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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE




    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET




    

      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.




      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
King Lear (1623), play




          	
A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1600), play




          	
Richard III (1597), play


        


      


    




    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.
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