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2009 Study Guide for All’s Well That Ends Well by William Shakespeare

Before seeing/reading the play

1. What is considered the special province of each of the classical gods invoked in the
play: Mars, Juno, Diana, Hercules, Plutus? What qualities would you expect of a
character named Diana? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.crystalinks.com/romegods.html

http://www.theoi.com/Georgikos/Ploutos.html

2. Whatis a “bed trick” in literature and drama? Find examples in the Bible and
Arthurian tales. What is the fundamental premise of the “bed trick”? How believable
do you find it, and why? This and other websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bed_trick

3. Define scapegoat, both as a noun and as a verb. Under what circumstances is a
scapegoat designated? What good is expected to result from scapegoating? Find
examples of scapegoating in history, literature and current events. These and other
websites provide information:

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/scapegoat

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scapegoat

4. Referto a map of Spain, France and Italy. Find the play’s locations: Rousillion, Paris,
Marseilles, Florence, Siena, Tuscany, Compostela.

5. Who is Saint Jacques? By what other names is he known? What was the path of the
pilgrimage to his shrine at Compostela? What emblem identified a person who had
made the pilgrimage? What spiritual benefits did (does) a pilgrim hope to gain? These
and other websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Way of St. James

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cathedral _of Santiago de Compostela
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1.

What is the meaning of the proverb that gives the play its title, “All’s well that ends

well?”

In the play, the King of France suffers from a fistula. What is a fistula? This and other
websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fistula

Describe some of the healing techniques employed during Shakespeare’s time. Who
were the different practitioners of healing? What training did they have? What part
did magic, astrology and science play in medical practice? What part did prayers, herbs
and minerals play in medical practice? This and other websites provide information:
http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/elizabethan-medicine-and-illnesses.htm

What was the role of women in Elizabethan society? What social status did women
have? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.elizabethi.org/us/women/

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/ideas/sexes.html

How much choice did people generally have in who they would marry in Elizabethan
society? How important was it to marry someone from the same social class? These
and other websites provide information:
http://elizabethan.org/compendium/10.html

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/society/marriage.html

http://www.william-shakespeare.info/elizabethan-wedding-customs.htm

What was the Elizabethan attitude toward virginity? What was the cult of the Virgin
Queen inspired and promoted by Queen Elizabeth? Why was Queen Elizabeth
associated with the goddess Diana? What magical qualities were attributed to
virginity? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/explore/sea-and-ships/in-depth/elizabeth/representing-the-

gueen/elizabeths-image

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/history/virgin.html
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12. Research the military uses of the drum. This and other websites provide information:
http://www.musicedmagic.com/percussion/the-secret-history-of-drums-parleying-

with-the-enemy.html

Learn more about Shakespeare’s life and times at the following websites:
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/index.html
http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=865&CFID=6230886& CFTOKEN=25420173
http://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare.html

http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/life.htm

http://www.bardweb.net/man.html

After seeing/reading the play

1. Referring to the text, find all the descriptions of Helena, Bertram and Parolles. What
does each mean? Who speaks each one? How does the speaker influence the
description? With which ones do you agree? Disagree? Create your own descriptions
of Helena, Bertram and Parolles.

2. What changes have the deaths of Bertram’s and Helena’s fathers caused in each of
their lives? Whose ward is each? What control does each have over his/her own
actions? How does each respond to his/her situation? What do Helena and Bertram
have in common? What differences exist between their situations?

3. Describe the relationship of Bertram and Helena before the play begins, 1) as
experienced by Bertram, 2) as experienced by Helena, 3) as experienced by the
Countess, 4) as experienced by Parolles.

4. The word “if” occurs at least 100 times in the play. What does this fact lead you to
expect? Identify ten circumstances in which events hinge on an “if.”

5. Some form of the word “honor” occurs about fifty times. What is your definition of
honor and/or honorable? How is honor achieved? How is it lost? Who in the play has
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honor and in what circumstances? Which characters don’t have any honor? Which
lose honor? Which regain it?

Some form of the word “noble” occurs more than twenty times. How do different
characters define nobility? Which, in your opinion, behave nobly and in what
circumstances? Which don’t deserve to be called noble?

What does Shakespeare’s repetition of the words if, honor and noble tell you about
the play’s themes?

Why does everyone but Bertram have no respect for Parolles? Why does everyone but
Bertram value Helena?

Make the case that Parolles is entirely to blame for Bertram’s behavior. Partially to
blame. Make the case that Bertram’s behavior is in keeping with his character; explain
Parolles’s influence on him, if any. What does the “stripping” of Parolles, both physical
and spiritual, reveal to Bertram about his own character?

Refer to your research on the scapegoat. Make the case that Parolles is the scapegoat
for Bertram’s deficiencies. If this is so, describe the changes that take place in Bertram
after Parolles is ejected from Bertram’s society. Do you believe that Bertram is
redeemed? Why or why not?

Refer to a map of Europe. Trace Bertram’s and Helena'’s journeys away from and back
to Rousillion. Trace the journey Helena claims to be going on when she leaves
Rousillion the second time as well as her actual journey.

Refer to your research on Elizabethan attitudes towards virginity. What is Helena’s
attitude toward virginity? Parolles’s? Bertram’s?

What is Helena’s healing gift? What is her purpose in using it? How great is her
confidence in her ability? According to the text, how exactly does she heal the king?
How does the current production enact this event?
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20.

21.

Bernard Shaw, reviewing a production of All’s Well That Ends Well, calls the Countess
“the most beautiful old woman’s part ever written...[with] pleasant good sense,
humanity, and originality....” Find examples in the text to support Shaw’s contention

and/or to refute it.

Justify Bertram’s behavior in Act II, scene iii, when he refuses to marry or love Helena
as commanded by the King. How does he punish Helena? Why does he finally give in?

What are Bertram’s specific objections to Helena? To marrying her? How does the

King counter these objections? The Countess? How are his objections overcome?

Based on your research on the role of women in Elizabethan society, in what ways are
Helena’s actions atypical for an Elizabethan woman? In what ways are they typical?
How do you regard her behavior in these instances: 1.) healing the King, 2.) asking for
Bertram in marriage, 3.) asking for a kiss, 4.) deceiving people about her whereabouts,
5.) playing the “bed trick” on Bertram, 6.) allowing Diana to be publicly shamed, 7.)
allowing people to believe she is dead?

Refer to your research on the “bed trick.” Why does Helena resort to the bed trick?
Who are her accomplices? How does she manage to pull it off? What qualities of

Bertram make it possible for her to succeed?

“Who cannot be crushed with a plot?” Parolles demands. Identify all the play’s
“plots.” Who are the plotters? Who are the intended victims? What is the purpose of
each? Which “end well” and which not so much? Two of the plots depend on darkness
for their success. Which are they? How are the plots thematically related?

What happens to Parolles? How fitting is his punishment? Which of his qualities do
you find pardonable? Which unpardonable? Who rescues him and why?

Refer to your research on the military drum. Why is the drum an appropriate
instrument for Parolles (i.e., what qualities do Parolles and a drum have in common)?
Why is the drum called “this instrument of honor”? How does it turn into an

instrument of dishonor for Parolles?



22. Track the play’s several rings. Who gives which to whom? For what purpose? What
does each ring reveal, to whom and when?

23. Track the letters in the play. For each, describe the contents, the sender, the receiver,
the intention and the results.

24. What is the meaning of the extended image in Act IV, scene iii, lines 74-77:

The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together. Our virtues would be
proud if our faults whipped them not, and our crimes would despair if they were not
cherished by our virtues.

How is this passage related thematically to the play’s plot and individual characters?

25. Chart the changes in Helena’s and Bertram’s feelings for each other. How do they
start? What changes takes place during the play? How do they end up feeling about

each other? What will it take, in your opinion, for all to end well?

26. If you’re also seeing The Servant of Two Masters, refer to your research on the stock
characters of commedia. From which of these is Parolles descended? How has
Shakespeare expanded and enriched the original?
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