lucrece (poem)
	1593–4

	The Comedy of Errors
	1594

	Love’s Labour’s Lost
	1594–5

	Edward III (authorship uncertain, not included in this series)
	not later than 1595 (printed in 1596)

	Richard II
	1595

	Romeo and Juliet
	1595

	A Midsummer Night’s Dream
	1595

	King John
	1596

	The Merchant of Venice
	1596–7

	Henry IV, Part I
	1596–7

	The Merry Wives of Windsor
	1597–8

	Henry IV, Part II
	1597–8

	Much Ado About Nothing
	1598

	Henry V
	1598–9

	Julius Caesar
	1599

	As You Like It
	1599–1600

	Hamlet
	1600–1601

	Twelfth Night
	1600–1601

	‘The Phoenix and the Turtle’ (poem)
	by 1601

	Troilus and Cressida
	1602

	The Sonnets (poems)
	1593–1603 and later

	Measure for Measure
	1603

	A Lover’s Complaint (poem)
	1603–4

	Sir Thomas More (in part, not included in this series)
	1603–4

	Othello
	1603–4

	All’s Well That Ends Well
	1604–5

	Timon of Athens (with Thomas Middleton)
	1605

	King Lear
	1605–6

	Macbeth (revised by Middleton)
	1606

	Antony and Cleopatra
	1606

	Pericles (with George Wilkins)
	1607

	Coriolanus
	1608

	The Winter’s Tale
	1609

	Cymbeline
	1610

	The Tempest
	1611

	Henry VIII (by Shakespeare and John Fletcher; known in its own time as All is True)
	1613

	Cardenio (by Shakespeare and Fletcher; lost)
	1613

	The Two Noble Kinsmen (by Shakespeare and Fletcher)
	1613–14






Introduction

All’s Well That Ends Well, like several of Shakespeare’s other comedies (Twelfth Night, As You Like It, Much Ado About Nothing), suggests by its title a simple, light-hearted, almost frivolous ease. Nothing could be less true of this intense and moving play, hung between fairy tale and an ironic rebuttal of easy resolutions. The set and lighting of Greg Doran’s Stratford production at the Swan in 2003 expressed the characteristically subtle and ambiguous tones of this play: wintry trees were outlined against a metallic backdrop that changed from steely coldness to mellow warmth at different points in the play without ever wholly losing its echo of winter. Yet the problems of staging this bittersweet and difficult play are widely recognized. It is rarely performed; and, when it is, it risks a vitriolic critical response.


This is one of Shakespeare’s earliest and worst efforts. It was misconceived, misbegotten and misnamed. Its ending is far from well. It finishes deplorably. What possible satisfaction can there be to anyone in the reunion of such an ignominious pair? A more unsympathetic hero and heroine it is impossible to find in the whole gallery of Shakespearean portraits.



So the Sunday Times pronounced on 4 December 1921, in response to Robert Atkins’s production of All’s Well That Ends Well, which was only the second production of the play in almost seventy years. When John Barton directed All’s Well in 1967, responses were polarized. Alan Brien of the Daily Telegraph wondered:


How can a producer today stage this skirmish in the sex war without favouring one side more than the other in a play whose hero almost every modern critic has hated and whose heroine few have ever positively liked?



Meanwhile the Daily Express critic’s response was rapturous: ‘It is a lovely and a loving play and I adored every moment of it.’ This divergence of responses is as characteristic of scholars reading the play as it is of spectators viewing it, and since the late nineteenth century the play has commonly been discussed, alongside Measure for Measure, Troilus and Cressida and sometimes Hamlet, as a ‘problem play’, a term first coined by F. S. Boas in 1896, although the grouping (minus Hamlet) had already been proposed by Edward Dowden in 1877.

That grouping, moreover, by linking All’s Well to plays from Shakespeare’s middle period, moved the presumed date of the play away from the earliest part of Shakespeare’s writing life (early 1590s) to the first years of the seventeenth century and thus shifted the critical approach in other ways too, since such a dating prevents a rejection of the play as a piece of juvenile ineptitude. The easy dismissal of it as an instance of early apprentice-work died hard, however, as the 1921 review demonstrates; and it is impossible to rule firmly on the date  of the play, since there is no record of any allusion to it or performance of it in Shakespeare’s lifetime. Indeed, no record of any performance before 1741 survives. Dating the play is therefore entirely a matter of internal  evidence, that is, evidence from within the text itself. Recent scholarship tends towards a dating of 1604–5, which puts the play as the latest of the so-called  problem plays and places it firmly within Shakespeare’s maturity (he would have been about forty at this time). The view that it represents a revision of an earlier play, Love’s Labour’s Won, is no longer widely held. J. L. Styan in his Commentary has called it a play without a  past (All’s Well That Ends Well, 1984), by which he  means both that we know nothing about its early stage  history and that it has had relatively little recent stage-life to speak of. Indeed, it has been so rarely performed, even in the twentieth century, that many of the critics who have written about the play across the centuries  will never have seen it performed. Though the number of productions recorded over recent decades has seen  significant increase, that number is still very small compared with productions of Shakespeare’s better-known plays.

FAIRY TALE

All’s Well That Ends Well, as its title suggests, has a strong element of the fairy tale about it. It is a rags-to-riches tale of an orphaned maiden who falls in love with a young nobleman, and whose miraculous cure of the ailing king enables her to choose the said count for her husband. Forced to marry her, the count rejects her by imposing upon her a seemingly impossible task:


When thou canst get the ring upon my finger, which never shall come off, and show me a child begotten of thy body that I am   father to, then call me husband; but in such a ‘then’ I write a ‘never’. (III.2.56–9)



The play goes on to combine folk-tale elements commonly known as the ‘clever wench’ and the ‘bed-trick’. By patient endurance and clever wiles, the maiden, substituting herself for another in the count’s bed, succeeds in conceiving his child. The ring she there gets from his finger becomes the proof of her fulfilment of the task, and the count must accept her as his wife. As the play moves ever closer to this denouement, the increasingly dominant presence of riddle, rhyme and proverb gives emphasis to its fairy-tale shape throughout Act V. Helena, her task accomplished but not yet made public, is confident of a happy ending: ‘All’s well that ends well yet, |  Though time seem so adverse and means unfit’ (V.1.25–6). Taken for dead by her husband and the court, Helena’s entry into the final scene is announced in a riddle by Diana, the maiden whom she replaced in Bertram’s bed:


Dead though she be she feels her young one kick.

So there’s my riddle: one that’s dead is quick.

And now behold the meaning. (V.3.300–302)



The King’s final words in character embody the proverbial consolation of the play’s title: ‘All yet seems well, and if it end so meet, | The bitter past, more welcome is the sweet’ (330–31); and he repeats the same wisdom as he turns from character into player in the Epilogue:


The King’s a beggar, now the play is done.

All is well ended if this suit be won,

That you express content; which we will pay

With strife to please you, day exceeding day. (V.3.332–5)



Yet, within the fairy-tale drive towards happy ending, it is impossible not to hear the compromising prominence of ‘if’: ‘if it end so meet’, ‘if this suit be won’ (my italics here and throughout subsequent quotations). Helena’s final appeal, ‘Will you be mine now you are doubly won?’, begs and deserves the answer ‘yes’; but Bertram, who has lied throughout the scene, responds, outrageously, in conditional terms, and even then not directly to Helena but, characteristically, looking past her, in this case to the King:


If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly

I’ll love her dearly, ever, ever dearly.



and Helena’s answering affirmation of truth echoes that conditional syntax:


If it appear not plain and prove untrue

Deadly divorce step between me and you! (V.3.313–16)



All’s well that ends well, then, only if more ‘ifs’ are fulfilled beyond the end of the play. And where is the fairy tale in that?

Fairy tales, of course, are structured by the imposition and fulfilment of seemingly impossible conditions, and the play returns again and again to the magic of ‘if’. Occurrences are far too numerous to quote in full, but the word resounds from the very first scene, highlighting instances of possibility, impossibility and longing. In the first scene alone, both the Countess and Lafew mourn the passing of Helena’s father in terms of impossible possibility. They praise his medical skill as seemingly great enough to oppose death: that skill, ‘had it stretched so far, would have made nature immortal, and death should have play for lack of work’ (I.1.19–21); ‘He was skilful enough to have lived still, if knowledge could be set up against mortality’ (28–30). A few lines later, the Countess responds to Lafew’s warning to Helena against excessive grief with another conditional:



LAFEW Moderate lamentation is the right of the dead, excessive grief the enemy to the living.

COUNTESS If the living be enemy to the grief, the excess makes it soon mortal. (53–6)

And Helena herself, left alone and pondering her incapacity to remember her father despite her grief, expresses through another conditional her feeling that without Bertram’s presence everyone and everything is dead: ‘there is no living, none, | If Bertram be away’ (83–4).

Helena’s miraculous cure of the King, using her father’s medical arts, is repeatedly framed in terms of an ‘if’ that allows Helena’s longing for a means to win Bertram to echo the King’s longing for recovery and both their longings for her dead father, while at the same time encapsulating both their fears: the King’s fear that this young, inexperienced girl cannot possibly cure him and Helena’s fear that she risks everything she has in attempting to do so. Thus, the ‘ifs’ that express their fears and longings also underline the necessary elements of risk and daring that give their decisions and actions symbolic weight. The final agreement in Act II, scene 1 is expressed in terms of a stern condition agreed on both sides:


KING

    Sweet practiser, thy physic I will try,

    That ministers thine own death if I die.

HELENA

    If I break time, or flinch in property

    Of what I spoke, unpitied let me die,

    And well deserved. (II.1.185–9)



The other side of this harsh condition, however, opens up a space for possible happiness:


HELENA

    Not helping, death’s my fee;

    But, if I help, what do you promise me?

KING

    Make thy demand. (189–91)



The last lines of the scene use ‘if’ to express a binding


VOW:




KING

    If thou proceed

    As high as word, my deed shall match thy deed. (209–10)



The vocabulary of ‘if’ reappears, quite naturally and predictably, in Act II, scene 3, the scene where Helena makes her choice of a husband. When Bertram rejects Helena, the King’s first conditionals dispute the grounds on which Bertram despises her and offer to make them good:


If she be

All that is virtuous, save what thou dislikest –

A poor physician’s daughter – thou dislikest

Of virtue for the name.

…

If thou canst like this creature as a maid,

I can create the rest. Virtue and she

Is her own dower; honour and wealth from me.

        (II.3.120–23, 141–3)



Bertram’s uncompromising refusal of the King’s offer, ‘I cannot love her nor will strive to do’t’, elicits a much more threatening conditional: ‘Thou wrongest thyself if thou shouldst strive to choose’ (II.3.144–5), which forces Bertram into acceptance. But his acceptance is merely nominal. The King can force him to submit to the form of marriage but not to its embodiment. He refuses not only to lie with Helena but even to remain with her or kiss her goodbye. His letter to the Countess informs his mother that he has ‘wedded her, not bedded her, and sworn to make the “not” eternal’ (III.2.21–2), employing the conditional with unconditional intent: ‘If there be breadth enough in the world I will hold a long distance’ (23–4); while his letter to Helena deliberately sets her a condition which he assumes she cannot meet: he will be her husband in deed if she can get the ring from his finger and show him the child he has begotten of her body (56–9).

Helena’s love is expressed from the first in conditionals. These contrast the simple unconditionality of her love for Bertram with the fact that its fulfilment is conditional in ways beyond her control: for example, upon changes to her low social status and to Bertram’s lack of affection for her. The Countess, insisting on her right to know whether Helena loves her son, faces her with two alternative answers, knowing already which is true: ‘If it be so, you have wound a goodly clew; | If it be not, forswear’t’ (I.3.177–8; the first line is proverbial, and a ‘clew’ is a ball of thread). Helena answers directly and with uncompromising clarity, to the point where she cuts off the verse rhythm with her bluntness (the last half-line of the following quotation is left uncompleted):


Then I confess,

Here on my knee, before high heaven and you,

That before you, and next unto high heaven,

I love your son. (186–9)



But she follows up that directness with an appeal for the Countess’s compassion through a passionate ‘if’ that seeks to parallel her own love with the Countess’s youthful experience:


 … if yourself,

Whose aged honour cites a virtuous youth,

Did ever, in so true a flame of liking,

Wish chastely and love dearly, that your Dian

Was both herself and love – O then, give pity

To her whose state is such that cannot choose

But lend and give where she is sure to lose;

That seeks not to find that her search implies,

But riddle-like lives sweetly where she dies. (204–12)



Her plea directly recalls the Countess’s prior admission, earlier in the same scene, on first hearing from the Clown of Helena’s love for Bertram:


Even so it was with me when I was young.

    If ever we are nature’s, these are ours; this thorn

Doth to our rose of youth rightly belong … (123–5)



Both speak a language that recognizes the inevitability of bitterness inherent in any sweetness. Helena’s experience of love as a death in life parallels the Countess’s knowledge, through the experience of love, that there is no rose without a thorn in nature.

Helena’s endurance and the working out of the plot progress through a sequence of conditionals that express both the hazards that must be negotiated and the single-mindedness of Helena’s determination to overcome them. Her decision to plod the cold ground barefoot as a pilgrim of St Jaques (III.4.4–6) is a bodily statement of both penitence and resolution. (The resolution is, however, crucially unclear. Helena seems to leave Rossillion so that Bertram can freely return, yet as she arrives in Florence and takes up residence in the house of the woman Bertram courts, it is not certain how far we should understand this as a matter of providence or of Helena’s agency. I discuss the question of providence versus agency further below.) As the Countess and her Steward ponder how they might have prevented her departure, both know that in fact their ‘if onlies’ would have changed nothing (20–25).

The series of ‘ifs’ with which the Widow, mother of Diana (who is to become the bedmate for whom Helena substitutes herself in Bertram’s bed), offers Helena lodging in Florence seems to mimic the careful sequence whereby destiny works itself out through apparent randomness:


WIDOW

    If you will tarry, holy pilgrim,

    But till the troops come by,

    I will conduct you where you shall be lodged;

    The rather for I think I know your hostess

    As ample as myself.

HELENA

    Is it yourself?

WIDOW

    If you shall please so, pilgrim. (III.5.38–43)



In the same way, when these two women enter a new scene, mid-conversation on an ‘if’, we recognize the conditional as again signalling to the audience a careful and determined overcoming of obstacles:


HELENA

    If you misdoubt me that I am not she,

    I know not how I shall assure you further

    But I shall lose the grounds I work upon. (III.7.1–3)



We know that the ‘if’ contained in Helena’s anticipation of possible success is an ‘if’ that exists solely to be resolved in the desired outcome of the bed-trick:


HELENA

    Why then tonight

    Let us assay our plot, which, if it speed,

    Is wicked meaning in a lawful deed,

    And lawful meaning in a lawful act,

    Where both not sin, and yet a sinful fact.

    But let’s about it. (43–8)



These two quotations are the first and last lines of the scene, and both their placing and the closing use of rhyme call attention to the certainty of the outcome. Conditions exist to be fulfilled in fairy tale.

‘If’ echoes more threateningly, but with an equally strong suggestion of a final favourable outcome, through the last scene, especially after the appearance of the ring. The King challenges Bertram, ‘if you know | That you are well acquainted with yourself’ (V.3.105–6; in other words, without fail) to confess that he forced it from Helena. When Bertram denies foul play, the King, fearing that Bertram is responsible for Helena’s death, threatens him:


If it should prove

That thou art so inhuman – ’twill not prove so,

And yet I know not; thou didst hate her deadly,

And she is dead; which nothing but to close

Her eyes myself could win me to believe,

More than to see this ring. Take him away. (V.3.115–20)



Bertram responds with another conditional, intended to intensify the truth of his denial that the ring is hers:


If
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