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ABSTRACT 

SOPHISM, SEX, AND SHAKESPEARE'S ALL'S WELL: ACROSS THE GREAT 
RHETORICAL CHASM 

JUDITH CULLEN YARBRO 

AUGUST 1993 

Rena i ssance dramatists created plays which incorporated 

a great c omplexity of vision precisely because of the 

sophistic rhetorical training they received in the grammar 

schools. Trained in antithetical methods, the dramatists 

consistently juxtaposed rhetorical strands designed to 

arouse passion against others constructed to investigate 

truth or command assent. While scholars have attempted to 

unravel these strands to discover the relationship of 

dramatic art to everyday Renaissance life, in many cases the 

paradoxical structure of the plays has left them with many 

unresolved questions. Shakespeare's All's Well That Ends 

Well is a case in point. But by superimposing twentieth

century rhetoric over the sophistic episteme articulated in 

the Renaissance, we can determine that in All's Well 

Shakespeare resolves the play's controlling paradox through 

careful rhetorical devices that guarantee reader/viewer 

identification with an unconventional heroine and that this 
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identification promotes a reassessment of traditional social 

and moral codes of conduct for both men and women. 

In All's Well, Shakespeare essentially accomplishes his 

argument through character, which he skillfully creates 

through his rhetorical devices. Helena's speech and actions 

advocate one means of behavior for women while Bertram's 

speech and conduct advocate another. Through dissociate 

reasoning, Shakespeare makes the Renaissance realities of 

behavior for women appear to be only conventions. Thus, 

unconventional Helena is identified with virtue while 

conventional Bertram is identified with vice. Since the 

audience will not listen voluntarily to someone whom they 

consider reprehensible, the audience discounts the strength 

of Bertram's argument, for the argument's force depends not 

on its strength or validity but with the way the argument is 

received. The rule of formal justice requires that 

essentially similar situations or beings be treated in the 

same manner. Since the argument--the code of conduct for a 

wife prevails in one situation, the argument a simili or a 

fortiori allows the audience to apply it successfully in a 

new situation. Hence, Shakespeare's validation of Helena's 

behavior as virtuous suggests that other women who behave in 

the same way are similarly virtuous. 
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INTRODUCTION: RE-INVENTING THE PARADIGM 

Shakespeare's problem play All's Well That Ends 

Well presents a paradoxical couple, Bertram and Helena. At 

the play's inception, the perceptive, loving Countess of 

Rousillon and the discerning Lafew recognize that Helena 

possesses beauty, wisdom, and moral integrity-

characteristics of an ideal woman who promises to be an 

ideal wife--in spite of her common birth and rigorous, 

intellectual education. Although conventional Bertram 

marries Helena at the King's behest, he rejects consummation 

of the marriage and flees to France because Helena lacks the 

nobility of birth which aristocratic society at large deems 

necessary in a suitable bride. To bed her bridegroom, 

Helena adopts unconventional behavior patterns, patterns 

which society deems morally unsuitable in a woman. The 

major questions which All's Well seeks to answer revolve 

around Helena: What constitutes virtue in a woman? What 

constitutes a virtuous wife? What constitutes ideal married 

love? To the extent that All's Well affirms Helena and that 

Bertram, as a representative of Elizabethan society, 

recognizes her virtue and embraces her in marriage, All's 

Well offers a resolution to these interlocking problems and 

validates Helena as a role model who actively asserts her 
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prerogative to choose her own identity and to bestow her 

affection on whom she selects. 

While the current application of the rhetorical 

paradigm allows scholars to perceive the multifaceted nature 

of this text, they have been unable to unravel Shakespeare's 

use of paradox as a dramatic device. Howard C. Cole 

remarks that "until this comedy, Shakespeare's use of 

'discrepant awareness' has always allowed us to know at 

least as much as his most knowledgeable characters" (114). 

Ultimately, however, Cole finds "our [the audience's] 

hearts . . unreconciled to Bertram" (136). More recently, 

Tita French Baumlin stresses that the text's equivocal 

nature prevents us from ultimately knowing whether all does 

indeed "end well" (138), while A. P. Reimer discounts the 

ambivalence as merely an attempt to "enhance comic meaning" 

( 12 3) . Though awareness of the text's disharmonies seems 

preferable to W.W. Lawrence's glib reassurances that the 

text merely reflects "habits of thought accepted by. 

the age" (74), are we really better off if our rhetorical 

paradigm will not allow us to interpret historical rhetoric 

and harmonize the play's seeming disharmonies? 

My answer is unequivocally no. The rhetorical paradigm 

·: needs to be adaptable enough, flexible enough to provide the 

X 



answers we seek. Stretching the paradigm--superimposing 

twentieth-century over classical and Renaissance rhetorical 

theory--can provide those answers. Thus, I propose that we 

refit our cameras, changing not the lens but the filter so 

that our interpretation of the text on the terministic 

screen will be clearer. Superimposing the argumentative 

theories of Kenneth Burke (Counterstatement, Permanence and 

Change, Attitudes Toward History, A Grammar of Motives, 8: 

Rhetoric of Motives, The Philosophy of Literary Form, and 

Language as Symbolic Action), Chaim Perelman (The Realm of 

Rhetoric and The New Rhetoric), and I. A. Richards (The 

Philosophy of Rhetoric and The Meaning of Meaning) and the 

stylistic theories of Richard A. Lanham (Style, The Motives 

of Eloquence, Literacy and the Survival of Humanism, and 

Analyzing Prose) over the expanded sophistic paradigm 

recently defined by Susan C. Jarratt (Rereading the 

Sophists) and John C. Poulakos ("Toward a Sophistic 

Definition of Rhetoric," "Rhetoric, the Sophists and the 

Possible") shows that style is the means of activating 

context and creating identification or presence in the 

audience so that they will listen to the argument advanced. 

What is unpalatable appears not only attractive but also 

reasonable. 
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In All's Well Shakespeare essentially accomplishes his 

argument through character. Helena's speech and actions 

advocate one means of behavior for women while Bertram's 

speech and conduct advocate another. Through dissociate 

reasoning, Shakespeare makes the Renaissance realities of 

behavior for women appear to be only conventions. Thus, 

unconventional Helena is identified with virtue while 

conventional Bertram is identified with vice. Since the 

audience "will not listen voluntarily to someone whom they 

consider hostile or reprehensible" (Perelman 147), the 

audience discounts the strength of Bertram's argument, for 

the argument's force depends not on its strength or validity 

but with the way the argument is received (Perelman 148) 

As All's Well affirms the validity of Helena's argument, it 

denies the validity of Bertram's. The rule of formal 

justice "considers as just and reasonable the treatment of 

essentially similar situations in the same manner" (Perelman 

140). Since the argument--the code of conduct for a wife-

prevails in one situation, "the argument a simili [similiar] 

or a fortiori [justifiable] allows us to apply it 

successfully in a new situation" (Perelman 140). Hence, 

Shakespeare's validation of Helena's behavior as virtuous 

suggests that other women who behave in the same way are 
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similarly virtuous. 

All's Well demonstrates, then, that "style can serve as 

a paradigm for a social role, an identity" (Lanham, Style 

131). All's Well demonstrates, too, that ''in its simplest 

manifestation style is ingratiation. It is an attempt to 

gain favor by the hypnotic or suggestive process of 'saying 

the right thing"' (Burke, Permanence and Change 50). In all 

probability, the majority of Shakespeare's audience would 

have pelted any actor who explicitly voiced the idea that 

women should be anything other than submissive. Their 

context--their world--told them that women should be chaste, 

silent, and obedient. But this was not their only context. 

Many of them had attended the Renaissance grammar schools 

where they learned to delight in words and to appreciate the 

power of figures. Many of them attended weekly sermons that 

utilized stylistic ornament to capture their attention and 

to illustrate a moral point which they were to apply to 

their lives. Many of them attended the theater weekly. 

They saw tragedies, comedies, romances, 

which mingled instruction with delight. 

and histories--plays 

When they attended 

All's Well, they expected to see more of the same. As 

I. A. Richards and C. K. Ogden indicate, "our interpretation 

of any sign is our psychological reaction to it, as 
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determined by our past experience in similar situations and 

by our present experience" (244). The form, then, 

constituted the bridge--the universal locus of 

appeal--by which they moved "from a consideration of form to 

a consideration of subject-matter" (Burke, Counter-Statement 

143) . The form constituted the starting place for argument, 

the place where audience and playwright might secure a 

meeting of the minds, a meeting developed further through 

eloquence. 

To see All's Well as a piece of persuasive literature 

is not revolutionary. Philip Sidney saw poetry as a 

"speaking picture" whose end was "to teach and delight" 

(25). In his construct, the poet was a seer, who ranged 

"into the divine consideration of what may be and should be" 

(2 6 ). Sidney believed that the function of the true poet 

was "to move men to take that goodness in hand, which 

wi thout delight they would fly as from a stranger; and. 

to make them know that goodness where unto they are moved" 

(27). Sidney's construct presupposed the conjoining of 

wisdom and eloquence . 

To understand and accept that an expanded, persuasive, 

rhetorical paradigm can help us solve the problem of textual 

meaning requires a precise elaboration of the rules. Thus, 
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chapter one will describe the expanded sophistic paradigm 

and show how it was manifest in Cicero, who himself became 

the source for Renaissance rhetoricians voicing sophistic 

ideals. Chapter two will characterize the sophistic 

paradigm as it was translated to the Renaissance. Chapter 

three will delineate how twentieth-century theory 

illuminates the sophistic strand as it was re-articulated in 

the Renaissance. Chapter four will be a stylistic analysis 

of All's Well which illustrates how the paradigm functions. 

Chapter five, conclusions, will focus on the paradigm's 

implications for a feminist resolution of the play. 

In the broadest sense, the aim of this study is to show 

that stylistic awareness can "empower us to enter into the 

past, look through lost eyes, participate in the past's way 

of seeing and thus enrich our own" (Lanham, Style 132). 

Styl e is "a way of seeing" (Lanham, Style 131). Style is 

the bridge across the great rhetorical chasm that restores 

and links the sophists to Burke, Perelman, Richards, and 

Lanham. Unless we cross that bridge, we cannot hope to 

fully understand the rhetoric of ages past or even of our 

own. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE SOPHISTIC STREAM 

Three streams of rhetoric--Platonic, Aristotelian, and 

Sophistic--inform Western thought. The conflicts among 

these philosophic streams have animated and shaped ideas 

from Ancient Greece to the twentieth century. Each stream 

has produced "critical and imaginative works [which] are 

answers to questions posed by the situation in which they 

arose" (Burke, Philosophy of Literary Form 1). But these 

thoughtful, stylized answers are encoded in the rhetoric of 

the period in which they were created. While rhetoric is a 

way of decoding literary stylization, the decoding itself 

goes through historical change and adaptation. Deciphering 

the code requires that we employ our knowledge of rhetoric's 

history to decode a stream's permutations. Unless we can 

unlock a text's verbal structure, we cannot hope to 

understand the author's historical meaning (W. Kennedy 1-2) 

But time" [has] deposited an overlay of terms and concepts 

in successive sedimentary layers that appear distinct and 

novel yet which upon closer inspection can be seen to blend 

one into the other" (Backman 8). These layers mask the 

stream of rhetoric from which they flow. As first Nancy S. 
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Streuver (1970) and more recently Susan C. Jarratt (1991) 

have pointed out, the Platonic and Aristotelian epistemic 

fields have suppressed the positions advanced by the 

sophists (Streuver 23; Jarratt xviii) 
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primacy of human knowledge, possibilities for non
rational and emotional responses to the whole 
range of discourse types, a fundamental 
understanding of human values as historically 
contingent, a recognition of all discourse as 
rhetorical, an integral relationship between 
theory, practice, and the political sphere. 

(Jarratt xix) 

My aim in this chapter is to examine the true sophistic 

episteme of the fourth century and to show how it was 

manifest in Cicero who himself became the source for 

Renaissance rhetoricians who voiced sophistic ideals. 

In "Toward a Sophistic Definition of Rhetoric," John 

Poulakos asserts that the "sophists conceived of rhetoric 

primarily as a techne (art) whose medium [was] logos 

[speech] and whose double aim [was] terpis (aesthetic 

pleasure) and pistis (belief)" (36) In teaching techne, 

the sophists stressed the concepts of kairos (timeliness) 

and to prepon (fitness) since they believed that "'truth' 

had to be adjusted to fit the ways of a particular audience 

in a certain time and with a certain set of beliefs and 

laws" (Jarratt xv) . 

The sophists' emphasis upon the concept of kairos 

stemmed from the recognition that if "what is said is 
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timely, its timeliness renders it more sensible, more 

rightful and ultimately more persuasive" (Poulakos, 

"Sophistic" 40). According to Diogenes Laertius, Protagoras 

was the first "to expound the importance of the right 

moment" (Sprague 4). The anonymous sophistic treatise 

Dissoi Logi stresses the notion of kairos: "Nothing is 

always seemly or always disgraceful, but the right occasion 

takes the same things and makes them disgraceful and then 

alters them and makes them seemly" (Sprague 283). In 

summary, kairos means that what is said is seemly only if it 

is said at the right time: when the situational need for 

speech and the receptivity of the audience are at their 

highe st" (Poulakos, "Aristotle" 32). Thus, "kairos 

'contextualizes' or 'situates' human activity," limits the 

choice s, and sets the boundaries of human action "by 

supplying the circumstantial . criteria or 'codes'- -

conventions, values, ethics, customs- - that guide and confirm 

decisions and actions" (Sheard 292). Kairos mediates the 

discovery within the conventional established body of 

knowledge. Kairos provides a way of insuring necessary 

renewal. Hence, kairos governs "the choice of organization, 

the means of proof, and particularly the style" (G. Kennedy, 

Greece 67). Cynthia Miecznikowski Sheard concludes that "an 

incomplete sense of the concept [kairos] has led some 

[scholars] to focus on the speaker's opportunism and 



manipulation of an audience which kairos makes possible" 

(292). Consequently, they have , " [overlooked] the attendant 

ideas of appropriateness and propriety with respect to time 

and place which kairos encompasses as well" (292). Sheard 

asserts that rather than being" [indifferent] to ethics and 

values, sophistic discourse practices . . are situated 

within them, for kairos grounds discursive exchange in the 

conventions of the culture within which it operates; we 

could not make meaning otherwise" (292). Kairos is "the 

very source of rhetoric's power to adapt to circumstances 

and to deceive (ethically or unethically) its users" 

(Sheard 293). 

Closely allied to the concept of kairos is to prepon. 
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While both notions deal with the rhetor's response, in 

distinction to kairos, which focuses on man's sense of time, 

to prepon emphasizes his sense of propriety" (Poulakos, 

"Sophistic" 41). Propriety or appropriateness means the 

speech focuses on the situation it addresses: the speech is 

"compatible with the audience and the occasion it affirms 

and simultaneously seeks to alter" (Poulakos, "Sophistic" 

41). Circumstances, then, are subject to human impulses and 

desires rather than implicit in the total situation 

(Payne 193) since the grounds of group decision making 

reside not in reason but in the immediate values of the 

audience. In effect, to prepon means that "no speech is 
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suitable in and of itself; rather it is suitable because it 

suits something other than itself; the speaker, the subject, 

the audience, and the occasion" ( Poulakos, "Aristotle" 31) . 

The rhetor aims to reconcile the audience's whims, moods, 

and situational ethics into line with what he perceives is 

"right reason." 

Choosing what is both timely and appropriate depends on 

the rhetor's own innate sense of decorum. As George Kennedy 

indicates, "the two together constitute what may be called 

the artistic element in rhetorical theory as opposed to the 

prescribed rules" (Greece 67). Poulakos further notes that 

"the observance of these criteria meant among other things 

that faithfulness to a fixed philosophic stand or loyalty to 

a permanent ideological position had to be, at best, a 

secondary concern" (Poulakos, "Encomium" 5-6). In choosing 

what is appropriate, the rhetor considers "the cultural 

norms in which he participates, his reading of the situation 

he wishes to address, his image of the audience, and his 

prediction of the potential effects of his words on his 

listeners" (Poulakos, "Sophistic" 42). He aims to enact a 

balance among the factors which interact to determine how 

the audience will accept his view of reality. The rhetor 

who effectively seizes the precise moment to execute his 

intentions is dependent upon his astute judgement of the 

audience's intent. 
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Implicit in kairos and to prepon is the concept of 

relativism. A rhetor responds not to a priori [prior] 

truths but to those which are culturally and situationally 

derived. Timeliness and appropriateness, then, allow the 

rhetor to voice the possible (dynaton), the alternatives of 

the situation. They allow him to project his hearer into 

the future, from the world of actuality to the world of the 

possible. Although the rhetorician initially addresses his 

audience where they are, "subsequently he tries to lift them 

from the vicissitudes of custom and habit . . into a new 

place where new discoveries and new conquests can be made" 

(Poulakos, "Sophistic" 44-45). The sophistic episteme 

stresses a concept of right reason which develops as a 

faculty for evolving truth rather than holding to a 

particular model. Truth equals what is, plus what could be. 

The rhetor's potential for actualizing the possible 

depends upon his successful recognition of the audience's 

self-interest. As both Streuver (22) and Poulakos 

("Aristotle" 36) recognize, Aristotelian rhetoric's 

tailoring of arguments to specific causes and audiences is 

merely a refinement of Gorgias's concept to prepon. 

Philostratus reports that Gorgias was so confident of his 

ability that upon coming into the theater he had the 

boldness to say " 'suggest a subject' " ( Sprague 31) . 

Hippias, too, bragged on his ability to speak spontaneously 
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on any topic: "[I] submit myself at the sacred precinct to 

speak on whatever subject anyone may choose from those I 

have prepared for a display, and to answer whatever question 

anyone may wish to ask" (Sprague 96-97). Clearly, as 

Streuver postulates, the sophistic episteme defined by those 

early orators emphasized "the improvising power of the 

rhetor, the creative responses, to concrete situations" 

(15) . Less skillful rhetors than Gorgias and Hippias, of 

course, probably employed models (G. Kennedy, Classical 

Rhetoric 28). 

In his Encomium to Helen, Gorgias recognizes rhetoric's 

dynamic potential and the rhetor's responsibility to create 

a new vision for the audience: "To tell the knowing what 

they know shows it is right but brings no delight" 

(Sprague 51). He then proceeds to introduce new 

possibilities into the historical narrative thereby 

disrupting the causal chain through his stress on new 

issues: the relation between love and force, language and 

love, language and force (Jarratt 17). Specifically, 

Gorgias contends that Helen "acted not of her own volition 

but, rather, reacted to demands placed upon her by the gods, 

eros, Paris, or logos" (Biesecker 105). Accordingly, 

Gorgias asserts that the audience should hold one of these 

causes responsible for the war--not Helen (Biesecker 105). 



Gorgias's vision of possibility evokes both wonder and 

delight. 

In articulating the possible, the true sophistic 

rhetor, like Gorgias, "discloses his vision of a new world 
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to his listeners and invites them to join him there . by 

adopting his suggestion" (Poulakos, "Sophistic" 45). To 

move his audience, to transform the world of possibility to 

the world of actuality, the rhetor must show his audience 

why they should adopt his view. In offering his view of 

reality, the rhetor must not only offer his audience a new 

way to perceive themselves and their world, but also he must 

couch his vision in images which will attract their 

attention, which will evoke wonder and delight. The rhetor 

must present his vision uniquely because "things with which 

we are familiar condition our responses and restrict our 

actions" ( Poulakos, "Sophistic" 44) . Thus, in his Encomium 

to Hel e n, Gorgias asks his audience, "What cause prevents 

the conclusion that Helen. . might have come under the 

influence of speech?" (Sprague 52). If the audience cannot 

discover a reason why the rhetor's conclusion should not be 

accepted, then logically they should adopt what he says. 

But even if he fails to move his audience to accept his 

conclusion, the rhetor's hypothesis has served a useful 

function by making his listeners re-examine the merits of 



their position, by making his listeners consider the 

possible. 
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The sophists privilege the possible rather than the 

ideal (Plato) or actual (Aristotle) because of the way they 

envision the man-Being relationship. Sophistic thought 

holds: (1) Being is a continually unfolding entity which has 

a capacity for self-manifestation and self-concealment; (2) 

Man realizes being through his senses, his language, and his 

thought; (3) Man supplies the meaning or value of being 

(Poulakos, "Possible" 219). 

The sophistic universe is essentially anthropocentric. 

The sophists believed that "it is opinion, not the truth, 

that guides human thought and action" (Poulakos, "Hegel" 

166) . Knowledge of a unilateral truth or certainty are not 

part of the sophistic e pisteme. Protagoras felt "it was 

impor tant that his students understand both sides [of the 

'truth'], for right cho ices cannot be reached without 

examination of opposing arguments" (Barrett 11). Moreover, 

the title of one of Protagoras's lost works Truth or 

Refutations" [suggests] that the sophists understood dissoi 

logos to be a means of discovering a truth rather than the 

expression of a distance from a separate, single Truth 

within phenomena" (Jarratt 49). Unlike Plato, who believed 

"that ideas had an immutable nature which when discovered 

would reveal certain knowledge" (Enos, Greek 78), Gorgias 
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felt that "knowledge was revealed by understanding the 

dichotomies inherent in the nature of individual concepts" 

(Enos, Greek 78). Moreover, he believed that to understand 

the nature of a thing man must understand "the circumstances 

and dissociated forces that created it--the degree and 

proportion of dissimilar energies which resulted in a 

particular phenomenon" (Enos, Greek 79). The notion of 

contraries, then, was not merely "a stylistic formula for 

Gorgias; it was the conceptual foundation of his rhetoric" 

(Enos, Greek 76). 

Indeed, Protagoras's concept of dissoi logoi (to every 

issue there are at least two opposing and conflicting 

positions) grows out of his observation that "of all things 

the measure is man, of things that are, and of things that 

are not" (Sprague 18). Though some interpretations of this 

statement distinguish between sense perception and 

intellectual matters, David Payne attributes such a 

distinction to Plato rather than the sophist Protagoras. 

Payne states: "The two ways of perceiving are for Protagoras 

one principle of human awareness. In knowing reality, man 

makes judgments about reality" (190). W. K. C. Guthrie 

interprets the "man as measure" dictum as meaning that the 

way things appear to one man is the truth for him 

and the way they appear to another is the truth for that 
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individual (Greek Philosophers 68) because each man provides 

his own context through his own unique experiences. 

P.H. Epps also believes that Protagoras means that 

everything must be conceived and communicated through 

limited senses. He remarks: 

Protagoras doubtless saw that nothing--literally 
nothing--can be understood by any person until it 
has been interpreted and brought to terms, to some 
extent with that person's mind, values, and 
thinking. . In other words, man cannot escape 
in any situation or in any circumstances, his 
finiteness and his limitations; and any judgment 
he renders is, and must be in all cases, colored 
and influenced by man's limitations and his 
interest and point of view. He cannot enter into 
perfect or unconditioned empathy with another 
being, but only into a humanly conditioned one. 

( 22 5) 

For while all men perceive reality through their senses, 

each individual filters his perception of reality through a 

logos which is unique to himself. And this process 

"[prohibits] humans from ever acquiring certain knowledge" 

(Enos, Greek 77). Since each man's truth is relative to 

himself, the sophistic episteme, then, denies that human 

beings can attain complete knowledge of any idea, including 

that of an eternal truth. Susan Jarratt comments that 

"Protagoras's careful expression of ignorance directs energy 

away from the search for an external knowledge source and 

throws the responsibility for determining the nature of 

things onto humans" (50). Thus, Protagoras "equates reality 

with human expression" (Gibson 289). 



Protagoras's assertations about man's valuations of 

reality complement Gorgias's skeptical philosophy. In his 

treatise On the Non-existent or On Nature, Sextus tells us 

Gorgias argues: ( 1) that "the truth" does not exist; ( 2) 

that even if "the truth" were knowable, man could not 

comprehend it; ( 3) that even if man could comprehend "the 

truth," he could not communicate it to another human being 

(Sprague 4 2 ) . Although the means we use to communicate is 
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"logos [,] . logos is not substance and existing things . 

Therefore, we do not reveal existing things to our 

neighbors, but logos, which is something other than 

substances" (Sprague 42). Speech, then, does not 

necessarily mean the same thing to both speaker and hearer 

"because they differ in their mentality, their culture, 

their grasp of language" (Untersteiner 195). 

Mario Untersteiner notes that "words produce on us 

impressions which are more numerous in proportion to the 

number of pieces of knowledge, feelings, [and] memories we 

carry in our minds" (195). Thus, whatever becomes known to 

man becomes known only through his limitations, values, and 

response capabilities. And the very nature of man's thought 

patterns make any kind of objective communication impossible 

(Epps 225). Like Protagoras, Gorgias asserts that nothing 

can exist objectively in this world. But while Protagoras 

focuses on the subjectivity of human knowledge, Gorgias 



emphasizes the impossibility of discovering an objective 

truth which could make direct communication possible. 

Gorgias, like Protagoras, believed that man acquired 

"knowledge" only through "understanding the dichotomies 

inherent in the diverse nature of individual concepts" 

(Enos, "Epistemology" 44), an understanding made more 
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difficult by the lack of correspondence between objective 

reality and language (Poulakos, "Possible" 218). Thus, both 

Protagoras's "man-measure" dictum and Gorgias's existence 

premise dismiss previous discourse as unworkable (Poulakos, 

"Hegel" 165) because it does not address man's intellectual 

consciousness. 

While the subjective-relativism of sophistic rhetoric 

allows no man to convict another of error, the sophistic 

episteme does not endorse solipsism. Since the sophist 

perceives a single truth as both impossible and unnecessary 

to determine, he concentrates on "negotiating useful courses 

of action for people given their various perceptions about 

the world" (Jarratt 50). Protagoras, the first to 

acknowledge himself a sophist, "allowed room for 

conventional views of truth and morals by adding that 

although no one opinion is truer than another, one opinion 

may be better than another" (Guthrie, Greek Philosophers 

69). He argues that ''if any man sincerely believes that it 

is good to steal, then that statement is true for him as 
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long as he believes it" (Guthrie, Greek Philosophers 69). 

But he also believes that the majority should attempt to 

change that man's mind to beliefs which if not truer are 

better or more useful (chresta instead of ponera), that is 

which promote group cohesion (Guthrie, Greek Philosophers 

69; Dodds 96). Clearly, Protagoras believed that one logos 

was less preferable, even morally inferior to another 

(Schiappa 109). Moreover, while the sophists believed in 

maximum freedom for the individual, they recognized that 

"extreme individualism robs society of the cohesive bond it 

needs to survive" (Reimer 53) . Hence, they advocated a 

criterion for good external to the individual: the laws of 

nature which governed good, beauty, right, and truth (Reimer 

53) . While no fixed philosophical "good" grounds the 

sophistic episteme, the "sophists go beyond total 

r e lativism--a hedonistic self-interest--to a discourse about 

enlightened self-interest based in the notion of 'self' as 

constituted by the community" (Jarratt 96). Throughout the 

Protagoras, for example, the sophist refers to "your fellow 

citizens" and "the Athenians" (Taylor 16). Thus, the 

sophistic episteme emphasizes the individual's 

responsibility to recognize that "self" is a social 

construct. In the sophistic episteme, rhetoric becomes the 

means for transforming variant social behavior and unifying 

human society. Rather than avoiding the existence of ethics 
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and morals, sophistic rhetoric becomes the means of helping 

man perform effectively as an individual, fulfilling social 

obligations (McIntyre 5-13) which become the system of 

ethics and morals. Hence, man adapts his own inclination 

toward hedonistic self-interest to community values. 

The sophistic episteme, then, emphasizes its capacity 

for empowering the individual in both the private and public 

spheres of his life. Protagoras claims that if Hippias 

comes to him he will learn "the proper management of [his] 

own affairs, how best to run [his] household, and the 

management of public affairs, how to make the most effective 

contribution to the affairs of the city both by word and 

action" (Taylor 11). Protagoras undertakes, in short, "to 

make men into good citizens" (Taylor 11). As Jarratt notes, 

this definition of civic "virtue" forges a link between the 

private and public spheres and speaking and acting as well 

as emphasizing "good judgment as opposed to value-free 

utility" (99). 

Protagoras, like all other sophists besides Gorgias, 

held that men could be made into good citizens because they 

could be taught arete (virtue), those qualities which made 

for success in society. Indeed, Protagoras argues in the 

myth attributed to him by Plato that man must be taught 

because while all men possess a share of aidos 

(consciousness) and dike (justice) virtue "does not come by 
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nature or by luck" (Taylor 15). Protagoras makes this 

observation based on the manner in which society administers 

punishment. Men who administer punishment rationally" [do 

not] chastise on account of the past misdeed--for that 

wouldn't undo what is already done--but for the sake of the 

future, so that neither the wrongdoer himself, nor anyone 

else who sees himself punished will do wrong again" (Taylor 

16). If punishment is inflicted for deficiencies in justice 

and virtue, then clearly a civilized society must regard 

them as teachable (Kerferd 134). Furthermore, Protagoras 

makes clear that individuals acquire virtue only through 

instruction and practice because people do not unconsciously 

absorb the traditions of the community in which they live 

(Kerferd 134). But even after instruction, men do not 

attain the same degree of virtue since they do not possess 

the same aptitude for virtue nor enjoy the same 

opportunities to learn (Kerferd 134-35). Generally, those 

individuals "who do the best job of developing their social 

capacities are able both to recognize and convince others of 

the better knowledge" (Jarratt 26). The educator's task, 

then, is to enhance man's natural capacity through his 

teaching (Simmons 33) so that virtuous behavior becomes 

habitual. Despite the uneven results of instruction, the 

sophist sees virtue as teachable since it is nothing more 

than a conditioned behavioral response (Zaslavsky 80). 
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Whether an individual fulfills agathos (the potential for 

goodness) depends upon the conventions of society (nomos) 

and the individual's function in that society (Payne 191-92) 

for values are historically contingent. 

Gorgias recognized that absolute virtue does not exist 

(Untersteiner 180). A passage in Plato's Meno (Jowett 266), 

which in all likelihood "is derived from Gorgias . and 

confirmed by many passages" of his work (Untersteiner 184), 

expresses accurately Gorgias's theoretical position that 

"there are only the virtues of a man, the virtues of a 

woman, the virtues of a child, the virtues of an old man et 

cetera" (Untersteiner 180) Plato records that "every age, 

every condition of life . 

are virtues numberless . 

. has a different virtue: there 

. for there is a virtue relative 

to the actions and ages of each of us in all that we 

do the same may be said of vice" (Jowett 266). 

But by enabling a man to acquire those qualities which 

make for success in society, the sophistic episteme "makes 

it possible for anyone to rise to any heights in a given 

community. It is thus a key to social mobility, "to social 

change" (Kerferd 131) . The price, of course, "was 

responsibility for [one's] own behavior" (Barrett 13) and 

the ability to adapt behavior to group-determined mores. 

Since group life depends on shared values and beliefs, 



education becomes the means of promoting cohesion and 

integrating individuals into society. 

Yet the ideal sophistic "society is not ultimately 

egalitarian--it is to be guided by those with the most 

wisdom on each and any occasion" (Kerferd 131). While 

society grants each individual the right to speak, each 

individual can advise only according to his capacity. 

Because men perceived that rhetorical ability was "a means 

of acquiring power, fame, wealth, and intellectual wisdom" 
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(Poulakos, Encomium 5), the sophistic episteme insists on 

the primacy of rhetoric and the power of the word as a means 

of achieving a group consensus of reality. 

Thus, the sophistic episteme exploits man's 

susceptibility to speech to induce persuasion. Gorgias's 

Encomium to Helen, one of the few surviving sophistic 

compositions, records the power of logos: "Speech is a 

powerful lord, which by means of the finest and most 

invisible body effects the divinest works: it can stop 

fear and banish grief and create joy and nurture pity" 

(Sprague 52). Speech or logos in the Encomium operates 

directly upon the psyche to persuade: "For speech 

constrained the soul, persuading it which it persuaded, both 

to believe the things said and to approve the things done" 

(Sprague 52). Moreover, words have the power to alter the 

psyche to another state (Segal 105). If words" [merge] with 
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opinion in the soul, the power of the incantation is wont to 

beguile it and persuade it and alter it by witchcraft" 

(Sprague 52). Thus, Charles P. Segal rightly concludes that 

"Gorgias regarded his rhetoric as having more than a 

superficial effect on the ear, as actually reaching and 

'impressing' the psyche of the audience" (105). The 

Encomium indicates that what the doctor accomplishes 

therapeutically with drugs the sophist effects with 

argument: 

The effect of speech upon the condition of the 
soul is comparable to the power of drugs over the 
nature of bodies. For just as different drugs 
dispel different secretions from the body, and 
some bring an end to disease and others to life, 
so also in the case of speeches, some distress, 
others delight, some cause fear, others make the 
hearers bold, and some drug and bewitch the soul 
with a kind of evil persuasion. (Sprague 53) 

Clearly, the technical aspects of Gorgias's arete rested 

upon a psychological foundation of which the effective 

rhetor must not only be aware but also must learn to control 

( Segal 106) . 

Controlling either the individual or group psyche 

hinges upon making the psyche respond to the word with such 

an emotional impulse that it will adopt "a concrete action 

of an unexpected, nonrational type" (Segal 108) leading the 

hearer into lines of action which depart from his accustomed 

patterns of behavior. To accomplish this action, the rhetor 

must couch his argument in images which will not only calm 
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his audience's fears but also encourage them to heed his 

reasoning. Persuasion works only to the extent that it can 

"conjure up and excite feelings and attitudes associated 

with past experiences" (Enos, "Epistemology" 4 9) . Gorgias 

notes in the Encomium that persuasion cannot be effected if 

collective panic occurs: 

When belligerents in war buckle on their warlike 
accouterments of bronze and steel, some designed 
for defense, others for offense, if the sight sees 
this immediately it is alarmed and it alarms the 
soul, so that often men flee, panic-stricken, from 
future danger <as though it were> present. 
Fear resulting from sight . . causes him to be 
indifferent both to what is judged honorable 
because of the law and to the advantage to be 
derived from victory. (Sprague 53) 

Logos, then, functions as a practical tool of 

persuasion whose end is to modify doxa (opinion), not 

communicate a truth which "corresponds or provides access to 

the structure of a true Being" (Segal 101). In effecting 

persuasion, the sophistic rhetor presents a "truth" which is 

a combination of seeming and Being. Thus, the persuasion he 

effects rests upon a measure of deception which works by 

magic and enchantment. How the rhetor chooses to use the 

supreme power of the logos depends, of course, upon his 

ethics. Logos, itself, is neutral (Guthrie, Sophists 180). 

Gorgias argues in Plato's dialogue which bears his name that 

the rhetor has a moral responsibility to "use his skill 

justly, exactly as one should physical prowess" 



(Helmbold 16). Nevertheless, "sophistic rhetoric is to be 

understood not as the practice of unscrupulous persuasion 

upon the blind emotion of masses . . but those complex 
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processes and subtle currents of judgment which go on to the 

collective mind and the group decision" (Havelock 230). 

Unlike George Kennedy, who sees sophistic rhetoric focused 

on the speaker, Eric A. Havelock finds that the sophists' 

work" [invites] us to keep our eye not upon the 

authoritarian leader, but upon the average man as citizen of 

this society and voter in his parliament" (230). Havelock 

envisions sophistic rhetoric as generating a critical mental 

activity approximating a dialogue in the minds of 

participants (230). While the initial appeal of sophistic 

rhetoric is not analytic, the audience finally must weigh or 

balance the alternatives, judging them aesthetically, 

morally, ethically, and logically. Without their active 

participation, logos possesses no force. Sophistic 

rhetoric, then, is reader-listener based. 

Since the logos demands the suspension of rational 

belief, the "deception" (apate) practiced by the sophistic 

rhetor is inevitably linked with the poetic tradition. 

Gorgias, in fact, defines "poetry as speech with meter" 

(Segal 52). Its hearers experience the same emotional 

catharsis as the hearers of a speech--"fearful shuddering 

and tearful pity and grievous longing" (Sprague 52). 
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Moreover, Gorgias's use of the Helen myth in the Encomium 

not only suggests that an aesthetic medium can provide for 

emotional release but also implies that logos must be free 

"from the bonds of pragmatic demonstration if it [is] to 

have its full emotional, and hence persuasive power" (Segal 

123). The Encomium to Helen suggests, too, that "when the 

aesthetic stimulus is strong enough. [the work] becomes 

a powerful impulse which directs the whole course of action 

of the psyche" (Segal 126). The anonymous fragment On the 

Fame of the Athenians, in fact, credits Gorgias with the 

remark that the dramatist makes his audience wiser through 

his skillful creation of apate: "'the deceived is wiser than 

the undeceived' . for a man that is not imperceptive is 

easily affected by the pleasure of words" (Sprague 65). 

Every artist, then, possesses the power to persuade to the 

extent that he can release the emotive forces which the art-

form has the power to evoke. In effect, every skillful 

artist possesses the power to mould his audience's souls as 

he wishes. But as W. J. Verdenius rightly asserts, "this 

does not imply that the original thoughts of the audience 

were more right and true than the feelings induced by the 

orator" (116). Rhetoric endeavors, "not to falsify truth in 

opposition to morality, but to impose by means of 

'deception' that which is possible" (Untersteiner 198). 

Through deception, rhetoric seeks the "betterment of 



existential man" (Gronbeck 35). 
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The positive power Gorgias 

assigns to apate, in fact, "draws attention to the 

importance of the audience's reception of a discourse 

performance; their mental participation and, eventually, 

their assent is required for any discourse to have the force 

of knowledge" (Jarratt 56). 

In any discourse performance, the sophistic episteme 

assumes the importance of style because the sophists 

believed that "persuasion, both in the case of poetry and in 

the case of oratory, is the more efficient if it is accepted 

voluntarily and even with pleasure" (Verdenius 118). 

Moreover, the sophists believed "that meaning in human 

experience can only be apprehended and communicated 

aesthetically" (Streuver 12) . In addition, the Greeks 

tended "to regard the beautiful form of a speech as 

guaranteeing the truth of its contents, just as they were 

apt to regard corporeal beauty as a sign of mental 

superiority" (Verdenius 122). Hence, sophistic style 

encompasses more than mere surface technique. Style and 

reason are inseparably intertwined: "conceptual structures 

are woven in and throughout stylistic structures" 

(Enos, Greek 85). Style, then, cannot exist outside of or 

apart from reason. Nor does it come "from a prior state of 

innocence before the formulation of logic or genre" 
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(Jarratt 72). Both style and reason, as Jarratt notes, are 

"encompassing and mixed discourse, fully in charge of the 

power of logic" (72). Gorgias's Encomium of Helen, for 

example, cleverly exploits causal logic to" [speculate] on 

the power of speech and [overturn] the conventional 

condemnation of Helen" (Jarratt 73). And by stylistically 

illustrating the antithetical, cowardly behavior of the 

warriors who died in battle, Gorgias gives his listeners 

insight as to what constitutes real valor (Enos, Greek 78). 

The "Protagoras" of Plato's dialogue also draws on the 

inter-relationship of style and reason as he combines 

narr ative and analogical mythic argument to establish that 

virtue can be taught. Discourse, then, "through technique 

pene trat e s opinion which directs the will" (Streuver 13). 

To achieve effective discourse, the sophists stressed 

prec i sion in language. Prodicus "held that neglect in 

observing subtle meanings led to distortion of thought and 

from that to faulty communication" (Barratt 19-20). As 

Aristotle noted in the Topics, Prodicus "attempted to assign 

to every term its own peculiar significance" (Sprague 78). 

For example, Prodicus distinguished "three forms of 

pleasure: 'joy' [chara], 'delight' [terpis], and 'good 

cheer' [euphrosyne]" (Sprague 78). The sophistic style or 

technique emphasizes: "generic diversity, loose 

organization, a reliance on narrative~ physical pleasure in 
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language production and reception, a holistic psychology of 

communication, and an emphasis on the aural relation between 

speaker and listener" (Jarratt 72). By stressing non

rational, indirect, non-linear proof, sophistic stylistic 

techniques invent meaning. 

Most of the forms of verbal discourse thought of as 

characteristically sophistic imitate forms of mental 

discourse. Indeed, Streuver postulates that "Gorgias' most 

fundamental contribution to rhetoric is his development of 

the relationship of the structure of language to the 

structure of the mind" (9). Thus, most "figures of speech 

are based on categories of antithesis and contradiction, 

parallelism and analogy, dichotomy and wholeness which are 

fundamental to the growth of dialectic as well as stylistic" 

(Streuver 9). These structures "did not form a mere 

embellishment of speech, but served the very practical 

purpose of making the audience more easily inclined to 

accept the persuasive tricks by heightening the pleasure of 

listening" (Verdenius 119). 

Antithetical structure not only creates a 

"tinnabulation of rhyming words and echoing rhythms" 

(G. Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric 29) thereby producing a 

"hypnotic effect upon audiences but also suggests a 

multiplicity of possible causal relations, a multiplicity of 

possible truths by intermixing pathos with logos. Thus, it 
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[fosters] an [expanded] capacity for complex generalization" 

(Jarratt 22). Both Gorgias's Encomium of Helen and the 

Defense of Palamedes employ antithesis "not as a dissolvant 

force in language but rather to establish the conditions for 

constructing socially functional, but always provisional, 

rhetorical speculations" (Jarratt 22). In the Funeral 

Oration, Gorgias employed a balanced rhetorical question "to 

which only one answer could be given--the one he himself 

desired" (Smith 353): "What was absent to these men of that 

which should be present to men; and too, what was present of 

that which should not be present?'" (Sprague 48). But by 

balancing words and phrases, Gorgias gives the impression of 

"fairness in analysis and equality in treatment of issues" 

(Barrett 17) without engaging in direct persuasion. Thus, 

his style creates the impression that he is innocent of 

bias. Through style, Gorgias structures a way of 

viewing reality which demonstrates his credibility. As 

Richard Leo Enos notes, "Gorgias's rhetoric stressed an 

antithesis which went beyond the stylistic form that earned 

him distinction to reveal and direct a philosophical method 

of inquiry" (Greek 79) . In his system, "probable knowledge 

or opinion was synthesized from dichotomously antithetical 

positions" (Enos, Greek 84). Enos concludes that the 

"juxtaposition of antithetical concepts was more a 

correlative balancing of thesis and antithesis than 



intellectual inconsistency" (Enos, Greek 62-63). For 

Gorgias, antithesis was a means of securing his audience's 

assent to probable conclusions (Enos, Greek 79). 
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Harold Barrett suggests that by "including poetical elements 

in rhetorical discourse, they [the sophists] endorsed a 

holistic view of discourse that did not distinguish between 

the aesthetic and functional" (39). 

For the sophists and for Gorgias in particular, a link 

exists between visual reception and verbal expression. 

Gorgias believed that figurative language was more effective 

than short simple arguments with inattentive general 

audiences because it impacts the audience immediately, 

directly (Poulakos, "Possible" 223); "sight engraves upon 

the mind images of things which have been seen. And many 

frightening impressions linger, and what lingers is exactly 

analogous to [what is] spoken" (Sprague 54). Thus, through 

figurative discourse, the rhetor can" [introduce] 

propositions that defy proof and verification" (Poulakos, 

"Possible" 223) through his creation of metaphorical word 

pictures which argue implicitly by extending 

correspondences. The common link, of course, "between 

visual reception and verbal expression is emotional effect" 

(Jarratt 55). As George Kennedy notes, the Gorgian figures 

"should be viewed as the specific devices by which Gorgias 

sought to work his magic. They are the techniques which 



stir the passions or obsess the mind and draw on the 

listener to unconscious agreement with the speaker" 

(Classical Rhetoric 30). He can, in effect, make his 

listeners envision an absent reality that can be verified 

ex post facto, after it has been made actual" (Poulakos, 
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"Possible" 223). Figurative discourse, then, buttresses the 

"willing suspension of disbelief." Through style, the 

speaker creates a new human order. 

In stressing a style, a discourse which is a human 

creation, the sophistic episteme invites us to question 

human laws, to examine familiar modes of thought, to 

challenge current values and beliefs. In short, the 

sophistic episteme invites us to regard human values as 

historically contingent. Sophistic rhetoric is, in essence, 

a critique of culture. The sophistic fragments are 

"responses to cultural conflicts and contradictions" 

(Poulakos, "Culture" 100). They subject a particular 

society's symbol-making impulses to re-interpretation. 

While the sophistic texts "characterize women in 

potentially liberating ways (Gorgias rescues Helen, 

Protagoras omits Pandora), neither the texts nor the 

doxographical accounts provide any evidence that the male 

sophists sought political or social change for women" 

(Jarratt 69). In fifth-century Athens, all political, 

economic and legal power was concentrated in the hands of 
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men. Although an individual woman might exert influence, 

women, as a group, possessed no real power. So the new 

sophistic thought inevitably led to the posing of questions 

concerning the rights and position of women in society. 

Aristophanes, in fact, devoted three comedies to the 

subject--Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae, and Ecclesiazusae 

(Kerferd 159,162). As Kerferd notes, "it would scarcely 

have been possible for an audience to have listened to what 

was being said without also being conscious of its wider 

implications" (162). 

The sophistic episteme defined by those early rhetors 

was an invigorating, dynamic paradigm. A rhetoric of the 

"there," "then," and "can be," "it [underscored] the fluid 

aspects of human existence" (Poulakos, "Possible" 224) . 

While it acknowledged the boundaries of the world, 

qualifying man's possibilities within the scope of his 

society, "it [urged] its listeners to go beyond them" 

(Poulakos, "Possible" 224). The sophistic episteme 

"[focused] on man's freedom to choose and capacity to become 

his possibilities" (Poulakos, "Possible" 224). Thus, in the 

fourth century, the sophistic stream of rhetoric flowed 

bright and clear. 

Though Isocrates sets himself apart from "common" 

sophists in Panathenacius 18, Antidosis 220 indicates that 

he regards himself as a "superior" member of that class 
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(Norlin 2:385,309). His writings are infused with sophistic 

thought as a natural consequence of his study with 

Protagoras, Prodicus, Gorgias, and Theramenes (Wagner 223). 

His Nicocles echoes the sophistic belief in the power of 

logos: 

For in the other powers which we possess we are in 
no respect superior to other living creatures; 
nay, we are inferior to many in swiftness and in 
strength and in other resources but, because there 
has been implanted in us the power to persuade 
each other and to make clear to each other 
whatever we desire, not only have we escaped the 
life of wild beastes, but we have come together 
and founded cities and made laws and invented 
arts; and generally speaking, there is no 
institution devised by man which the power of 
speech has not helped us to establish. 

(Norlin 1:79,81) 

In Isocrates's view, speech not only distinguishes man from 

the lower animals but also serves as "the basis of human 

civilization" (Vickers, Rhetoric 21), making it possible for 

man to establish law, values, and culture. Logos, then, 

becomes not just a means of transmitting convictions but a 

means of transmitting reason (IJssling 19). Through speech, 

man can guide and direct both thought and action (Norlin, 

Nicocles 1: 81) . But the useful employment of this faculty 

remains the province of "those who have the most wisdom" 

(Norlin, Nicocles 1:81). Isocrates's vision of language as 

a "creator of community and a stabilizing force in society" 

(French, "Rhetoric" 15) reflects the sophistic vision that 

language creates community realities. 
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In his famous elaboration on the power of logos to 

create communal realities, Isocrates explicitly states that 

eloquence should not be condemned because some men misuse 

their gifts: "They should not therefore, condemn these means 

by which one may gain advantage without sacrifice of virtue, 

but rather those men who do wrong in their actions or who 

deceive by their speech and put their eloquence to unjust 

uses" (Norlin, Nicocles 1:77). Those individuals who 

possess a depraved nature have no desire to cultivate 

honesty and justice. But in the Antidosis, Isocrates states 

that "people can become better and worthier if they conceive 

an ambition to speak well, if they become possessed of the 

desire to be able to persuade their hearers" (Norlin 2:337). 

True eloquence, in Isocrates's eyes, is possible only when 

it is conjoined with honor: "the man who wishes to persuade 

people . . will apply himself to establish an honorable 

name among his fellow-citizens" (Norlin, Antidosis 2:339). 

Thus, Isocrates, like Protagoras, recognizes that the 

practice of eloquence depends upon man's natural capacity or 

aptitude. However, if the rhetor was to achieve his 

potential, he could not neglect training or practice. 

Training and practice allowed the rhetor to recognize 

the importance of propriety in speech. In Against the 

Sophists, Isocrates elaborates on the sophistic notion of 

kairos and to prepon: 
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For what has been said by one speaker is not 
equally useful for the speaker who comes after 
him; on the contrary, he is accounted most skilled 
in this art who speaks in a manner worthy of his 
subject and yet is able to discover in it topics 
which are nowise the same as those used by others. 
But the greatest proof of the difference between 
these two arts is that oratory is good only if it 
has the qualities of fitness for the occasion, 
propriety of style, and originality of treatment, 
while in the case of letters there is no such need 
whatsoever. (Norlin 2: 1 71) 

Isocrates recognizes, too, that if a speech is to exhibit 

propriety, style becomes important as a means of altering 

the audience's perception of reality, as this passage from 

Panegyricus reveals: 

It is possible to discourse on the same subject 
matter in many different ways--to represent the 
great as lowly or invest the little with grandeur, 
to recount the things of old in a new manner or 
set forth events of recent date in an old fashion. 

(Norlin 1:123,125) 

Perhaps, Isocrates's greatest contribution to rhetoric 

is his development of the canon of style. Both Richard C. 

J e bb and George Norlin agree that "as far as prose style is 

concerned the Isocratic pattern became the basis of all 

others" (Thonssen 51). Norlin postulates, that Isocrates, 

no doubt, owes to Gorgias's teaching the idea that "the 

style of oratory should be as artistic as that of poetry and 

afford the same degree of pleasure" (1:xii). Norlin notes 

that Isocrates uses "the Gorgian antithesis both of language 

and thought [yet] with better effect and more concealing 

artifice; and he employs alliteration and assonance with 
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greater continence" (1:xiv). George Kennedy characterizes 

the Isocratic style as a smooth prose weaving together long 

periodic sentences: "antithesis, isocolon, causal and result 

clauses, and an inclination not only to make a positive 

statement but to deny its contrary, keep the thought 

remarkably clear" (Classical Rhetoric 34). Unlike Gorgias, 

Isocrates does not rely upon striking words and phrases for 

effect but "subordinates the individual words and clauses to 

a larger unity" (Norlin 1:xv). Isocrates thus transformed 

the artificially constructed Gorgian style into an artistic 

whole. Norlin states: "In so doing, he [Isocrates] fixed 

the form of rhetorical prose for the Greek world, and 

through the influence of Cicero, for modern times as well" 

( 1: xvi) . 

Although Isocrates's technical contributions to 

rhetoric should not be minimized, we need to recognize that 

his work is built upon the work of Gorgias and the other 

sophists. Accordingly, we need to recognize the important 

tenets of the sophistic stream in his work: style, 

propriety, and the power of logos to alter communal 

realities and order civilization. 

After Isocrates's work in the fourth century, the 

sophistic stream was buried in the sedimentary layers of 

competing rhetorical systems. But sophistic rhetoric 
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eventually re-emerged in Cicero's classical rhetoric of the 

first century. Lester Thonssen, A. Craig, Baird, and 

Waldo W. Braden report that "influenced and guided by the 

doctrines of Isocrates whom he regarded as the 'father of 

eloquence '" Cicero attempted to "restore rhetoric as a 

'system of general culture'" (89). Not surprisingly, then, 

the introduction to De Inventione ends with a eulogy to 

eloquence which echoes Isocrates's Nicocles in voicing the 

sophistic belief in the power of logos: 

For from eloquence the state receives many 
benefits, provided only it is accompanied by 
wisdom, the guide of all human affairs. From 
eloquence those who have acquired it obtain glory 
and honour and high esteem . From eloquence comes 
the surest and safest protection for one's 
friends. Furthermore, I think that men, although 
lower and weaker than animals in many respects, 
excel them most by having the power of speech. 
Therefore that man appears to me to have won a 
splendid possession who excels men themselves in 
that ability by which men excel beasts. 

(Hubbell, De Inventione 13) 

In Cicero's view, as in Isocrates, the power of speech not 

only distinguishes man from the lower animals but also 

serves as the basis of civilization when coupled with 

wisdom. Moreover, Cicero, like the sophists, sees the role 

of speech as eminently practical: "The function of eloquence 

seems to be to speak in a manner suited to persuade an 

audience, the end is to persuade by speech" (Hubbell, De 

Inventione 15). He stresses that a correlation exists 

between the eloquence of orators and the capacity of the 
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orator to effect persuasion in an audience: 

The eloquence of orators has always been 
controlled by the good sense of the audience, 
since all who desire to win approval have regard 
to the goodwill of their auditors, and shape and 
adapt themselves completely according to this and 
to their opinion and approval. 

(Hubbell, Orator 323) 

From the sophists, too, Cicero draws the idea that the man 

who is fluent will be able to govern himself and manage his 

own affairs: "The man who equips himself with the weapons of 

eloquence . . will be a citizen most helpful and most 

devoted to his own interests and those of his community" 

(Hubbell, De Inventione 5). Cicero's orator, then, is not 

merely a technician "but rather the embodiment of true 

l e arning" (Kahn 36). 

To attain eloquence, the orator must apply wisdom. 

Fr om it arises the capacity to determine decorum or 

propri e ty, as this famous passage from the Orator reveals: 

For after all the foundation of eloquence, as of 
everything else, is wisdom. In an oration, as in 
life, nothing is harder than to determine what is 
appropriate. The Greeks call it [prepon]: let us 
call it decorum or "propriety." . . From 
ignorance of this mistakes are made not only in 
life but very frequently in writing, both in 
poetry and in prose. Moreover the orator must 
have an eye to propriety not only in thought but 
in language. For the same style and the same 
thoughts must not be used in portraying every 
condition in life, or every rank, position or age, 
and in fact a similar distinction must be made in 
respect of place, time and aud~enc~. T~e 
universal rule, in oratory as in life, is to 
consider propriety. This depends on the subject 
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under discussion, and on the character of both the 
speaker and the audience. (Hubbell 357,359) 

Cicero emphasizes, here, the essential connection stressed 

by the sophists: that choosing what is timely and 

appropriate depends upon the rhetor's reading of the 

audience and the situation he wishes to address. For the 

true orator, as Cicero indicates in De Oratore, "does 

nothing save in the manner befitting the occasion, and so as 

to move and enchant everybody" (Sutton 1:91). Only by 

enacting a balance among the factors which interact to 

determine how the audience will accept his view of reality 

can the rhetor achieve propriety. 

Achieving propriety means that "the proper concern of 

the orator . . is language of power and eloquence 

accommodated to the feelings and understandings of mankind" 

(J. S. Watson 20). And only when the rhetor considers 

choice and arrangement of words in conjunction with the 

emotions of the audience and the motives whereby souls are 

"spurred on or turned back" (Sutton 1:15,41) can he create 

an effective style. The effective speech, then, as Cicero 

indicates in De Oratore is "strewed with flowers of language 

and thought" (J. s. Watson 220) . But style does not weary 

the audience by display, rather it becomes thought. Such 

eloquence, "adapted to interest the audience. . may not 

only delight but delight without satiety" (J. S. Watson 
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220). Such eloquence, as Charles Sears Baldwin suggests, 

"iterates the [sophistic] truism that style is inseparable 

from substance" (55). Through style, Cicero, like Gorgias 

and Isocrates, structures a way of viewing reality. 

Cicero's doctrine of the three styles--the plain, the 

moderate, and the grand--arises from his conviction that the 

skillful orator should be able to prove, to please, and to 

move his audience (Thonssen 94). As J. F. D'Alton notes in 

Roman Literary Theory and Criticism, each style was 

structured to perform a different function: 

The Plain style, with its predominant qualities of 
clearness and logical subtlety, was best suited to 
the purposes of instruction. . The Middle 
style . . with its characteristics of smoothness 
and charm. was assigned the task of giving 
pleasure to, or winning over an audience. 
The Grand style . . was calculated to play at 
will upon the feelings of an assembly. 

(qtd. in Thonssen 97) 

Through Isocrates, then, Cicero accessed the sophistic idea 

that through style the rhetor can release the emotive forces 

which direct the psyche and effect persuasion. 

From Gorgias to Isocrates to Cicero, the sophistic 

stream flowed on and then was again diffused and covered 

over by sedimentary layers of rhetorical thought. While 

George Kennedy reports that De Inventione was read and 

commented on for the next 1500 years (Classical Rhetoric 

90-91), not until the re-discovery of Cicero's works in the 

Renaissance did the stream rush on. Paul Oskar Kristeller 
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comments that "the fifteenth century added the mature works 

of Cicero, especially the Orator and De Oratore. They 

exercised a very great influence on Renaissance literature 

and thought" ( 3) . 



CHAPTER II 

THE SOPHISTIC STREAM TRANSFORMED 

With the advent of the Renaissance and the recovery of 

the classical texts, the sophistic stream was transformed 

into a cascade. The distinguishing feature of Renaissance 

humanism, the essence of Renaissance culture, "[was] defined 

as the pursuit of eloquence" (Ward 126). Classical 

rhetorical theory was the moving, the sustaining force 

behind this pursuit of eloquence. Classical rhetorical 

theory--as interpreted and translated in the Renaissance-

"provided the humanists with a body of precepts for 

effective communication of ideas and . . a set of 

principles which asserted the central role of rhetorical 

skill and achievement in human affairs" (Gray 498). "By 

'rhetoric'," as Hanna H. Gray notes, humanists did not mean 

"an empty pomposity, a willful mendacity, a love of display 

for its own sake, an extravagant artificiality, a singular 

lack of originality, or a necessary subordination of 

substance to form and ornament" (498). In short, true 

eloquence excluded the perversions and excesses of the 

Second Sophistic which produced an artifical style through 

its dependence on strained metaphors, false antithesis, and 
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over-elaborate rhythms. Gray observes: 

True eloquence, according to the humanists, could 
arise only out of a harmonious union between 
wisdom and style; its aim was to guide men toward 
virtue and worthwhile goals, not to mislead them 
for vicious or trivial purposes. (498) 

Gray's precise summation reverberates with Ciceronian 

ideals, ideals which find their source in the work of those 

early sophists. 

The Renaissance humanists embodied their beliefs in an 

educational system which they felt should equip men to lead 

good lives. Accordingly, they believed that knowledge 

should not only demonstrate the truth of given precepts, but 

also "impel people toward their acceptance and application. 

They believed also that men could be moulded most 

effectively, and perhaps only, through the art of eloquence" 

(Gray 500) . Their ideals spread throughout England because 

"the ideals of a few great educators (Erasmus, Vives, Strum) 

and the curricula of the pioneer schools (St. Paul's, Eton, 

Winchester, Westminster) became repeated all over the 

country, with slight variations or compromises" (Vickers, 

Rhetoric 4 7) . 

These ideals were permeated with sophistic thought. 

Juan Vives' salute to the power of speech echoes Gorgias' 

"speech is a powerful lord:" (Sprague 52) 

the emotions of the mind are enflamed by the 
sparks of speech. So, too, t~e reason is impelled 
and moved by speech. Hence, it comes to pass 



that, in the whole kingdom of the activities of 
man, speech holds in its possession a mighty 
strength which it continually manifests. 
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(Vives 180) 

Erasmus records the power of speech more succinctly: "Animus 

habitat in auribus (The soul dwells in the ears)" (Phillips 

27) . Clearly, these educators recognized that "the word, 

written or spoken, has an [almost] irresistible force of 

persuasion, and is therefore the most important of nature's 

gifts to man" (Vickers, Rhetoric 38). 

While speech is a powerful potential tool, producing 

the desired effect ultimately depends upon the rhetor's own 

sense of kairos and to prepon: 

We have to consider what is the personality of the 
speaker and of the listener, and the nature of the 
particular business in hand, to decide what are 
the means suitable to produce a particular effect 
in relation to a particular place and time, having 
regard to the particular speaker and listener. 

(Vives 182) 

Vives suggests that the rhetor study the rhetorical books of 

Cicero in order to receive direction (182). Unless he 

follows this direction and considers something other than 

the message itself, the rhetor will not achieve his end. 

Erasmus notes "the first merit of speech is that it should 

be appropriate, taking into account the case, circumstances, 

place, and people involved" (294). Renaissance propriety, 

then, demands that the rhetor modify his words according to 

"the nature of the place, time and persons involved" 



(Erasmus 391). He will, in short, adopt as his main 

principle: 

(Vives 187) 

"'always do what is exactly suitable'" 

He will, in short, adopt the original 

sophistic principles. 
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After evaluating the audience, the speaker, the 

subject, and the situation, the rhetor chooses a style which 

will enable him "to win men's faith" (Vives 199). A 

perceptive speaker realizes that "undoubtedly facts 

themselves, clothed and decked with speech, with sober and 

modest elegance, sink deeper into the minds of the hearers, 

and do not stumble, as it were, upon the very threshold of 

the ear" (Vives 199-200). Thus, the astute Renaissance 

rhetor recognized style could become a subtle means of 

persuasion, just as his counterpart had recognized it in 

fourth century Greece. 

Clearly, the humanist educators recognized that the 

word, clothed appropriately, possessed an almost 

irresistible capacity to persuade. Thus, Erasmus cautions 

the orator in Lingua "to consider what good or evil may 

arise from his words" (391). Paradoxically, speech, in 

Erasmus' view, could be both a "deadly poison and a life

giving remedy" (262). Vives, like Erasmus, saw speech as 

the "cause of the greatest of the goods and evils of life" 

( 181) . 
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Speech or logos, then, seems to be neutral, just as it 

was in the earliest sophistic paradigm. The orator's use of 

speech serves as an index to his mind. Echoing both 

Isocrates and Cicero, Vives records: 

The first thing man has to learn is speech. It 
flows at once from the rational soul as water from 
a fountain. As all beasts are bereft of 
intellect, so they are also lacking in speech. 
Discourse also is the instrument of human society, 
for not otherwise could the mind be revealed. 

(90) 

With this gift, man could create community or wreak 

destruction. How man chooses to use speech seems to depend, 

as Protagorus stressed in the fourth century, on the 

character or natural capacity of the orator. Thus, Vives 

cautions "that a malicious mind, and one with any tendency 

towards acting deceitfully" should not be instructed in 

rhetoric (177). 

Clearly, Vives saw rhetoric as the means to persuade 

men to virtue. Like Plato's Gorgias, he observes that those 

who possess a refined moral capacity should use rhetoric to 

transform variant social behavior, thereby unifying human 

society: 

Certainly, the more corrupt men generally are, so 
much the more ought the good and intelligent men 
to cultivate carefully the art of 'Rhetoric, which 
holds such sway over the mind, so that they may 
lead others from misdeeds and crimes to, at least, 
some care for virtue. (181) 
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While he was aware that rhetoric could be used for 

unscrupulous purposes, Vives evidently felt that rhetoric's 

true persuasive end was constructive: "to teach, to 

convince, to rouse" (181). 

Renaissance eloquence, then, could not be achieved 

through spurious manipulation. Erasmus observes in Lingua 

that "eloquence is never found without sense, and equally 

loquacity is always combined with stupidity" (272). Vives, 

too, condemns empty rhetoric. True eloquence, in Vives's 

eyes, occurs only when the speaker couples speech with 

wisdom: "We should not speak impurely and inaccurately and, 

to put the whole matter shortly, we should speak so that it 

may be made clear that this most powerful of arts is a part 

of practical wisdom" (181). Unless the speaker heeds this 

qualification, he will not only fail to achieve eloquence, 

but also he will bring ruin upon himself and his audience: 

"Unless it [the tongue] is disciplined by right reason it 

brings ruin not only to the credulous listeners, but to the 

rambling speaker himself" (Erasmus 271). 

To achieve eloquence, the speaker must couple speech, 

wisdom, and control. Thus, Vives proclaims: 

Let all eloquence stand in full battle array for 
goodness and piety, against crime and wickedness. 
Words behind which there is no intention, 
forthwith fall down broken, and are mere bombast. 
we deride and scorn what is unfelt and unfitted 
for the practice of life. Prudence without 
uprightness is wickedness, and dangerous 
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deceitfulness. Therefore true and genuine 
rhetoric is the expression of wisdom, which 
cannot in any way be separated from righteousness 
and piety. ( 185) 

The sophistic stream translated to the Renaissance through 

Cicero and initially disseminated through the influence of 

humanist educators held that speech was ineffective "if it 

had no thought behind it" (Erasmus 296). 

To translate these ideals to the general population, 

humanist educators prescribed a course of study in the 

liberal arts that drew upon the ancient texts which 

successfully united knowledge and eloquence. Students were 

to achieve eloquence through the imitation of classical 

models. Since the classical models were written in Latin, 

the major aim of the Renaissance grammar school was to 

achieve fluency in Latin, both written and spoken. 

Consequently, as Brian Vickers records, the first thing to 

be studied was grammar. The students began by learning the 

parts of speech--parsing and translating from Latin to 

English and back again. Gradually, as they attained 

fluency, the students wrote themes, carried on impromptu 

disputations, and studied Latin literature. The 

schoolmaster directed a rigorous routine of repetition and 

memorization (Vickers, Rhetoric 47-48). This drill forced 

the students to absorb countless sententiae and large 

amounts of texts. since "eloquence was the greatest human 
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achievement and as rhetoric was the key to all literature, 

schoolboys were thoroughly drilled in every stage of the 

art" (Vickers, Rhetoric 48). The students were first to 

learn the figures, second to identify them in what they 

read, and finally to use them themselves (Vickers, Rhetoric 

48) . Foster Watson suggests that this discipline required 

the pupil to adapt the "terms and phrases, sanctioned by 

classical usage, to the needs of communication of his ideas, 

either in speech or writing" (6). Richard Sherry recorded 

in his rhetoric as early as 1550: "For thys daree I faye, no 

eloquente wryter maye be perceiued as he fhulde be, wythoute 

the knowledge of them [figures]" (12). And in the 1577 

edition of his Garden of Eloquence, with Renaissance 

stylistic rhetoric at its height, Peacham proclaims the 

knowledge of figures is so necessary "that no man can reade 

profytably, or vnderftand perfectlye, eyther Poets, 

Oratours, or the holy Scriptures, without them" (Aiii). 

Because of this thorough indoctrination, the average 

Renaissance schoolboy possessed a "keen appreciation of the 

skillful use of the figures" (Vickers, Rhetoric 53). 

But despite the emphasis on classical eloquence, ''the 

critical reading of classical authors from an aesthetic or 

philosophical point of view was not, and could not be, 

within the range of the Grammar school" (F. Watson 5). 

Instead, the schools adopted a practical aim: "[giving] the 
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pupils control over the instrument of all culture of their 

own and preceding ages'' (F. Watson 5), a goal which the 

early sophists had also hoped to achieve through the study 

of rhetoric. T. W. Baldwin reports that the statutes 

regarding curriculum "usually aim at naming the authors to 

be read, and only incidently happen occasionally to mention 

subsidiary texts. But in five out of the six cases where 

oratorica l texts are mentioned at all Cicero's 

rhetoric . . is specified" (2:70). Englishmen, like 

other well-educated people of the time, turned to De Oratore 

and Orator as the ultimate authority on oratorical matters. 

T . W. Baldwin, however, postulates that it is more likely 

that these texts were used in the university, the cap-stone 

of the rhetorical system, rather than the grammar school 

(2:64). He suggests, instead, that the boys studied 

Cicero's Topics and Partitiones and figures summarized from 

De Oratore and Orator (2:22-24). The statutes of 1518 

governing what shall be taught at St. Paul's school 

prescribe: 

'As towchyng in this scole what shalbe taught of 
the Maisters & learnyd of the scalers it passith 
my wit to devyse and determyn in particuler, but 
in generall to speke and sum what to saye my 
mynde, I wolde they were taught all way in good 
litterature, with laten and greke, and good 
auctors suych as haue the veray Romayne eliquence 
joyned with wisdome, specially Cristyn auctours 
that wrote theyre wysdome with clene & chast laten 
other in verse or in prose, for my entent is by 
thys scale specially to incresse knowlege and 
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worshipping of god & oure lorde Crist Jesus & good 
Cristen lyff and maners in the children.' 

(F. Watson 373-74) 

Though the founder of St. Paul's would exclude Cicero on the 

grounds that he was a heathen, the Ciceronian style was to 

be induced through the reading of Lactantius, who has been 

called the "Cicero of the Fathers" (F. Watson 374-75). 

While not all schoolboys may.have been exposed to 

Cicero and hence sophistic thought undefiled, England's 

fundamental rhetorical standards were predominately 

Ciceronian (T. W. Baldwin 2:68). Many schoolboys did read 

Cicero. Some even read Isocrates (F. Watson 515). 

Moreover, Renaissance rhetorics were adaptations of the 

classical texts or compilations from them. Vives and 

Erasmus both voiced sophistic ideals as a consequence of 

reading Cicero, and the educational system was founded on 

their beliefs. Hence, schoolboys were inculcated with 

sophistic thought from three sources: the classical texts 

themselves, the works of Vives and Erasmus, and the 

adaptations of the classical texts as the foundation for 

humanist education. 

Even if Englishmen were not affluent enough to attend 

grammar school, they were required by law to attend church 

where Elizabethan sermons bombarded them with sophism. 

Eluding the church attendance laws was possible because the 

local parish officers usually did not want to get their 
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friends and neighbors in trouble (Herr 15). But sermons 

provided a means of enertainment as well as spiritual 

illumination, so large audiences usually attended. Alan 

Fager Herr reports that audiences attending sermons at St. 

Paul's Cross were frequently amused "by the exhibition of 

people doing penance. At the Cross there was a regular 

platform, level with the pulpit, built for the penitents to 

stand upon and receive the jeers of the audience and the 

gibes of the village wits" (24) . 

people attended this spectacle. 

As many as six thousand 

Most of the common people 

gathered there as well as nobles and officers of the court 

and city (Herr 24). However, Elizabethans not only listened 

to sermons, but they also "read sermons in print for 

pleasure and for edification" (Herr 27). 

Preachers ensured the full effect of their message 

by emphasizing style. They recognized that "the functions 

of 'delighting' and 'moving' are particularly dependent on 

style and (or elocutio in rhetorical parlance) 'teaching' 

itself can be aided not only by clarity and force of 

discourse, but also by illuminating illustrations or 

exempla," which were also emotive (Blench 113) . The basic 

structure of Elizabethan sermons was polemical. Long 

traditional practice, university precept, and rhetorical 

manuals recommended that the preacher state the text, 

present divergent views on it, prove his own view, draw a 
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moral, and apply it to the conduct of life (Herr 87-88). 

Although ornamentation was used sparingly at the beginning 

of Elizabeth's reign, stylistic ornamentation attained 

greater and greater popularity with the passage of time as 

the preachers sought "to tickle the auditor's attention" 

(Herr 89). The sophistic schemes and tropes with which 

Isocrates and Cicero enlived their prose found their way 

into Renaissance sermons: antithesis, isocolon, parison, 

climax, simile, alliteration, anaphora, proverbs, rhetorical 

question periphrasis, example. Even the plainest pulpit 

style employed some exempla and occasionally rhetorical 

schemata (Blench 113, 173-83). While isolating the 

beginning of the tendency towards an ornate pulpit style is 

difficult, Alan Herr suggests that the phenomenon may be 

associated with Thomas Wilson's Arte of Rhetorigue which 

went through eight editions between 1553 and 1585. 

But all Renaissance rhetorics celebrated style. 

Brian Vickers notes that "Renaissance rhetoric was 

essentially stylistic" (Rhetoric 41). Whether the 

Renaissance rhetoric was dominantly Ciceronian, stylistic, 

or Ramist, the rhetorics articulated the following common 

stylistic emphasis: 

1. Some kind of systematic representation, 
generally based on linguistic.lev~ls.and various 
forms of deviation from the linguistic norm, 
2. A functional explanation of the stylistic 
devices in terms of the emotions they are likely 
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to engender, 
3. An evaluation of the stylistic devices 
characterizing them as either acceptable or 
unacceptable in specific communicative situations. 

(Plett 356) 

Thus, whatever their orientation, rhetoricians all 

considered style. 

A survey of their work reveals that the main texts on 

rhetoric and eloquence employed sophistic thought . 

Thomas Wilson's The Arte of Rhetorigue (1553), the first 

comprehensive Ciceronian rhetoric in England, salutes 

speech as a creator of community, an ordering force in 

society: 

And therefore, where as Menne lyved 
Brutyshlye in open feldes, having neither house to 
shroude them in, nor attyre to clothe their 
backes, nor yet anye regarde to seeke their best 
avayle: these appoynted of God called theim 
together by utteraunce of speache, and perswaded 
with them what was good, what was badde, and what 
was gainefull for mankynde. . Suche force 
hath the tongue, and such is the power of 
eloquence and reason, that most men are forced 
even to yelde in that, whiche most standeth 
againste their will. 

Neither can I see that menne could have bene 
broughte by anye other meanes to lyve together in 
felowshyppe of life, to mayntayne Cities, to deale 
trulye, and willyngelye to obeye one another, if 
menne at the firste hadde not by Art and eloquence 
perswaded that, which they ful oft found out by 
reason. (18 - 19) 

Moreover, Wilson observes, just as did Isocrates and Cicero 

before him, that the word makes it possible for man to 

establish law, values, and culture. The power of speech 



serves as the basis of civilization when coupled with 

wisdom. 
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The link between speech, reason, and order 

illuminated in The Arte of Rhetorigue ''is basic to English 

sixteenth-century thinking about language and obviously 

expresses the Renaissance's setting of order against chaos, 

harmony against discord" (Vickers, "Power" 416). 

Henry Peacham records in the 1593 edition of The Garden 

of Eloquence that through speech "wifedome appeareth in her 

beautie, fheweth her maieftie, and exercifeth her power, 

working in the minde of the hearer, partly by a pleafant 

proportion, & as it were by a fweet & muficall harmonie, and 

partly by the fecret and mightie power of perfwafion" 

(ABiii). The man who possesses "ample knowledge and 

excellent fpeech, hath bene iudged able, and efteemed fit to 

rule the world with counfell, prouinces with lawes, cities 

with pollicy, & multitudes with perfufio" (ABiii). Peacham, 

like Wilson, sees language as a stablizing force, a creator 

of community. 

Logos, in the Renaissance, just as in the fourth 

century, is a means of transmitting both conviction and 

reason. Peacham (1577), in fact, sees a necessary 

conjunction between eloquence and reason: "Of late I had 

confydered the needefull afsiftaunce that the one of thefe 

do requyre of the other, that wifedome doe requyre the 
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lighte of Eloquence, and Eloquence the fertillity of 

Wyfedome" (Aii). Without this conjunction, Peacham (1577) 

sees men descending to the level of the brute beastes: "What 

difference there is betweene thofe men in whome thefe two 

vertues do fmally appeare, & brute Beaftes that haue no 

vnderftanding" (Aii). Through speech, then, man can guide 

the thought and action of others. But how he chooses to use 

that faculty is for Wilson and Peacham, just as it was for 

Isocrates, the province of "those who have the most wisdom" 

(Nordin, Nicocles 1:81). Wilson, moreover, realizes that of 

the two elements eloquence is the most important, for "an 

eloquent man beyng smally learned, can do muche more good in 

perswading, by shift of wordes, and mete placyng of matter: 

then a greate learned clerke shalbe able with great store of 

learnyng, wantyng wordes to set furth his meanyng" (324). 

Through eloquence, man harnesses the power to affect 

men's minds, to force them to yield even in that "whiche 

most standeth againste their will" (Wilson 18-19). To 

indicate the power of eloquence, Thomas Wilson employs the 

myth of Hercules linking men "together by the eares in a 

chaine, to draw them and leade them even as he lusted" 

(Wilson 19). The power of his eloquence was so great "that 

no one man was able to withstand his reason, but everye one 

was rather driven to do that whiche he woulde, and to wil 

that whiche he did" (Wilson 19). George Puttenham, like 
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those early sophists, also sees eloquence as the channel to 

men's minds. Eloquence, for Puttenham, is of such force 

that it "inuegleth the iudgement of man, and carieth his 

opinion this way and that, whither foeuer the heart by 

impreffion of the eare fhalbe moft affectionatly bent and 

directed" ( 24) . Its purpose is to persuade by subtly 

addressing, subtly compassing, the mind of man through non

rational, non-linear proof: 

For to fay truely, what els is man but his minde? 
which, whofoeuer have skil to compaffe, and make 
yeelding and flexible, what may not he commaund 
the body to perfourme? He therefore that hath 
vanquifhed the minde of man, hath made the 
greateft and moft glorious conqueft. 

(Puttenham 207) 

According to Henry Peacham (1593), the man who can use words 

achieves an almost divine status: "He is in a maner the 

e mperour of mens minds & affections, and next to the 

omnipotent God in the power of perfwafion" (ABiii). 

Clearly, these Renaissance rhetoricans recognized, as 

Gorgias did long before, that speech had the power to 

operate directly upon the psyche to persuade. 

Indeed, Renaissance rhetoricians, like their sophistic 

counterparts, felt that the end of rhetoric was to persuade. 

Puttenham writes: 

In all deliberations of importance where 
counfellours are allowed freely to opyne and fhew 
their conceits, good perfwafion is no leffe 
requifite than fpeach it felfe: for in great 
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purpofes to fpeak and not to be able or likely to 
perfwade, is a vayne thing. (154) 

And Wilson records, "three thynges are required of an 

orator. To teach. To delight. And to persuade" (25). The 

figurist and the Ciceronian both adopt the sophistic view 

that speech or logos should convey both aesthetic pleasure 

and belief. 

To accomplish these ends, the Renaissance rhetorician 

stressed that speech must address the sophistic concepts of 

kairos and to prepon. Thomas Wilson asserts: 

Not onely it is necessarie to knowe, what maner of 
cause wee have taken in hande, when wee firste 
enter upon any matter, but also it is wisedome to 
consider the tyme, the place, the man for whome we 
speake, the man against whom we speake, the matter 
whereof we speake, and the judges before whom we 
speake, the reasons that best serve to further our 
cause, and those reasons also, that maie seme 
somewhat to hynder our cause, and in no wise to 
use any suche at all, or els warely to mitigate by 
protestacion, the evill that is in theim, and 
alwaies to use whatsoever can bee saied, to wynne 
the chief hearers good willes, and perswade theim 
to our purpose. ( 3 6 - 3 7) 

Wilson also charges his orator to develop non-rational 

sophistic proof if it will affect persuasion: "If the cause 

go by favour, and that reason cannot so muche availe, as 

good wil shalbe able to do: or els if movyng affeccions can 

do more good, then bryngyng in of good reasons, it is meete 

alwaies to use that waie" (37). To effect persuasion, the 

important thing is that the orator "get the over hand" 

(Wilson 37). Wilson feels that the orator has made a grave 
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mistake if he has not considered the fitness or 

appropriateness of the speech: "Now what a foly it is, not 

to remember the tyme and the men" (40). He jokingly 

cautions that unless the orator considers his audience the 

message will appear ridiculous: 

Some will speake oracles, that a man cannot tell, 
whiche waie to take theim, some will be so fine, 
and so Poeticall with all, that to their semyng, 
there shall not stande one heire amisse, and yet 
every body els shall thinke them meter for a 
ladies chamber, then for an earnest matter, in any 
open assemblie. (334) 

Puttenham uses the image of a garment to express the need 

for decorum. His message, like Wilson's and the fourth 

century sophists, is that the speech should focus on the 

situation it addresses: 

And there is a decency of apparel in refpect of 
the place it is to be vsed: as, in the Court to be 
richely apparrelled; in the countrey to weare more 
plaine and homely garments. For who who [sic] 
would not thinke it a ridiculous thing to fee a 
Lady in her milke-houfe with a veluet gowne, and 
at a bridal in her caffock of mockado: a Gentleman 
of the Countrey among the bufhes and briers, goe 
in a pounced dublet and a paire of embrodered 
hofen, in the Citie to weare a frife Ierkin and a 
paire of leather breeches? (290) 

Puttenham realizes that timeliness and appropriateness 

demand that an orator consider the occasion. He verily 

echoes the sophistic treatise Dissoi Logoi "nothing is 

always seemly or always disgraceful" (Sprague 283), with his 

observation that "fome things and fpeaches are decent or 

indecent in refpect of the time they be fpoken or done in" 
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(273). Circumstance, then, meant that a speech could not be 

suitable in and of itself. An astute orator, Puttenham 

asserts, considers the speaker, the subject, the audience, 

and the occasion: 

But by reafon of the fundry circumftances, that 
mans affaires are as it were wrapt in, this 
[decencie] comes to be very much alterable and 
fubject to varietie, in [fo] much as our fpeach 
asketh one maner of decencie, in refpect of the 
perfon who fpeakes; another of his to whom it is 
fpoken: another of whom we fpeake; another of what 
we fpeake, and in what place and time and to what 
purpo f e . ( 2 7 0 ) 

Choosing what was both appropriate and timely depended upon 

the rhetor's own innate sense of decorum. Both Wilson and 

Puttenham hoped to sharpen that sense of decorum by 

t r ansmitting the principles of eloquence to their readers. 

Whether a speech observed Renaissance decorum depended 

to a great extent on the style. Wilson observed that the 

orator must adopt a style which was appropriate to his 

cause. Moreover, this entailed adopting "agreeable" words, 

an essential feature of the sophistic paradigm: 

We muste ever make oure wordes apte and agreable 
to that kinde of stile, whiche we firste ganne to 
use. For as frenche hodes do not becomes Lordes: 
so Parliament Robes are unfitting for Ladies. 
Comeliness therfore must ever be used, and all 
thinges observed that are most mete for every 
cause, if we loke by attemptes to have our desire. 

( 34 0) 

Words which were not suited to the purpose for which they 

are employed were not "apt" (332). Thus, Wilson cautions 
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his orator to strive for a style in which the "wordes and 

matter maie . agree" (333). Moreover, in adopting an 

appropriate style, a skillful writer could not consider the 

situation or the me s sage in isolation. He must consider his 

audience. Thus, Wilson declares: 

Composicion. . is an apte joynyng together of 
wordes in suche order, that neither the eare shal 
espie any jerre, nor yet any man shalbe dulled 
with overlong drawing out of a sentence, nor yet 
muche confounded with myngelyng of clauses, suche 
as are nedelesse, beyng heaped together without 
reason, and used without nomber. (334) 

Leonard Cox's Arte or Crafte of Rhethoryke (1527-30?), the 

first English rhetoric, also cautions the orator to speak in 

language that is "pleasant and delectable to the audience" 

(43) . Failure to observe this council, results in a 

"failed" message because the hearers or readers will forget 

what is said or be confused by the style. If the author 

somehow manages to retain their interest, the audience 

"shalbe forced to kepe counsaill" (334). That is, they will 

have to seek interpreters to glean his meaning. 

To deliver their message to a variety of audiences, 

Renaissance rhetoricians, like their fourth sophistic 

century counterparts, agreed that figures were essential. 

In his Arcadian Rhetorike (1588), which incorporated the 

virtues of a practical textbook and an elegant anthology, 

Abraham Fraunce declares that tropes were "first inuented of 

necessitie for want of words, but afterwards continued and 
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thereof" (3). Moreover, Fraunce proclaims that figures 

provide "the conceipted pleasance and delicacie of speach" 

(26) . Wilson unequivocally states that "everye Oration 
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maye be muche beautified, and without the same, not one can 

attaine to be counted an Oratouer, thoughe his learninge 

otherwise be never so greate" (341). Puttenham comments 

that the use of allegory was so widespread that 

no man can pleafantly vtter and perfwade without 
it, but in effect is fure neuer or very feldome to 
thriue and profper in the world, that cannot 
skilfully put in vre, in fomuch as not onely euery 
common Courtier, but alfo the graueft Counfellour, 
yea and the moft noble and wifeft Prince of them 
all are many times enforced to vfe it. ( 196) 

Renaissance orators, then, like the early sophists, 

were aware that figures were essential equipment for living, 

not just frivolous ornaments, whose use was necessary if 

they were to achieve their aims. Wilson states that 

" [f] igures . . wer invented to avoide sacietie, and cause 

delite: to refresh with pleasure and quicken with grace, the 

dulnesse of mans braine" (359). 

Renaissance orators, like the early sophists, were 

keenly aware of the power of figures to "ftiree . . the 

mynde" (Puttenham 155) . In fact, Puttenham comments that 

the purpose of figures was to "deceiue the eare and alfo the 

minde" ( 16 6) . Figures could accomplish this feat because 
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they conveyed their message with "a certaine noueltie" which 

simultaneously delighted and allured the mind (Puttenham 

14 9) 

Puttenham observes that poetry was especially effective 

in affecting man's judgment "becaufe it is decked and fet 

out with all maner of frefh colours and figures" (24). 

Through the skillful use of figures, the poet ''inuegleth the 

iudgement of man, and carieth his opinion this way and that, 

whither foeuer the heart by impreffion of the eare fhalbe 

moft affectionatly bent and directed" (Puttenham 24). 

Because the poet could influence men's minds, Puttenham 

believed that he should use his verse for the "good 

inftruction of the pofteritie" (39). Moreover, the poet's 

office was "to reforme the euill of their [man's] life, and 

to bring the bad to amendment" (46). In The Arte of English 

Poesie, then, "rhetoric and gorgeous garments [figures] 

serve the general good by encouraging 'decency' and social 

decorum" (Demet 45). But Puttenham, like his sophistic 

counterparts, did not see the poet as appointed to be a 

judge of men's souls. Rather he was to be a pleader of 

"pleafant and louely caufes . . in the eare of princely 

dames, yong ladies, gentlewomen and courtiers" (166-67). 

Through the use of speech, he was to "difpofe . [his] 

hearers to mirth and follace" (167). In fact, Puttenham 

advocates that the poet adopt a "self-concealment strategy 
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that works through a fictional frame" thereby dissociating 

himself from responsibility for his assertions (Whigham 

122) : 

The moft bitter inuectiue againft vice and 
vicious men, was the Satyre: which to th'intent 
their bitterneffe fhould breede none ill will, 
either to the Poets or to the recitours (which 
could not haue bene chofen if they had bene 
openly knowen) and befides to make their 
admonitions and reproofs feeme grauer and of more 
e fficacie, they made wife as if the gods of the 
woods, whom they called Satyres or Siluanes, 
fhould appeare and recite thofe verfes of rebuke, 
whereas in deede they were but difguifed perfons 
vnder the fhape of Satyres. (46) 

Thus, whatever their orientation, "rhetoricians were working 

together towards the realization in English of the full 

expressive potential of rhetoric as a basis for literary 

language" (Vickers, Rhetoric 44). 

Not only the rhetoricians but also the critical 

theorists espoused true eloquence as the basis of literary 

thought. In his "'Preface' to Green's Menaphon (1589) ," 

Thomas Nashe roundly condemns those who merely mimic 

eloquence through their mechanical use of figures (Rollins 

and Baker 637, 639). In Certain Notes of Instruction 

(1575), George Gascoigne instructs the poet to frame his 

style to "perfpicuity and to be fenfible, for the haughty, 

obfcure verfe doth not much delight, and the verfe that is 

too eafie is like a tale of a rafted horfe" (36). Moreover, 

he advises the poet to avoid the trite, commonplace use of 
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figures. For example, he suggests that when the poet 

praises a gentlewoman he find "fome fupernaturall caufe 

wherby [his] penne might walke in the fuperlatiue degree, or 

els I would vudertake to aunfwere for any imperfection that 

fhee hath, and therevpon rayfe the prayfe of hir 

commendation" (32). In his Discourse of English Poetry 

(1586), William Webbe stongly hinted that John Gower should 

be the model for all Renaissance poets. He praises Gower, 

in essence, for his sophistry: "He by his delightsome vein 

so gulled the ears of men with his devices that . . he 

gird at the vices and abuses of all states, which he did so 

learnedly and pleasantly that none therefore would call him 

into question" (Rollins and Baker 630). 

But it is Sir Philip Sidney's Defense of Poetry (1595) 

which best codifies the scope of poetry in terms that no 

Englishman had used before. Sidney's treatise represents 

the thought of countless theories and literary commonplaces 

known to any sixteenth century humanist. These ideas 

reverberate with sophistic thought. Sidney believed that 

the poet was capable of enriching the minds of his audience 

because through poetry he translated truth into images and 

examples which could persuade them to action. He saw poetry 

as a "speaking picture . [whose] end was to teach and 

delight" (25). Through his ability to evoke delight, the 

poet could "move men to take that goodness in hand, which 
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without delight they would fly as from a stranger; and 

teach, to make them know the goodness whereunto they are 

moved" (27). This persuasion, as the sophists noted, 

involves a measure of deception. But deception is not 

necessarily bad . Through deception, the poet can win "the 

mind from wickedness to virtue--even as the child is often 

brought to take most wholesome things by hiding them in such 

other as have a pleasant taste" (40). Deception, in fact, 

is necessary if the poet is to achieve his objective of 

instruction. For as Sidney observes, "who will be taught, 

if he be not moved with desire to be taught?" (39). Poetry 

achieves its power precisely because "the image of each 

action stirreth and instructeth the mind" (47). The poet 

can harnass the power of the mind only because he appeals to 

his audience in words- - "words set in delightful proportion" 

(40). Words, Sidney notes, are power. And speech as 

Gorgias and Isocrates and Cicero observed is a powerful 

lord. 

The power of eloquence permeated the fabric of 

Renaissance life. The practical embodiment of Renaissance 

eloquence was the courtier, who was to effect effortless 

grace or sprezzatura in everyday life. To achieve this 

effortless grace, the courtier actively read, repeated, and 

enacted the postures and values enshined in Thomas Hoby's 

translation of Castiglione's Il Cortegiano (1561). While 
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the true courtier was a master of many arts, chief among 

those he must master was speech. Castiglione insisted that 

the courtier must be mindful of his language if he was to 

create an advantageous effect. He was to practice decorum, 

a decorum which would impress and carry away his listeners 

or readers through the eloquence of his phrases. His speech 

"must hee couch in a good order . . and afterwarde 

expresse it well with wordes: the which. . ought to bee 

apt, chosen, cleare, and well applyed and (above all) in use 

also among the people." (Castiglione 56). He could not 

achieve decorum unless he adapted his speech to both 

audience and occasion, unless his speech was both 

appropriate and timely, unless he adopted true sophistic 

ideals. The true courtier, then, will not "speake alwaies 

in gravity, but of pleasant matters, of mery conceites, of 

honest devises, and of jestes according to the time" 

(Castiglione 57). Having to prepare himself for 

conversation with many, the courtier must "every day alter, 

fashion and manner according to the disposition of them he 

is conversant withall" (Castiglione 105). The devices, 

poses, and inventions he adopts dominate audience response, 

simultaneously commanding and ingratiating (Whigham 53). 

Moreover, the true courtier realizes that "language is 

not only a medium for making oneself understood. [but] 

also one of the most powerful means of suggestion" (White 
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28). Hence, the true courtier, like the early sophists, 

appreciates and employs the power of speech to manipulate 

the passions. The true courtier possesses "the 

understanding to speake with dignitie and vehemencie and to 

raise those affections which our mindes have in them, and to 

inflame or stirre them according to the matter" (Castiglione 

5 7) . 

Castiglione observes, as did the sophists, that figures 

are a powerful means of suggesting a course of action to the 

audience. Hence, he advises the courtier that sometimes he 

should employ 

wordes in an other signification than that is 
proper to them, and wrasting them to his purpose 
(as it were) graffee them like a graffe of a tree 
in a more luckie stocke, to make them more sightly 
and faire, and (as it were) draw the matters to 
the sense of the verie eyes, and (as they say) 
make them felt with hande, for the delite of him 
that heareth, or readeth. (Castiglione 58) 

Figures serve as a universal locus of appeal. Because the 

ear delights in them, the skillful courtier employs them to 

appeal to man's reason: 

Doe you not knowe, that figures of speech 
which give such grace and brightnesse to an 
Oration, are all the abuse of Grammar rules, but 
yet are received and confirmed by use, because men 
are able to make no other reason but that they 
delite, and to the verie sense of our ears it 
appeareth, they bring a life and a sweetnes. 

(Castiglione 59) 

Castiglione's courtier concentrated on refining his 

language because he wished to appear advantageously in 
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society. As part of this training, Castiglione advises the 

Courtier to become familiar with the great works of 

literature: "[These] studies shal make him copious, 

and . 

man" (71) 

bold to speake upon a good ground with every 

John S. White notes that Castiglione 

"insists on his Courtier's knowledge of the great works of 

literature . mainly because by occupying ourselves 

with these works, we become masters, that is, of the most 

subtle means of creating a favorable effect in society" 

( 2 9) . However, Castiglione "concedes that poetic practice 

is useful even to the one who has no specific talent for it, 

because it makes us understand and enjoy stylistic 

r e finement more thoroughly" (White 31). But active 

occupation with literary art has another immediate reward: 

those who practice the art will be able to penetrate the 

truth revealed in masterworks: 

For it happeneth very seldome, that a man not 
exercised in writing, how learned soever he be, 
can at any time know perfectly the labour and 
toile of writers, or tast of the sweetnesse and 
excellency of styles, and those inner observations 
that often times are founde in them of olde time. 

(Castiglione 71) 

To the extent that he developed his own personal culture, 

the courtier obtained social esteem. Knowledge, in effect, 

became power, just as it had in fourth century Greece. 

However, the courtier was not only to cultivate 

knowledge but also the illusion of knowledge. Hence, 
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Castiglione recommends nonchalance because "it imprinteth in 

the mindes of the lookers on, an opinion, that who so can so 

sleightly doe well, hath a great deale more knowledge than 

in deede he hath" (49). Moreover, Castiglione advises 

the courtier "to touch only slightly on subjects of which he 

has but a superficial knowledge, yet to create the 

impression he knows a great deal about them" (White 37): "as 

for the things he hath but a meane skill in, let him touch 

them (as it were) by the way, without grounding much upon 

them, yet in such wise that a man may believe he hath a 

great deal more cunning therein, than he uttereth" (130). 

Deception, then, is a fundamental part of the courtier's 

illusory personality ideal. The profession of a courtier 

"is in plaine termes, cunningly to be able to diffemble" 

(Puttenham 305). Thus, the profession of a courtier 

embodies sophism, indeed glorifies sophism. 

Wilson's hymn to eloquence suggests that the power of 

speech enables man to practice self-determination: 

For what manne I praye you being better able to 
maintayne him selfe by valeante courage, 
then by living in base subjection: would not 
rather loke to rule like a lord, then to lyve lyke 
an underlynge: if by reason he were not perswaded 
that it behoveth everye man to lyve in his owne 
vocation, and not to seke anye hygher rowme, then 
whereunto he was at the first appoynted? Who 
would digge and delve from morne till evening? 
Who woulde travaile and toyle with the sweate of 
his browes? Yea, who woulde for his kynges 
pleasure adventure and hasarde his life, if witte 
hadde not so wonne men, that they thought nothing 
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more nedefull in this world, nor anye thing 
wherunto they were more bounden: then here to live 
in their duty, and to traine their whole lyfe 
accordynge to their callynge. Therfore where as 
menne are in many thynges weake by Nature and 
subjecte to much infirmitye: I think in this one 
point they passe all other Creatures livynge, that 
they have the gift of speache and reason. (19-20) 

Thus, Wilson "makes it possible to ask new questions about 

the origin of the social structure" (Whigham 2). He 

suggests that any man would choose to live like a lord 

rather than an underling if he could. Frank Whigham 

concludes that "Wilson makes possible a new conception of 

the hierarchial social order: not as a set of sealed ranks, 

nor even as an order based on merit . but as a system 

dominated by those who can convince others that they ought 

to submit" (3). Social status, then, derives from 

persuasion. 

While Wilson probably intended his rhetoric to further 

the careers of the courtier class, the "idea that those who 

rule do so with, and because of their rhetorical powers also 

suggests that one with rhetorical powers may hope to rule, 

or at least be powerful, or at least gain some access to 

power and its assorted privileges" (Whigham 2). Wilson, 

like the fourth-century sophists, stands ready to transmit 

those powers: 

I purpose ... to set forthe preceptes of 
eloquence, and to shewe what observation the wise 
have used in handeling of their matters, that the 
unlearned by seinge the practise of other, may 



have some knowledge them selves, and learne by 
their neyghbours devise, what is necessarye for 
them selves in their owne case. ( 21) 
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Again, Wilson intimates that social order is based on 

persuasion. Radical as this idea seems, the sophists 

recognized long ago that rhetoric enabled man to rise to any 

heights in a given community. Rhetoric, thus, was a key to 

personal status and hence to societal change. 

Rhetoric dominated the Renaissance. Style dominated 

rhetoric. The sophistic stream inherited by the Renaissance 

was strong and vibrant. Though it went through many 

transformations, many metamorphoses, the sophistic stream 

emerge d as a flood. Every action of life was scrutinized 

f o r e loquence from the aesthetic point of view. Style 

literally became "a paradigm for a social role, an identity" 

(Lanha m, Style 131). Style literally became a way of 

s ee ing. Style became reality. 



CHAPTER III 

ACROSS THE GREAT GULF 

The sophistic stream did not end with the Renaissance. 

Through the centuries, the stream wandered along-

challenging, illuminating, edifying thought, just as it had 

in the Renaissance. But with each succeeding century, the 

stream was buried under sedimentary layers of terms and 

concepts making it difficult to recognize the clear stream 

for the vital, vibrant force it was. With each succeeding 

century, scholars had more difficulty recognizing that in 

the Renaissance style became a way of seeing. While the 

current application of the rhetorical paradigm has allowed 

us to unlock the meaning of many rhetorical texts, only by 

superimposing twentieth-century rhetoric over Renaissance 

rhetorical theory can we finally unravel Shakespeare's 

figure of paradox which has eluded our grasp. Twentieth

century rhetoric articulates a preciseness of concepts which 

opens up fresh perspectives and makes the past accessible. 

Twentieth-century rhetoric acts as a bridge to transmit 

ancient learning. Twentieth-century rhetoric unlocks 

Renaissance verbal structure which has been obscured by 

centuries of sediment. Thus, I propose that we refit our 
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cameras, changing not the lens but the filter so that our 

interpretation of the text on the terministic screen will be 

clearer. 

Twentieth-century rhetoric tells us that since 

argumentation is intended to act upon an audience to modify 

their convictions or dispositions through discourse, it 

attempts to achieve a meeting of the minds between the 

speaker or writer and the audience (Perelman 11). To 

achieve a meeting of the minds, the speaker must "elicit or 

increase the adherence of the members of an audience to 

theses that are presented for their consent" (Perelman 9). 

To secure this adherence, the speaker can choose only those 

theses accepted by those he addresses as he hopes to 

transfer to the conclusion the adherence accorded to the 

premises. If his premises are not accepted, the speaker 

must reinforce them "with all the means at his disposal" 

so as to make them appear reasonable to the audience 

(Perelman 21). Argument can only develop from premises that 

are acceptable to the audience (Perelman 21). 

The arguer, then, must adapt himself to the audience 

(Perelman 13). If a speaker considers only what he deems 

important, "generally speaking his speech will strike his 

audience as unreasonable" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

24) . Kenneth Burke observes that "you persuade a man only 
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tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying 

your ways with his" (A Rhetoric of Motives 55). 
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Cynthia Miecznikowski Sheard observes that "our differences 

create 'division' among us which makes identification 

necessary" (297). To this end, the speaker employs 

stylistic identifications. Identification insures that the 

audience perceives that "the matter discussed bears in some 

notable respect" upon their interests (Burke, Permanence and 

Change 37). Otherwise, communication cannot take place. 

(Burke, Permanence and Change 37). While the speaker "may 

change an audience's opinion in one respect . . he can 

succeed only insofar as he yields to that audience's 

opinions in other respects" (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 

56). The speaker must utilize the audience's opinions "to 

support the fulcrum by which he would move other opinions" 

(Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 56). Identification, then, 

acts as a bridging device, making the grounds of division 

between speaker and audience seem "less significant than the 

grounds for identification" (Sheard 297). 

Unless the listeners are in agreement at the outset 

with respect to facts, truths, presumptions, and values, 

little chance exists to promote an adherence of the minds 

(Perelman 21-32). Thus, "the speaker tries to establish a1 

sense of communion centered around particular values 

/ 
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recognized by the audience, and to this end he uses the 

whole range of means available to the rhetorician for 

purpose of amplification and enhancement" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 51). Although explicit values themselves 

can constitute a starting place for argument, sometimes the 

agreement focuses "on the particular connecting links used 

in the argument or on the manner of using these links" 

(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 65). These universal values 

of persuasion aid in" [justifying] choices on which there is 

not unanimous agreement by inserting these choices in a sort 

of empty frame with respect to which a wider agreement 

e x ists" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 76). 

Universal values can, m9reover, be connected to 

particular values which function to make them more specific 

(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 76). As such, "universal 

values play an important role in argumentation because they 

allow us to present specific values, those upon which 

specific groups reach agreement, as more determined aspects 

of these universal values" (Perelman 27). Argument is 

grounded "according to circumstances, now on abstract 

values now on concrete values: it is sometimes difficult to 
I 

perceive the role played by each" (Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca 77) as they are frequently used to reinforce each 

other. 
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But the speaker relies most heavily on abstract values 

when he wants to produce a change in his audience (Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca 78-79). Abstract values "seemingly 

manifest a revolutionary spirit" (Perelman and Olbrechts

Tyteca 79) . They can easily "be used for criticism, because 

they are no respecters of persons and seem to provide 

criteria for one wishing to change the established order" 

(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 79). Unlike concrete values 

which can invariably be harmonized, "abstract values . 

when carried to extremes, are irreconcilable" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts - Tyteca 79) . 

The values an audience holds do not exist independently 

of one another. Rather, "values are generally considered to 

be interconnected, and this very connection between them is 

often the basis of their subordination" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 81). Their hierarchial structure, in fact, 

obliges an audience to make choices between values which are 

incompatible. How the audience ranks values in "the 

hierarchic structure, whether it be the result of an 

argumentation or has been established from the start, will 

indicate which value will be sacrificed" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 83). 

Generally, the artist "helps" the audience decide which 

value should be sacrificed by manipulating the symbolic 

structure so that he reaffirms its norms. When he 



discredits one of the norms or values, the artist affirms 

another of the norms. Burke comments that even when the 

artist is "in an attitude of 'rejection,' he is not wholly 

'outside' the values of his society (Attitudes Toward 
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History 234). This symbolic manipulation is not unethical. 

For Burke, all "action is fundamentally ethical, since it 

involves preferences" (Permanence and Change 250). Such 

judgments of value are grounded in kairos. 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca observe that "the 

possibilities for argumentation depend on what each 

participant is ready to concede, on the values he 

recognizes, on the facts on which he indicates his 

agreement" (110). The speaker singles out specific elements 

for presentation that he wishes to bring to the conscious 

mind of his audience, thereby giving them a presence which 

prevents them from being neglected (Perelman 35). Perelman 

notes, however, that "effective presence can also lead to 

problems in that it not only can distract the audience but 

can also lead them in a direction the speaker did not 

intend" (35). Thus, the speaker must enhance the value of 

some of the elements he considers important to his argument 

in the mind of his audience (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

117) 

Style can be the means creating presence in the 

audience so that they will listen to the argument advanced: 
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what is unpalatable appears not only attractive but also 

reasonable. Style, then, dictates not only how a _message is 

communicated but also 11 [influences] what a writer 'wants' to 

say" (Lanham, Style 38). Unlike the Aristotelian scheme of 

style which insists "on the self-standing idea and the 

transparent verbal surface" (Lanham, Analyzing Prose 226), 

the sophistic episteme insists on a dynamic interchange 

between audience, text, and reality which integrates style 

and message. Style, in the sophistic episteme, helps create 

the message. Twentieth century sophism recognizes that 

language conveys a complex, layered series of messages to 

its audience in a single set of words. 

But in an observation reminiscent of Gorgias's claims 

in the Encomium to Helen (Sprague 52-53), Burke declares "in 

its simplest manifestation, style is ingratiation. It is an 

attempt to gain favor by the hypnotic or suggestive process 

of 'saying the right thing'" (Permanence and Change 50). A 

poet hypnotizes a man, not by bludgeoning him with a 

problem, but "by ringing the bells of his response" (Burke, 

Permanence and Change 52). Ernst Cassier observes in The 

Logic of Humanities that style "is never simply a question 

of imparting information, but of statement and response. It 

is only in this twofold process that true thought emerges" 

(qtd. in Lanham, Style 38). "Obviously," Burke notes, "it 

is most effective when there is agreement as to what the 
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right thing is" (Permanence and Change 50). Agreement 

between the writer and his audience can take place on the 

conscious, logical level or the unconscious, emotional 

level. Style aims to create agreement, to forge a 

relationship between the writer and his audience. Style 

aims to evoke qualities, emotions, attitudes. Style aims 

"to metamorphose one emotion into another by means of the 

word" (Lanham, Motives 16). Style aims to transform the 

reader's unconscious perceptions to the conscious mind. 

Style aims to move the reader from emotional to intellectual 

awareness. Style aims to shape an audience and stimulate 

action by inviting them to look at the subject matter 

antithetically. 

A poet designs his poem, then, "to 'do something' for 

[both himself] and his readers," to effect persuasion 

(Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 89). Form organizes 

and shapes raw sense data into artistically experienced 

reality (Gusfield 14). Thus, through form, the playwright 

"[creates] . an appetite in the mind of the auditor, 

and the adequate satisfying of that appetite" 

(Burke, Counterstatement 31). Form, then, affects the 

"psychology of the audience, since it involves desires and 

their appeasements" (Burke, Counterstatement 31). "Form, in 

literature," Burke concludes, "is the arousing and 

fulfillment of desires" (Counterstatement 124). Form, like 
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all symbolic structures, "[is] designed to produce 

. acceptance" (Burke, Attitudes Toward History 19-20). 

Hence, form in literature fulfills the audience's aesthetic, 

social, psychological, and even historical needs 

(Sheard 295) as a means to enlighten them. 

Since form has "to do with the creation and 

gratification of needs," form becomes the appeal (Burke, 

Counterstatement 138). The appeal of form "depends upon a 

certain degree of 'cultural literacy' or 'cultural 

competence'--an ability to recognize the appropriateness of 

rhetorical choices made within a given set of circumstances 

or to make those choices oneself when necessary" 

(Sheard 295). In short, the appeal of form depends upon "a 

capacity for recognizing and exploiting [the sophistic 

concept of] kairos" (Sheard 295). The artist's choice 

of form "imparts an emphasis" to the subject 

(Burke, Counterstatement 135). Through form, the artist 

manipulates the audience's desires. Through form, the 

artist affirms some of the audience's beliefs and 

assumptions and" [exploits] them to discredit other 

assumptions or beliefs which he considers invalid" (Burke, 

Counterstatement 163). Through form, the artist examines 

the premises needed to reach agreement. Form, then, defines 

the terms of the debate. Thus, form, in literature, 

becomes "a way of experiencing" as it" [parallels] processes 
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which characterize his [an individual's] experience outside 

art (Burke, Counterstatement 143). A work of art reproduces 

images which are individuated through the subject matter 

(Burke, Counterstatement 143). By individuating the form, 

the artist creates "the bridge by which we move from a 

consideration of form to a consideration of subject-matter" 

(Burke, Counterstatement 143). Form, in effect, "is the 

content" (Lanham, Analyzing Prose 231). 

The form functions as a "frame of acceptance" by which 

thinking man organizes and explores meaning, "gauges the 

historical situation and adopts a role with relation to it" 

(Burke, Attitudes Toward History 5). Burke notes that 

"'frames of acceptance' are not the same as passiveness" 

(Attitudes Toward History 20). By defining conflicts, they 

fix attitudes that must be transcended or bridged. The 

frame provides the means whereby "conflicts are bridged 

symbolically" through the "mediating devices of poetry" 

(Burke, Attitudes Toward History 28). The symbolic 

structure, thus, lets us transcend conflict (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 224). The structure or frame 

centers our attention upon some relationships while 

minimizing others which might affect our attitudes. The 

frame provides our vocabulary for "the charting of human 

motives" and acts as an amplification device (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 92, 103). 
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The comic frame pictures man in society (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 42). Thus, it" [enables] people 

to be observers of themselves, while acting" (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 171). It aims to promote not 

passiveness but "maximum consciousness" as it" [provides] a 

rationale for locating the irrational and the non-rational" 

(Burke, Attitudes Toward History 171). While the comic 

frame is charitable, it makes man conscious of materialistic 

motives (Burke, Attitudes Toward History 107). By making 

man aware of conflict, the comic frame seeks to make man a 

student of himself so that he will "'transcend' himself by 

noting his own foibles" (Burke, Attitudes Toward History 

171). Hence, the comic frame, like the sophistic episteme, 

contemplates man as a work in process. Its value lies not 

in recognizing conflict but in structuring a state of 

affairs which leads to a reconciliation. If the conflicts 

are not resolvable, the poet" [symbolically] erects a 

'higher synthesis,' in poetic and conceptual imagery, that 

helps him [man] to accept them" (Burke, Attitudes Toward 

History 92). Thus, Burke concludes that the comic frame 

"[appears] to be the most serviceable for the handling of 

human relationships" (Attitudes Toward History 106). 

Moreover, it possesses "the makings of an ethical 

philosophy" which helps mankind to judge them (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 418). 
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Kenneth Burke observes that "the method most natural to 

the psychology of form is eloquence" (Counterstatement 37). 

In the age of Shakespeare when the broad outlines of the 

plot were known in advance, the playwrights "developed 

formal excellence, or eloquence, as the basis of appeal in 

their work" (Burke, Counterstatement 37). In his early 

plays, Shakespeare linked the ideals of grace and eloquence 

with the courtly standards. Burke observes that "eloquence 

is not showiness; it is rather, the result of that desire in 

the artist to make a work perfect by adapting it in every 

minute detail to the racial appetites" (Counterstatement 

41) . 

From antiquity, rhetoricians have regarded rhetorical 

figures as means of conveying eloquence (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 167). Moreover, since figures are "free 

forms, not immediately bound up with the subject, 

[they are] more likely to tell you what is on the artist's 

psyche, if not on his mind, than the bound forms, the forms 

that are immediately expressive of subject" (Lanham, Motives 

3 0) . 

Figures also have a persuasive role. Figures are 

persuasive because they enable us to consider "new 

principles while theoretically remaining faithful to old 

principles" through caustic stretching (Burke, Attitudes 

Toward History 229). They enable us to perceive and 



interpret new situations by removing words from their 

traditional setting. This transcendence creates a 

"perspective by incongruity" which "is designed to 

'remoralize' by accurately naming a situation already 
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demoralized by inaccuracy" (Burke, Attitudes Toward History 

309). Burke notes that Shakespeare" [made] causitry an 

absolute and constant" part of his work (Attitudes Toward 

History 2 3 0 ) . 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca assert that figures are 

"a way of describing things which makes them present to our 

mind" ( 16 7) . Figures are a way of intuitively approaching 

the substance for both artist and audience. When an artist 

uses figures, the hearer must make a distinction between 

form and substance. The moment the hearer makes this 

distinction the figure takes on argumentative 

characteristics (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 169). The 

figure actually becomes argumentative "if it brings about a 

change of perspective, and its use seems normal in relation 

to this new situation" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 169). 

If, however, the figure does not promote a change in 

perspective, "the figure will be perceived as an ornament, a 

figure of style, ineffective as a means of persuasion" 

(Perelman 39). If a figure possesses argumentative 

characteristics but fails to" [bring] about audience 

adherence to the conclusions of the discourse . [the 
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figure] will fall to the level of a stylistic figure" 

(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 170). Figures do not just 

convey words or images. They signal an attitude or 

perspective the artist wishes his audience to adopt. In 

their argumentative role, figures function to promote 

choice, to make the object of discourse present to the mind, 

and to create communion with the audience (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 171-79). The figures, in effect, act as a 

"'universal' locus of appeal" which induce the audience to 

participate in the argument (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives, 

59). Burke notes that the sophistic figure of antithesis is 

especially effective in this regard: it "invites 

participation regardless of the subject matter. . even 

though you may not agree with the proposition that is being 

presented in this form (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 58). 

Because "it enables us to see one thing in terms of 

something else [,]" metaphor is reductive (Burke, A Grammar 

of Motives 97). Thus, figures can also "facilitate the 

transposition of values into facts" (Perelman and Olbrechts

Tyteca 181). Although the artist initially uses figures to 

appeal to his audience on an unconscious level, he 

ultimately hopes to gain the audience's intellectual assent. 

The most effective figure, as Longinus recognized centuries 

ago, is "the one which is entirely hidden so that it is no 



longer recognized as a figure" (qtd. in Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 171). 
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Through the form, through the figures, we can examine 

an artist's "strategy for encompassing a situation" (Burke, 

The Philosophy of Literary Form 109). They provide us with 

the means of transcendence by symbolically bridging and 

merging the conflict inherent in a social situation. They 

provide the means for integrating disparate realities and 

moving us to ac,tion. As Burke observes, the "reality each 

of us has experienced firsthand. . is [nothing] but a 

construct of our symbol systems" (Language as Symbolic 

Action 5). Within the symbol construct, each man perceives 

his own reality. But each man also shares with the other 

members of our kind, the fact that "all members of our 

species conceive reality [and action] . through various 

media of symbolism" (Burke, Language as Symbolic Action 52). 

This media, paradoxically, simultaneously divides us from 

our own immediate experience and unites us on a higher level 

of awareness with all mankind (Burke, Language as Symbolic 

Action 52) . 

Poetry, then, "can be considered as 'symbolic action,'" 

whose end is to persuade us individually and collectively 

(Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 8). Through the 

imagery of a poem, the poet "permits us to contemplate the 

subject from the standpoint of various objects. This effect 



is dialectical in the sense that we see something in terms 

of some other" (Burke, A Grammar of Motives 33). We 

confront other perspectives. Through his work, the poet 

aims to provide us with the "equipment for living, as a 

ritualistic way of arming us to confront perplexities and 

risks" (Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 61). 

Kenneth Burke argues that works of art are 

85 

strategies for selecting enemies and allies, for 
socializing losses, for warding off evil eye, for 
purification, propitiation, and desanctification, 
consolation and vengeance, admonition and 
exhortation, implicit commands or instructions of 
one sort or another. 

(The Philosophy of Literary Form 304) 

Drama is indeed "equipment for living" (Burke, The 

Philosophy of Literary Form 61) and requires us to adopt an 

analytic mode to apply its message "to social situations 

outside of art" (Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 

3 03) . Burke comments that "'esthetically' by the resources 

of symbolic action the drama can induce in the audience the 

attitudes which the body responds to by behaving accordingly 

(Attitudes Toward History 380). Lanham observes that "in 

oral cultures . . poetry preserves and transmits the 

culture through memorable meter and rhyme, harmonizes and 

preserves its traditional mixtures of motive, patterns of 

acceptable behaviors" (Analyzing Prose 246). Through the 

imagery the poet adopts to convey his message, he" [invites] 



us to 'make ourselves over in the image of the imagery'" 

(Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 116). 

Style, then, "can serve as a paradigm for a social 
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role, an identity" (Lanham, Style 131). Style "can create a 

personality" and set boundaries "within which meaningful 

answers can be found" (Lanham, Style 131-32) because style 

imposes "limits to what we can know and how we can feel" 

(Lanham, Style 131). Richard Lanham concludes "to play with 

styles is to play with roles, with ways of thinking and, 

thus, ways of being" (Style 124) because "style models 

motive" (Analyzing Prose 248). To participate fully in 

society, we must internalize the full range of motives 

encompassed in its style. Lanham resolves that "every 

statement about style is, if we know how to interpret it, a 

statement about behavior" (Analyzing Prose 9). Style 

reveals human consciousness. Stylistic awareness provides 

us "with a compass, a map of human motive" (Lanham, 

Analyzing Prose 10) "Stylistic awareness," in fact, "makes 

possible dialogue with ourselves" (Lanham, Style 132). 

Stylistic awareness" [empowers] us to enter into the past, 

look through lost eyes, participate in the past's way of 

seeing and thus enrich our own" (Lanham, Style 132). 

Through style, we socialize ourselves. 

we create social convention: 

Through style, 
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Style is a constant meeting of obligations, a 
state-of-being-without-offense, a repeated doing 
of the "right" thing. It molds our actions by 
contingencies, but these contingencies go to the 
farthest reaches of the communicative. For style 
(custom) is a complex schema of what-goes-with-
what, carried through all the subtleties of manner 
and attitudes. (Burke, Permanence and Change 269) 

Style takes us to the center of our experiences. 

Richard Lanham concludes that "because verbal style so 

closely parallels human behavior in how it reflects self

consciousness, verbal style is immediately, if 

subconsciously, read as an allegory of behavior" (Analyzing 

Prose 227). He argues that "to admit self-consciousness 

into verbal styles is to imply that the self is a social 

being, created by human society and existing only in it, 

finding in society its natural and necessary audience" 

(Analyzing Prose 218). Thus, style brings the world into 

focus. Style enables us to define ourselves. Style, 

"defines situations, [and] tells us how to act in them" 

(Lanham, Style 133). 

Style defines literary situations, too, and tells 

characters how to act in them. Literary style, literary 

decorum " [functions] 

(Lanham, Style 133). 

. as a model for social decorum" 

Burke asserts that "in an ideal social 

structure, the maximum amount of contentment is provided by 

the practical order" (Attitudes Toward History 305). Today, 

however, "when so little contentment is provided by the 
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practical order, symbolism. . cannot be merely the 

completion of a social structure: it must seek to make one" 

(Attitudes Toward History 305-06). Burke believes that 

poetry not only enables a poet "to move toward the better 

life through symbolic action, but [also] [to] chart 

the quest of the ideal self with extraordinary exactitude 

and richness" (Rueckert 61). In his authoritative study on 

Kenneth Burke, William H. Rueckert suggests that "because 

poems are the poet's solutions to problems faced in the 

search for the self and the better life, they may be 

considered as 'charts' or 'maps' which one may consult when 

lost in the wilderness of the world" (61). Style suggests, 

then, that an audience can be trained (Lanham, Style 133). 

Richard Lanham observes that rhetorical literary works are 

often therapeutic, aiming to heal a society's social self 

(Motives 32). They aim to frame a corrective philosophy 

which details an "art of living" (Burke, Permanence and 

Change 66). Through his work, the poet, then, enacts the 

role of shaman acting as both priest and doctor to his 

audience. 

"The ultimate metaphor for discussing the universe and 

man's relations to it," Burke argues in Permanence and 

Change, "must be the poetic or dramatic metaphor" (263). 

Adopting such a metaphor not only makes available rhetorical 

and critical vocabulary to describe and analyze specific 
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patterns of human behavior but also stresses "rhetoric as 

the means of creating a frame of reference" to analyze 

society (Lanham, Motives 220). The poetic ideal stresses 

the "participant aspect of action" and gives us a 

perspective which enables us to examine conflicts of 

attitude (Burke, Permanence and Change 266; Philosophy of 

Literary Form 148). But the poetic metaphor does more than 

suggest "pragmatic, positivistic, futuristic values" (Burke, 

Philosophy of Literary Form, 148). Burke observes that 

"since social life, like art, is a problem of appeal, the 

poetic metaphor can give us invaluable hints for describing 

modes of practical action" (Burke, Permanence and Change 

264). The poetic metaphor "can lead toward the construction 

of a world based primarily upon the devices of ingratiation 

and inducement" (Burke, Permanence and Change 268). Through 

the poetic metaphor, through dramatic action, we can change 

society. "For style is an elaborate set of prescriptions 

and proscriptions for 'doing the right thing"' (Burke, 

Permanence and Change 268), for seeking justification on an 

individual basis when society's rules fail to meet the needs 

of the individual. Style enables us to integrate and define 

conflicting human attitudes embodied in society's rules. 

The poetic act entails fusion (Burke, Permanence and Change 

267). Drama, then, becomes a heuristic for life. Thus, 

Burke concludes that "the ultimate goal of the poetic 



metaphor [is] a society in which the participant aspect of 

action [attains] its maximum expression" (Permanence and 

Change 269-70). 
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As Renaissance literature became concerned with style, 

it also became concerned with ethics. Renaissance 

literature "is always concerned to point out . that the 

standard ethical machinery is no longer adequate" (Lanham, 

Motives 214). Renaissance literature points out that 

society's social self must change. Since value judgments, 

then, cannot be absolute, style becomes "an orchestration of 

probable acceptances" (Lanham, Style 133). Thus, style 

"confers ethical choice" (Lanham, Style 133) upon us and 

"[harmonizes] the various parts of our human nature" 

(Lanham, Literacy 13). Style mediates between man's 

central self, an irreducible identity, and man's social self 

(Lanham, Motives 34). An individual may recognize, at any 

time in history, that his circumstances "strongly 

differentiate his situation from that of his group" (Burke, 

Permanence and Change. 117). Every culture reaches a crisis 

when the behavior patterns of the individual and his group 

conflict. These conflicts are often bridged symbolically 

through the "mediating devices of poetry and religion" 

(Burke, Attitudes Toward History 28). Thus, style balances 

those conflicting motives and holds society together. As 



Lanham astutely observes, "motive is the causality of 

history" (Motives 191) . 
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Alfred North Whitehead declares "style is the ultimate 

morality of the mind" (qtd. in Lanham, Style 133). Style 

reveals thought. Style becomes thought. Style is "a way of 

seeing" (Lanham, Style 131). "In the last analysis," style 

is "a theory of behavior" (Lanham, Literacy 8). 

encompasses motive, identity, and knowledge. 

Style 

Given that style enables us to change both man and 

society, how did Shakespeare manage this feat? His audience 

was not composed solely of competent, reasonable human 

beings--Perelman's universal audience (Perelman 14). His 

audience was every bit as diverse, democratic, and partisan 

as a Super Bowl audience might be today. They spanned all 

London social classes. Other than that, all that we can say 

"is that youth may have predominated somewhat over age, male 

over female, the worldly over the pious, and of course 

without the 'perhaps,' the receptive over the unreceptive" 

(Harbage 90). We suspect that Shakespeare's audience at the 

Globe was predominately working class "because of the great 

numerical superiority of the working classes in the London 

area and because theatrical tariffs had been designed 

largely for them" (Harbage 90). After paying the basic 

entry fee of a penny, noblemen, merchants, traders, lawyers, 

doctors, grocers, glovemakers, booksellers, bakers, tinkers, 
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tailors, teenage apprentices, peddlers, humble household 

servants and menial workers, young and old, men and women, 

boys and girls--"all crowded in through the same two doors 

before separating to go upstairs to the galleries or 

straight through to the yard" (Papp and Kirkland 141). How 

could Shakespeare disarm such a disparate audience so that 

they would consider and perhaps act on another point of 

view? 

Modern rhetorical theory tells us language is a complex 

set of layered messages. Individuals respond differently to 

messages because each individual reacts to language based on 

his past confrontations and experiences with the objects 

they represent (Richards 29-30). Accordingly, the outcome 

from similar happenings in the past tempers our response in 

the present (Richards 29-30). I. A. Richards and 

C. K. Ogden indicate the importance of the past context in 

evoking the present response: "Our interpretation of any 

sign is our psychological reaction to it, as determined by 

our past experience in similar situations, and by our 

present experience" (244). Kenneth Burke confirms this 

observation: "We can only say that a given objective event 

derives its character for us from past experiences having to 

do with like or related events" (Permanence and Change 7). 

The mind automatically processes and compares the present 
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perceptions with an individual's past. Richards observes in 

The Philosophy of Rhetoric: 

We have perceptions, responses whose character 
comes to them from the past as well as the present 
occasion. A perception is never just an it; 
perception takes whatever it perceives as a thing 
of a certain sort. All thinking from the lowest 
to the highest--whatever else it may be is 
sorting. ( 3 O) 

Thus, "while we live in the present, our reactions to the 

here and now world are directly correlated to our individual 

and collective histories" (Golden, Bergquist and Coleman 

244) . Individuals and groups, in effect, bring their own 

context or meaning to the interpretation of an event. 

Because of the nature of thinking and sorting, Richards and 

Ogden assert that when any part of a context, "a set of 

entities related in a certain way" (58), appears the 

possibility exists that we will remember the whole context 

and "react in the way in which we reacted before" (53). 

Though rhetoricians and literary critics and 

playwrights of Shakespeare's time did not use the term 

context, they knew what it was. They knew that if they 

wished "to move men to take . . goodness in hand" 

(Sidney 27) they could not adopt a confrontational tone. 

They had to evoke pleasant or at least non-threatening 

memories and responses from their audience if they were to 

persuade. They had to activate a non-threatening context. 

Their weapon was words. Many people in their audience had 
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attended the Renaissance grammar schools where they learned 

to delight in words and to appreciate the power of figures. 

Words were not threatening. Many of them attended weekly 

sermons that used stylistic ornament to capture their 

attention and illustrate a moral point they were to apply to 

their lives. Words were instructive. Many of them attended 

the theater weekly. They saw tragedies, comedies, romances, 

and histories--plays which used words to create images that 

mingled instruction with delight. The contexts utilized 

words, words which were powerful but non-threatening. The 

contexts subliminally suggested instruction. The contexts 

disarmed the audience. The contexts allowed artists "to 

teach and delight" (Sidney 25) through the form--the play. 

Through the form, the playwright can examine moral 

certainties which are disquieting to the audience. The 

form "allows us to place ourselves within them [the 

controversies], by an understanding of their essential 

grammar" (Burke, A Grammar of Motives 268). Burke notes 

that a playwright frequently examines and exercises an 

audience's "sympathies and antipathies, by constructing 

characters that act out these standards" (Attitudes Toward 

History 28 O) . The characters voice the contradictions 

contained in the social system which make the system 

inconsistent and unusable. Through their use of rhetoric, 

the characters "form attitudes or. . induce actions" in 
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the audience (Burke, Rhetoric of Motives 41). Dramatizing 

the inconsistencies of conflicting values or propositions in 

this manner exposes them "to a condemnation without appeal, 

[which requires] anyone who wants to avoid the charge 

of absurdity to abandon at least certain elements of the 

system" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 193). Dramatization 

constitutes a "frame of acceptance" whereby conflicting 

motives and attitudes can be examined and reconciled (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 20). Dramaturgy (Burke's 

dramatism) enables us "to consider the matter of motives in 

a perspective that, being developed from the analysis of 

drama, treats language and thought primarily as modes of 

action (Burke, A Grammar of Motives xxii). The characters 

function as a link in the argument. While the audience may 

not initially recognize themselves in the characters, "in 

great eras of drama, the audiences know why characters act 

as they do" (Burke, Permanence and Change 32). They 

understand their motives. Argument through character is 

argument based on model and anti-model. By structuring a 

model of behavior for his audience, the dramatist creates a 

pattern of behavior which he hopes to induce his audience to 

follow. The dramatist hopes that the individual members of 

his audience will become aware of themselves in terms of the 

character. He hopes that the characters' attitudes will 

modify the audience's actions as they become aware of their 



attitudes reflected in them. According to Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, "the value attaching to the person 

[selected as a model] is the premise from which will be 

drawn the conclusion encouraging some particular behavior" 
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(363). To be effective as model, the person must enjoy a 

measure of prestige (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 363). 

This individual "will be described in terms of his role as 

model" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 365). By attributing 

good qualities to the model who is pictured as a superior 

being, the dramatist can enhance the values of particular 

qualities. The model through his prestige guarantees the 

correctness of his actions. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

assert that "argument by a model is favorable to 

originality" (364). Hence, a dramatist is not bound to show 

"respect for this or that particular value" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca 364). He can through original modeling 

create a new pattern of behavior for a social class. 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca observe that "the richness of 

argumentation by model is that, even when the model is 

unique, it allows us to accentuate one or another of its 

aspects and to draw each time a lesson that is adapted to 

the circumstances" ( 113) . 

While the dramatist's "reference to a model makes it 

possible to encourage a particular kind of behavior, 

reference to an anti-model or foil serves to deter people 
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from it" (Perelman 366). The deterrent effect apparently 

occurs because the audience evaluates the actions of the 

anti-model in terms of their deplorable consequences. Many 

times, the audience will adopt a specific pattern of 

behavior because it is the opposite of that advocated by the 

anti-model (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 366-67). Their 

disgust with the anti-model's behavior may be so complete 

that audience members may be prompted "to choose a specific 

pattern of behavior because it is the opposite of that of 

the anti-model" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 367). 

Because the character of the anti-model turns us away from 

his course of action, the anti-model's adoption of a 

particular behavior or attitude acts as a provocation for 

the audience to reject both the anti-model and his behavior. 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca remark that "the anti - model is 

often presented in a conventional . . manner so as to 

bring about the revulsion desired" among members of the 

audience. In structuring argument by model, the dramatist's 

role as interpreter of the action is essential: "for it is 

through him that an unquestioned model can serve as guide in 

every circumstance of life" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

3 71) . 

The dramatist's creation of model and anti-model in the 

same work produces a fictional physical embodiment of two 

incompatible realities. The aim of such an embodiment is to 
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raise the consciousness of the audience. Audience members 

do not intentionally limit themselves by pretending not to 

see the disparate realities. Instead they try, even 

unconsciously, to resolve the difficulty by "reestablishing 

a coherent vision of reality'' by dissociating the ideas that 

the two conflicting models represent (Perelman 126). "Since 

reality is governed by the principle of noncontradiction" 

(Perelman 127), the audience cannot simultaneously hold or 

affirm two contradictory realities. They must distinguish 

between values or realities which are positive or 

affirmative and those which are negative or deceptive. 

Frequently, the playwright encourages this dissociation by 

identifying the model with virtue and the anti-model with 

vice. The polarity makes it easier to distinguish those 

aspects of the model which are of value from those of the 

anti-model which are not of value. The polarity makes it 

easier for the audience to reject the anti-model. Since the 

audience "will not listen voluntarily to someone whom they 

consider hostile or reprehensible" (Perelman 147), the 

audience either discounts or unconditionally rejects the 

line or argument advocated through the words and actions of 

the anti-model. 

Rejection of one model implies an affirmation of the 

other. The rule of formal justice requires that similar 

situations or beings receive identical treatment (Perelman 
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and Olbrechts-Tyteca 219). To meet the demands of rigorous 

demonstrations, two objects or models ought to be completely 

interchangeable. But this is never the case. While 

comparable objects or models may differ in some respects, 

the rule of justice may be applied if the models possess the 

essential characteristics (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

219). As Perelman notes in The Idea of Justice and the 

Problem of Argument, the rule of justice recognizes that 

"'beings in the same essential category should be treated in 

the same way'" (qtd. in Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 219). 

If a dramatist affirms a model as representative of a given 

group, this creates the presumption that the same qualities 

will be found in other members of the same class (Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca 323). 

Thus "the value of an individual reflects on the group" 

(Pe re lman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 322). By the same token, 

fault or imperfection in an individual compromises the whole 

group (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 322). The interaction, 

then, between individuals and their representative groups 

"can raise or lower the value of either" (Perelman and 

Olbrechts - Tyteca 323). The value of an individual's actions 

depends upon the prestige accorded the individual, "and the 

value of the individual depends on the value placed on the 

group" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 324). 



100 

Through his affirmation or valuing of a model 

representing a particular social group, the dramatist 

suggests that all members of a social group might profitably 

adopt the behavior patterns typified by his model. To the 

extent that he succeeds in getting his audience to identify 

with a model's actions, the dramatist creates a new pattern 

of social behavior. The dramatist, then, can correct "a 

faulty identification only insofar as he smuggles in [or 

provides] an alternative identification (Burke, Attitudes 

Toward History 264). Burke records that "'identification' 

is hardly other than a name for the function of sociality" 

(Attitudes Toward History 267). 

observes: 

Sheard astutely 

Burke's concept of identification accounts 
explicitly for what Protagorean sophistic accounts 
for implicitly: the criteria for evaluating and 
choosing courses of action, i.e., systems of 
ethics (rhetorically grounded) and the value 
hierarchy they imply. (298) 

To correct a faulty identification, a dramatist may 

find it helpful to employ the argument of the ridiculous. 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca remark that "the ridiculous is 

what deserves to be greeted by laughter" (205). Laughter is 

a way of condemning eccentric behavior which violates or 

misinterprets social norms but "which is not deemed 

sufficiently important or dangerous to be repressed by more 

violent means" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 206). 
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Laughter may be more effective than overt criticism of an 

opponent's arguments. Irony, a form of argument by the 

ridiculous, is most effective when "directed to a well

defined group" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 208) whose 

social beliefs a dramatist may wish to challenge. But only 

"by having some idea of the beliefs held within certain 

social environments can we guess whether or not a given text 

is ironical" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 208). The 

dramatist frequently embodies the argument of the ridiculous 

in his comic characters whose views act as a counterpoint to 

those of the model with whom he is trying to establish 

identification. The comic character, then, functions in 

much the same way as the anti-model to disabuse the audience 

of a faulty identification with unacceptable ideas or 

personages. 

Individual members of the audience, however, ''vary in 

their ability to feel, beneath a work's internal 

adjustments, the work's general bearing upon vital 

situations outside the work" (Burke, Attitudes Toward 

History 202). While the poet works to make the audience 

perceive his point of view, he often exploits the ambiguity 

of the frame as he moves them towards acceptance (Burke, 

Attitudes Toward History 209). Burke, in fact, suggests 

that Shakespeare utilized this method: as the theater 

shifted to new modes of production and style, his work 
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developed "tragic ambiguity" as opposed to courtly diction 

(Attitudes Toward History 220). Although all members of the 

audience may not perceive the dramatist's subtle strategies 

of argumentation which suggest a new code of conduct, they 

remain an integral part of the work. Superimposing 

twentieth-century rhetoric over the sophistic pattern of the 

Renaissance affirms their existence. Thus, the play's 

"ambiguity is converted into a corresponding articulacy" 

(Burke, A Grammar of Motives 7). Once the premises embodied 

in the characters have been judged reasonable, no one can 

reject them without appearing foolish (Perelman 24). 

Moreover, "the argument a simili [similar] or a fortiori 

[justifiable] allows us to apply it successfully in a new 

situation" (Perelman 140). 



Chapter IV 

All Does Indeed End Well 

In The Tudor Play of Mind, Joel B. Altman suggests that 

Renaissance dramatists created plays which incorporated a 

great complexity of vision precisely because of the 

sophistic rhetorical training they received in the grammar 

schools. Trained in antithetical methods, the dramatists 

consistently juxtaposed rhetorical strands designed to 

arouse passion against others constructed to investigate 

truth or command assent (Altman 3-4). While scholars have 

attempted to unravel these strands to discover the 

relationship of dramatic art to everyday Renaissance life, 

in many cases the paradoxical structure of the plays has 

left them with many unresolved questions (Doran 318; Altman 

4). Shakespeare's All's Well That Ends Well is a case in 

point (Baumlin 138-39; Cole 136). But by superimposing 

twentieth-century rhetoric over the sophistic episteme 

articulated in the Renaissance, we can determine that in 

All's Well Shakespeare resolves the controlling paradox 

through careful rhetorical devices that guarantee 

reader/viewer identification with an unconventional heroine 

103 
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and that this identification promotes a reassessment of the 

traditional codes of conduct for both men and women. 

The Renaissance commonly assumed that one function of a 

poet was to win men's minds "from wickedness to virtue" 

( Sidney 4 O ) . In other words, the poet was to persuade men 

to what he determined was a right course of action, just as 

the early sophists sought to persuade men to adapt their own 

inclinations toward self-interest to community values. To 

accomplish this, he often had to persuade them as children 

are "brought to take most wholesome things [--] by hiding 

them in such other as have a pleasant taste" (Sidney 40). 

His tools were words of delightful proportion framed in a 

tale (logos) which could" [hold] children from play, and old 

men from the chimney corner" (Sidney 40). The literary 

theorists, then, no doubt realized, as did the early 

sophists, and as do their twentieth-century counterparts, 

that men's opinions cannot be changed by making a direct 

assault upon them. Argumentative theory realizes that there 

must be an initial agreement between the writer and the 

audience on basic premises before argument can be effected. 

Clearly, Shakespeare's audience would be no more prone than 

a modern one to listen to a point of view with which they 

strongly disagreed. But through the medium of the play, 

Shakespeare could move them to accept a different point of 

view. This was possible because their previous contact with 
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powerful words at the theater, the grammar school, and the 

weekly sermon had been non-threatening. The contexts 

subliminally suggested instruction while disarming the 

audience. The context allowed Shakespeare "to delight and 

teach" (Sidney 40) through the form--the play. The form 

constituted the basic premise of agreement which allowed 

Shakespeare to examine moral certainties with which the 

audience would not agree. Through fiction, Shakespeare, 

like other Renaissance poets, created exempla and "extended 

the humanist schoolroom across the educated commonwealth" 

(Kinney 426). 

His tool was words. In All's Well as in the rest of 

his plays, Shakespeare subordinates his ideas about 

language to his larger dramatic interests (Donawerth 219). 

Nevertheless, his ideas about language contribute to the 

audience's sense of a well-defined fictional world. Jane 

Donawerth observes that "words in the society of All's Well 

That Ends Well are what the Renaissance humanists imagined 

them to be: agents of confusion when loved for themselves 

and guides to wisdom and virtuous action when loved for what 

they speak of truth" (219). In the fictive society of All's 

Well, the characters' conflicting attitudes and ideas about 

language not only shape their character but also a society 

with the human potential for growth and decay. Shakespeare 
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forms this world of contradiction through his overall 

structure of paradox. 

Shakespeare's sophistical paradoxical structure 

immediately draws his audience into the argument and signals 

an antithesis between the conventions of the past and those 

of the present--a disharmony which intensifies as the play 

develops. The somber opening lines of All's Well catalogue 

death. The Countess laments, "In delivering · my son from me, 

I bury a second husband" (I.i.1-2). Thinking of her dead 

husband and the seemingly incurable illness of the King of 

France makes the Countess remember Helena's father: 

This young gentlewoman had a father--0, that 
"had," how sad a passage 'tis!--whose skill was 
almost as great as his honesty; had it stretch'd 
so far, would have made nature immortal, and death 
should have play for lack of work. Would for the 
King's sake he were living! I think it would be 
the death of the King's disease. (I.i.17-23) 

The Count of Rossillion, Gerard de Narbon, and the King of 

France have been the symbolic preservers of social order. 

But the dramatist hints this order is passing from the scene 

through the action and the paradoxical antitheses and 

chiastic turns of phrase which signal opposition and 

crossing. All's Well presents us, then, with a dying world. 

But the comedic frame has an alternative to offer. The 

presence of a young man and woman suggests that the dying 

world may be rejuvenated through love, marriage, and 

procreation (R. Hunter 107). However, the audience quickly 
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discovers that there is an obstacle to the formulaic 

pattern--a great disparity in social position further 

complicated by the heroine's rigorous, intellectual 

education. The protagonists, then, seem to be inevitably 

separated by convention. Convention demands that the young 

man marry a woman of suitable rank, connections, and 

abilities . Initially, then, Shakespeare portrays the two 

characters at opposite poles. Bertram, the young man, is 

identified with convention while Helena, the young woman, is 

identified with the unconventional. The characters, then, 

embody antithetical points of view. If they are to be 

reconciled and the world transformed, Shakespeare must 

either transform Helena or the world. 

Shakespeare immediately begins to invest Helena with 

virtue in an encomium, so that his audience will identify 

with her. The Countess of Rossillion, whom we would expect 

to support the existing social order, instead argues 

Helena's education enhances her disposition, transforming 

what the audience would see as a defect into an asset: 

I have those hopes of her good that 
her education promises her dispositions she 
inherits, which makes fair gifts fairer; for where 
an unclean mind carries virtuous qualities, there 
commendations go with pity: they are virtues and 
traitors too. In her they are the better for their 
simpleness; she derives her honesty, and achieves 
her goodness . ( I . i . 3 9 - 4 5 ) 
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The Countess, however, does not give her son Bertram 

the same enthusiastic praise. Instead, she charitably 

describes him as "an unseason' d courtier" ( I. i. 71) . But she 

makes clear that Bertram possesses a divided, antithetical 

nature which does not enable him to discern appearance from 

reality, as a sophistic orator would: 

Be thou blest, Bertram and succeed thy father 
In manners as in shape! Thy blood and virtue 
Contend for empire in thee, and thy goodness 
Share with thy birthright! (I.i.61-64) 

The Countess sees, as did the fourth century sophists, and 

as Bertram does not at this point, that "inherited qualities 

must be nurtured before goodness is achieved" (Price 138) 

since he "has yet to develop [his] inherited qualities . 

he has yet to achieve that goodness which is Helena's 

(Price 138). Hence, she feels compelled to advise him, like 

a sophistic teacher, on the rules and precepts (diatyposis) 

which should govern his perceptions and acts in the world: 

Love all, trust a few, 
Do wrong to none. Be able for thine enemy 
Rather in power than use, and keep thy friend 
Under thy own life's key. Be check'd for silence, 
But never tax'd for speech. (I.i.64-68) 

Since the Countess can logically be assumed to favor her 

son, her descriptions help to initially establish Helena and 

Bertram as model and anti-model. 

This identification is especially important when 

Shakespeare begins to enlighten us as to the cause of 
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Helena's excessive grief. Since the audience naturally 

assumes that Helena's tears are for her father (I.i.54) the 

audience may be disconcerted to find that Helena weeps not 

in "remembrance of her father" (I. i. 4 8) but because Bertram 

is leaving Rossillion. Indeed, her blunt remark "I think 

not on my father . . I have forgot him" (I.i.79,82) seems 

inconsistent with the Countess's positive description of an 

innocent maid. Larry S. Champion suggests that if the 

comment is not flagrantly malicious, at the very least, it 

leaves the audience with "a distasteful ambiguity which 

colors [their] first impressions" of Helena (120) . 

This ambiguity, then, colors the audience's impression 

of Helena as she elaborates on the source of her grief. 

Though she knows an alliance with Bertram would violate 

convention, she passionately desires it: 

My imagination 
Carries no favor in't but Bertram's. 
I am undone, there is no living, none, 
If Bertram be away. 'Twere all one 
That I should love a bright particular star 
And think to wed it, he is so above me. 
In his bright radiance and collateral light 
Must I be comforted, not in his sphere. 
Th' ambition in my love thus plagues itself: 
The hind that would be mated by the lion 
Must die for love. ( I. i. 82- 92) 

In the soliloquy, Helena establishes herself as the 

Petrarchian lover who idealizes Bertram as "a bright 

particular star" (I.i.86), provides the conventional blazon 

of the beloved's physical attributes, and laments her 
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inadequacy to attain her beloved (Neely 66). The 

metaphorical images of the star, the hind, and the lion not 

only appeal to the audience's visual sense but also clarify 

for them the type of unconventional relationship which would 

occur if Helena married Bertram. However, the soliloquy 

also suggests Helena is not calculating, only young and 

inexperienced. J. Dennis Huston notes that the soliloquy is 

"marked by the radical thought characteristic of a young 

mind. There is no moderation at all . . life without 

Bertram is 'death'; her imagination has room in it only for 

his image" (435). The soliloquy also suggests Castiglione's 

stages of ascent as it moves from bodily presence through an 

imaginative recreation of Bertram's form towards 

spiritualization (Vyvyan 133): 

'Twas pretty though a plague, 
To see him every hour, to sit and draw 
His arched brows, his hawking eye, his curls, 
In our heart's table--heart too capable 
Of every line and trick of his sweet favor. 
But how he's gone, and my idolatrous fancy 
Must sanctify his reliques. (I.i.92-98) 

Thus, Shakespeare does not want his audience to view Helena 

in the traditional Petrarchian framework as the pure, 

ornamental object of beauty who enables her lover to attain 

a godlike perfection. The blazon indicates a role reversal. 

She is the active lover--not the object. She lS 

experiencing the physical pangs of love usually associated 

with the male lover. Her blazon blends the physical and the 
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spiritual to present the audience with a picture of a 

robust, active heroine. While her earlier words (I.i.82-92) 

seem to indicate she has passively accepted the barrier of 

rank, her contemplation now seems to have turned to 

sexual aspiration, not an attractive character trait for a 

young Renaissance maiden whose chastity and innocence were 

to be only equalled by her submissiveness. 

Her rather ribald conversation with Parolles shortly 

afterwards is tinged with the same complexity . As Champion 

notes, although she recognizes him as "a notorious liar," a 

"fool," and "a coward" (I.i.100-1), "she does nothing to 

avoid the company, engaging him in a lengthy dialogue about 

sex and the most effective uses to which a maiden might put 

her virginity" ( 12 O) . Indeed, she instigates the frank 

conversation by asking Parolles how women might "barricado 

it [virginity] against him" (I.i.113). 

Although Shakespeare seems to be placing her in an 

untenable position, paradoxically, his comedic frame defends 

Helena by revealing the double sexual standards under which 

men and women operate to the audience. Since the 

conversation takes place shortly after Helena admits her 

secret love for Bertram, the dialogue effectively contrasts 

her passion with Parolles's lewdness. 

Parolles, whose name the audience would recognize as 

meaning words, argues that to preserve virginity is against 
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the law of nature since "there was never virgin/ got till 

virginity was first lost" (I.i.128-29). Virginity, 

according to Parolles, "is the most inhibited sin in the 

canon" (I. i. 14 5) and taking its part "is to accuse your 

mothers" (I.i.136-37) of disobedience. A woman's role is to 

produce children; hence, "virginity murders itself" 

(I.i.139). Parolles sees virginity not as a virtue but only 

"a commodity [which] will lose the gloss with/ lying" 

(I.i.152-53). Hence, the sensible maiden should use it 

"while 'tis vendible" (I.i.55). Parolles, of course, 

arrives at his conclusion by confusing the various senses of 

his words. He lacks the ability to use language precisely, 

as a sophist would, to convey his meaning. As 

Jane Donawerth points out, "one can call virginity 

self-murder only by taking the property for the person: a 

virgin begets no virgins, and so virginity murders itself by 

taking itself to the grave" (227). Likewise, Donawerth 

observes that "one can argue that virginity is a sin only by 

confusing physical with moral nature" (227). Clearly, in 

equating words with reality, Parolles takes confusion for 

truth. While the sophists used words imaginatively to 

create reality, they were aware that words were not reality. 

The Tudor humanists saw the equation of words with reality 

as the mark of a fool (Donawerth 227). Here, then, is the 

first confirmation that Parolles is indeed "the fool" 



113 

(I.i.101) that Helena indicated, the first hint to the 

audience not take his views seriously and to question his 

ethos. Parolles's speech, then, "confirms the audience's 

sense that he . . is a severely limited human being" 

(Garber 133). The series of witty military metaphors 

(barricado, enemy, assails, defense, warlike resistance, 

undermine, blow up, breach) he uses to describe man's sexual 

pursuit, however, assist them in visualizing sexual 

relationships in a new perspective. Carol Thomas Neely 

comments that "sexual encounters are imagined as mutual 

aggression with mixed victory and defeat on both sides" 

( 68 ) : 

Parolles. Man, setting down before you, 
will undermine you and blow you up. 
Helena. Bless our poor virginity from underminers 
and blowers-up! Is there no military policy how 
virgins might blow up men? 
Parolles. Virginity being blown down, man will 
quicklier be blown up. Marry, in blowing him down 
again, with the breach yourselves made, you lose 
your city. (I. i. 118-2 6) 

Helena, like Parolles, admits that natural law decrees 

that man seek his own kind when she acknowledges that "man 

is enemy to virginity" (I.i.112). However, Helena does not 

confuse words with things. She distinguishes the underlying 

meaning of words and rejects "nature" in the sense that 

Parolles has used the word. "Nature" can only bring body to 

body, not provide position, security, and children. Thus, 

while Parolles wrestles with the question Helena poses for 
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him, "How might one do, sir, to lose it [virginity] to her 

own liking" (I.i.150-51), Helena contemplates how to lose 

her virginity in marriage. Her considered response to 

Parolles's argument "Not my virginity yet" (I.i.165) 

suggests that Helena is mustering all her powers to pursue 

Bertram. Parolles's banter confirms for her her own 

meditations. Helena is clear-sighted enough to recognize 

the parallel between Parolles's pretensions and her own, at 

the same time she distinguishes between them (Haley 81-82). 

As Marjorie Garber notes, what is missing from Parolles's 

spirited argument is "any sense that sexual relationships 

are founded on idealism and love, and Helena quite properly 

responds with a spirited defense of her particular love for 

Bertram," (133) to whom she wishes to become "a mother, and 

a mistress, and a friend, . a guide, a goddess, . a 

counsellor" (I.i. 166,169-70). Carol Neely adds that the 

sexual innuendo that imbues the scene is not "intended to 

undermine the audience's sympathy with Helena or to impugn 

her motives, but to reveal the mixed nature of both her 

motives and her power, the result of the mixed nature of the 

[realistic] love that drives her" (68). In Helena's speech 

acts, the "playgoers can detect a promise of the eventual 

melding of words and deeds" (Hunt 328), the mark of the true 

sophist. The effect of the interchange, then, is to make 

the audience rely on Helena's wit and good judgment even if 
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she seems to be pursuing an unorthodox course of behavior. 

Helena's witty sallies indicate that she is equal to the 

role of cortigiana. Margaret Ranald indicates that far from 

being a blot on an innocent girl the debate "indicates the 

clever wit of a young woman who is able to discuss the war 

between the sexes in the same terms as a military operation, 

another masculine rite de passage" (35). Moreover, the 

passage "shows the intense physical desire which motivates 

Helena in her quest for possession of Bertram, something 

that was earlier masked in her religious metaphor" 

(Ranald 35): "my idolatrous fancy/ must sanctify his 

reliques" (I.i.97-98). And since Parolles is a shadow of 

Bertram, the conversation indirectly discredits him even 

though he is not present. 

Ironically, Helena will convert Parolles's flippant 

advice, "Get thee a good husband, and use him as he uses 

thee" (I.i.214-15), into reality when she makes the decision 

a few lines later to pursue Bertram. In her second 

soliloquy which closes the scene, physical desire and social 

ambition are even more pronounced than in the first one. 

She implies in an elliptical argument, which moves from one 

thing to its opposite, that "she has it in her power to make 

a spiritual ascent, and that if she does so, her rank will 

be made equal to his [Bertram's] by her merit" (Vyvyan 133) 



Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie, 
Which we ascribe to heaven. The fated sky 
Gives us free scope, only doth backward pull 
Our slow designs when we ourselves are dull. 
What power is it which mounts my love so high, 
That makes me see, and cannot feed mine eye? 
The mightiest space in fortune nature brings 
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To join like likes, and kiss like native things. 
Impossible be strange attempts to those 
That weigh their pains in sense, and do suppose 
What hath been cannot be. Who ever strove 
To show her merit, that did miss her love? 
The King's disease--my project may deceive me, 
But my intents are fix'd, apd will not leave me. 

(I.i.216-29) 

But as John Vyvyan notes, if "we recall that in As You Like 

1.t, and elsewhere, one of Shakespeare's assertions was that 

the ultimate power is always spiritual, we shall appreciate 

that consistency requires the statement he is making here" 

(134): "spiritual rank has primacy of all other, and that in 

an ideal, or. . unmasked society, social rank would be 

its reflection" (134). Helena endeavors "to establish. 

that e veryone may achieve this ultimate nobility by an act 

of will" (Vyvyan 134). She argues, in effect, that the will 

enables her and the audience to convert sophistic 

possibilities to actuality. Helena's initial apparent self

effacement, then, is transformed into self-assertiveness. 

She lacks only a means to show her merit. As Robert Hunter 

observes, "that means is a symbolically powerful one--the 

king's disease" ( 113) . Clearly, Helena is the independent 

woman whose self-actualizing behavior is a threat to 

Renaissance society. But to prevent the audience from 
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viewing Helena in an unfavorable light, Shakespeare links 

the two soliloquies together through her thoughts and 

images. As Joseph Price recognizes, "the Helena of the 

second soliloquy recalls the loving maiden of whom. 

[the audience] approved in the first soliloquy" (145). 

Through this device, Shakespeare attempts to make his 

audience realize that Helena becomes the pursuer because of 

her constricted social role and "the fragmented and 

paradoxical attitudes toward women held by the men in the 

play" (Neely 67). 

Helena's use of language stresses a sophistic vision-

that language should be used to regenerate man and create 

new worlds of potentiality and growth, not protect him from 

change. When man loses his creative capacity, life quickly 

becomes an empty., sterile affair. "Let me not live," 

(I.ii.58), the Count of Rossillion cried, "After my flame 

lacks oil" (I.ii.59). The King of France also wishes that 

he may pass quickly from the world since he has lost the 

ability to act creatively and renew society: "Since I nor 

wax nor honey can bring home, / [I wish] I quickly were 

dissolved from my hive/ To give some laborers room" 

(I.ii.65-67). In the world of All's Well, the wise 

characters realize the need for the continual renewal of 

society. They use language which does not confuse words 

with things, language which fits words to deeds, language 
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which reflects their values. The previous generation in 

France also used language in this fashion. Bertram's father, 

for example, possessed the outward appearance which 

reflected his inward honor, and his language reflected his 

values: "his honor/ Clock to itself, knew the true minute 

when/ Exception bid him speak, and at this time/ His 

tongue obey'd his hand" (I.ii.38-41). By using the metaphor 

of a clock, Shakespeare suggests that the Count used 

language sophistically: he "was a master of time; his 

knowledge of the 'true minute' included a grasp of timing, 

of recognizing, the opportune moment for wedding a deed to 

his word" (Hunt 320) . He did not use language deceptively, 

as a debased sophist might, but creatively: "for his 

plausive words/ He scatter'd not in ears, but grafted 

them, / to grow and to bear" (I.ii.53-55). While Bertram 

"bear'st [his] father's face" (I.ii.19), he does not seem to 

have inherited his moral structure. Tita French observes 

that even when the King first welcomes Bertram to court 

(I.ii.) he uses language deceptively to evade responsibility 

(139). After the King lavishly praises the dead Count of 

Rossillion as "a copy to these younger times" (I.ii.46), 

Bertram declares that "His good remembrance, sir/ Lies 

richer in your thoughts than on his tomb. / So in approof 

lives not his epitaph/ As in your royal speech" (I.ii.49-

51) . If his father's reputation is only an image created by 
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speech, then he has nothing to live up to. Bertram uses 

flowery words which seemingly suggest humility but which in 

reality act to protect himself from change. Unlike his 

father, Bertram does not use words which grow and bear but 

which conceal. His language suggests, then, that he is 

unprepared for his cultural responsibilities. Bertram does 

not possess the eloquence of the true Renaissance sophistic 

orator who couples wisdom and control with style. While the 

hint to the audience is subtle, Shakespeare suggests that 

Helena not Bertram is the spiritual heir of the Count of 

Rossillion because of the differences in the way they use 

speech. 

Each scene in some way subtly works to create audience 

identification with the heroine. The Clown's conversation 

with the Countess (I.iii.) is Janus-faced, mirroring the 

earlier conversation of Parolles and Helena on virginity 

(I.i) and looking forward to Helena's conversation with the 

Countess later in the scene. Although the text of the 

discussion nominally reinforces cynical Renaissance views of 

marriage and women, the comedic frame immediately suggests 

to the audience that while the Clown's words may touch on 

some human truths they should not be naively accepted at 

face value. They would recognize that his appearance 

signals ''the customary parody of the main plot by the 

Shakespearean clown" (Price 146). In· the scene, the Clown 
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begs permission of the Countess to marry Isbel. Ostensibly, 

the Clown has only the highest reasons for wishing to marry, 

but he soon shows himself to be like Peacham's "emblematic 

sow" (Complete Gentleman 215) whose nose is "ever rooting in 

the earth" (Complete Gentleman 215). In answer to the 

Countess's query "why wilt thou marry" (I.iii. 27), Lavatch 

says he wants to marry because Isbel needs to be made an 

honest woman; he wishes to have "the blessings of God" 

(I.iii.24-25) in the "issue a' [his] body" (I.iii.25) and 

his "poor body . . requires it" (I.iii.28). As Donawerth 

observes, "Lavache' s wit . . is a mischievous expounding 

of the scriptures" (228). He willfully perverts St. Paul's 

admonition in I Corinthian 7:9: "it is better to marry than 

to burn." The Clown's naturalistic religion generates a 

sensual view of marriage: "I have been, madam, a wicked 

creature as you and all flesh and blood are, and indeed I do 

marry that I may repent" (I.iii.35-37). Though the Clown 

indicates he wishes to contain his carnal desire in 

marriage, his words allude to the old proverb marry in haste 

and repent at leisure, which suggests his true view of 

marriage and womankind. 

The inconstancy of woman is the theme which runs 

through the remainder of the speech. Lavatch accepts 

without question that he will in all probability be a 

cuckold: 
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He that comforts my wife is the cherisher of 
my flesh and blood; he that cherishes my flesh and 
blood loves my flesh and blood; he that loves my 
flesh and blood is my friend; ergo, he that kisses 
my wife is my friend. If men could be contented 
to be what they are, there were no fear in 
marriage, for young Charbon the puritan and old 
Poysam the papist, howsome'er their hearts are 
sever'd in religion, their heads are both one: 
they may jowl horns together like any deer i' th' 
herd. (I.iii . 46-55) 

In all likelihood, the audience would recognize Lavatch's 

syllogistic exposition of cuckoldry as" [perverting] the 

doctrine of Paul's letter to the Ephesians (~:28-29) as that 

is incorporated in the Book of Common Prayer [1559] under 

the ceremony of Matrimony" (Haley 194): 

So men are bound to love their own wives as their 
own bodies. He that loveth his own wife, loveth 
himself. For never did any man hate his own 
flesh, but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as 
the Lord doth the congregation: for we are members 
of his body, of his flesh and of his bones. 

For this cause shall a man leave father and 
mother, and be joined unto his wife, and they two 
shall be one flesh. (qtd. in Haley 194) 

Since Lavatch assumes that cuckoldry is not only inevitable 

but also universal, he determines to use his wife to make 

new friends. To the Countess's censure that he is a 

"foul-mouth'd and calumnious knave" (I.iii.56-57), he 

rejoins "a prophet I, madam, and I speak the truth the next 

way" (I.iii.58 - 59) before breaking into a ballad which links 

cuckoldry with Helen of Troy. 

Helena's name links her with Helen of Troy whom the 

Renaissance regarded as the symbol of womankind--beautiful 
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but corrupt--and "the exemplum [italics mine] of a bad wife" 

(Neely 74). Daryl Hine's Ovid's Heroines hints at the 

reason for this classic identification in "Helen's Letter to 

Paris" in which Helen protests she will forgo innocence for 

dissembling (72) and submissiveness for assertiveness: "No 

husband holds me here against my will" (73) . The ballad, 

then, crystallizes and directs the ambiguous Renaissance 

attitudes toward woman as a source of beauty, evil, and 

goodness at Helena. The mythic substructure, however, as 

well as twentieth - century rhetorical theory argues against 

this analogy . Analogy functions as an inductive means of 

proof through which an author may assert a hypothesis fo r 

verification and transfer values from one structure to 

another (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 372,381)--in this 

case from Helen of Troy to Helena--if the audience perceives 

and accepts that a close resemblance exists between the 

terms. If, however, a sufficient resemblance between the 

terms does not exist, the audience will reject the analogy 

as a means of proof. Associating Helena with Helen of Troy 

emphasizes her sexual and assertive nature. But Helena has 

already been shown to be beautiful, good, and loyal. Thus, 

the audience perceives that the analogy is false. But this 

is precisely what Shakespeare wants. By injecting an 

inadequate analogy into the ballad, Shakespeare develops a 

counterthesis to the analogy and re-asserts through the 
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imagery that Helena is virtuous despite any unorthodox 

course of action she may pursue. Through the clever use of 

"comparison by opposites" (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

387) then, Shakespeare creates a favorable impression of his 

heroine . 

Subliminally, through the use of the same analogy, he 

creates an unfavorable impression of his hero. 

I. A. Richards and C. K. Ogden have successfully argued that 

images are linked together in the mind (57). When one image 

reoccurs another is automatically associated with it (57). 

Hence, when Shakespeare used the image of Helen of Troy to 

describe Helena, he also evoked the image of Paris to 

describe Bertram. The Renaissance inherited from the 

Classic age the idea that Paris was unmanly, foppish, and a 

womanizer (Hine 54-55). Unlike our own age, they "despised 

the womanizer as effeminate" (Hine 55). While Shakespeare 

had previously discredited his analogy of Helena and Helen 

of Troy, nothing in the play to this point has created an 

extremely favorable impression of Bertram in the minds of 

the audience. Richards and Ogden assert that "our 

interpretation of any sign is our psychological reaction to 

it, as determined by our past experience in similar 

situations, and by our present experience" (244). Hence, 

the unfavorable impression Shakespeare has previously 

created of Bertram is reinforced in the minds of his 
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audience. Through the mythological framework of analogy, 

then, Shakespeare unleashed the full, emotional persuasive 

power of the logos to move his hearers, just as Gorgias did 

in the Encomium to Helen. 

Thus, the comedic frame works disingenuously to 

sensitize and disabuse the audience of traditional sexual 

attitudes which see love as sensual and inconstant. But 

even if individual members of the audience missed the parody 

and interpreted the Clown's statements at face value, they 

would view Helena as the "good woman born but every blazing 

star or at an earthquake" (I.iii.86-87) and move toward 

further identification with her. However, it is unlikely 

that the audience would fail to grasp the significance of 

the parody. To accept the Clown's premises at face value 

means the audience must identify with him. And few of 

Shakespeare's audience were likely to do that. While the 

Clown's naturalistic eloquence at times sharply touches on 

human truths, he, like Parolles, confuses words and things. 

He is not the sophistic orator. The effect of this comedic 

interchange between Lavatch and the Countess, then, is to 

heighten the spectator's emotional involvement and to move 

them to identify even more closely with Helena. 

As Helena in her second soliloquy corrects Parolles's 

view of nature, the Countess in her soliloquy on Helena's 

love for Bertram corrects Lavatch: 



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; 
Our blood to us, this to our blood is born. 
It is the show and seal of nature's truth. 
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Where love's strong passion is impress'd in youth. 
By our remembrance of days foregone, 
Such were our faults, or then we thought them 

none. 
Her eye is sick on't. I observe her now. 

(I.iii.128-136) 

She sees nature ("blood") not as virtue like Parolles nor as 

evil like Lavatch nor as something to be overcome like 

Helena (Donawerth 228). Instead, she recognizes that 

paradoxically "strength and failing are often the same 

thing: love is a both a passion in the blood that leads to 

faults and, also, nature's truth that leads to virtue" 

(Donawerth 228). Hence, she employs the image of a rose of 

youth transformed into a rose with thorns and yokes (zeugma) 

the image to nature ("blood"). The Countess's sophistic 

capability to use language precisely to express her meaning 

coupled with "her sensitivity to the underlying meaning of 

words allows her to see and express what experience has led 

her to know" (Donawerth 228). She understands and is 

sympathetic to Helena's love because of her own past joy and 

because she recognizes that human love necessarily blends 

and balances sensuous and virtuous qualities. 

Her own astuteness, in fact, had led her to suspect 

that Helena loved Bertram before her steward confirmed this 
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fact. To re-assure Helena that she had not lost her favor, 

the Countess asserts that she is "a mother" ( I. iii.13 7) to 

her. But because of her love for Bertram, Helena resists 

the Countess's attempts to "mother" her. Nevertheless, the 

Countess persists: 

Nay a mother, 
Why not a mother? When I said "a mother," 
Methought you saw a serpent. What's in "mother," 
That you start at it? I say I am your mother. 

(I.iii.139-42) 

Shakespeare intertwines the image of the serpent with puns 

on mother throughout the dialogue to lighten the scene of 

discovery while highlighting Helena's resistance to 

accepting the Countess in this role. The lightness of tone 

helps accentuate Helena's reluctance to reveal her feelings 

for fear of rebuke. But the Countess's purpose in this 

"dramatic confrontation is not to chastise Helena's upstart 

love as a reprehensible quality" (Haley 90). She has 

already shown the audience that she not only loves Helena 

but also admires her. She seeks merely confirmation of what 

she already senses, knowing full well that "only sin and 

hellish obstinacy tie her [Helena's] tongue" (I.iii.179-80) 

Helena's paleness and sorrow betray her emotions to the 

compassionate older woman: "thy cheeks/ Confess it, [t'one] 

to th' other" (I.iii.176-77), she tells Helena "and thine 

eyes/ See it so grossly shown in thy behaviors/ That in 

their kind they speak it" (I.iii.177-79). Thus, she 
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repeatedly adjures Helena to "speak" (I.iii.181) and to 

"tell me true" (I. iii .1 75) . Finally, she charges the girl 

"as heaven shall work in me for thine avail, / To tell me 

truly" ( I . iii . 18 3 - 8 4) . 

Uneasy with the discovery of her love, Helena begins a 

lengthy speech aimed at evoking pity from both the Countess 

and the audience through its use of the sophistic devices of 

antithesis and visual imagery: 

Be not offended, for it hurts not him 
That he is lov'd of me; I follow him not 
By any token of presumptuous suit, 
Nor would I have him till I do deserve him, 
Yet never know how that desert should be . 
I know I love in vain, strive against hope; 
Yet in this captious and intenible sieve 
I still pour in the waters of my love 
And lack not to lose still. Thus, Indian-like 
Religious in mine error, I adore 
The sun, that looks upon his worshipper, 
But knows of him no more. My dearest madam, 
Let not your hate encounter with my love 
For loving where you do; but if yourself, 
Whose aged honor 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, 0 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. 

(I.iii.196-217) 

Clearly, Helena feels undeserving of Bertram. But as David 

Haley notes, "her imagination is mainly occupied with 

contriving ways to deserve him" (89). The pathetic icons 

she utilizes to describe her passion to the audience mark 

her as a protagonist whose mental activity surpasses any 
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other Shakespearian heroine. The sieve symbolizes the means 

of selecting the particular forces to reach a goal. 

J . E. Cirlot notes that its deepest symbolism alludes "to 

work carried out upon oneself" (296). The individual 

associated with the sieve must "garner the useful, and. 

discard the useless" (296). Helena pours her bottomless 

love, symbo l ized by water, into the sieve all the while 

meditating how to win Bertram though she feels she may love 

in vain. The Indian worshipping the sun is, of course, 

Helena worshipping Bertram--who has become for Helena the 

source of a satisfying life and completeness. She is also 

the phoenix that experiences both despair and renewal from 

her love and that will overcome every obstacle in her path. 

Like Dian, the huntress, goddess of nature, she resolves to 

actively pursue her love. 

The King's disease once again re - asserts itself as the 

means to show her merit and obtain her love: 

Countess. This was your motive 
For Paris, was it? speak. 
Helena. My lord your son made me to think of 
this; 
Else Paris, and the medicine, and the King, 
Had from the conversation of my thoughts 
Happily been absent then. (I.iii.230-234) 

Helena's decision to go to Paris at this precise moment 

emphasizes her sense of kairos. The Duchess tells her at 

this moment that "He [the King] and his physicians/ Are of 

a mind; he, that they cannot help him, / They, that they 
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cannot help" (237-39). While Renaissance society would see 

a gentlewoman traveling unchaperoned and actively pursuing 

her love as unseemly, the occasion of the King's illness 

alters the necessity for the act and makes it seemly. 

Instead of condemning this unconventional behavior, the 

Countess, moved by her timely emotional appeal, "treats 

Helena as the daughter she has in effect always been to her, 

and now wishes she could literally become, in marriage to 

Bertram" (Ranald 37). She gives Helena" [her] leave and 

love" (I.iii.251) to pursue her project. The Countess 

recognizes that Helena's love can generate good effects: 

through her love Bertram may realize his potential and the 

King may be cured. The scene closes with the Countess's 

extremely positive affirmation of the heroine: "What I can 

help thee to thou shalt not miss" (I.iii.256). Elmer Stoll 

comments that Helena is made "loveable and admirable" 

through the "generous and unreserved expression of their 

admiration on the part of the best characters" of whom the 

Countess is one and "by her sentiments and speech, 

poetically so potent, before and also after her dubious 

undertakings" (243). Helena's speech and actions, then, 

interact with the Countess's own to guarantee to the 

audience that her actions are indeed appropriate (to prepon) 

and timely (kairos) even though they may seem 

unconventional. In effect, the Countess's regard acts as a 



guarantee of Helena's ethos and furthers the audience 

identification with his heroine that the playwright has 

skillfully developed through emotional argument. 

As the scene closes and Act II begins, the audience 

begins to perceive the existence of a chiasmus pattern. 
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The sophistic figure argues implicitly reinforcing the model 

anti-model pattern which had been developing throughout Act 

I. As Helena's star rises, Bertram's falls. The audience 

begins to ascertain that the protagonists' fortune is 

directly related to their speech acts. Tita French remarks 

that Bertram's language "customarily conceals more than it 

reveals and he is unfortunately willing to use this notion 

in order to escape unpleasantness in his world" (139). As 

scene one opens, the audience finds the French lords bidding 

the king farewell and leaving for the Florentine war. 

Denied the opportunity to prove his prowess in this war, 

Bertram deplores that he has been branded "'too young'" 

(II. i. 2 8) and determines to 11 steal away" ( I. i. 3 3) from the 

King's authority. The fact that the first French lord 

voices support for his plan in an oxymoron--"There's honor 

in the theft" (II.i.34)--testifies to the disharmony between 

words and things that presently exists in the French court. 

Clearly a renewal of society needs to be effected so that 

congruity exists between word and deed as in the days of the 

first Count Rossillion. 
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Through the episode of Helena's cure of the King, 

Shakespeare analogically implies the power of the logos to 

effect a cure of society. Significantly, Helena is ushered 

into the King's presence by Lafew, whose name means fire. 

However, knowing the King's reluctance to attempt another 

cure, Lafew, as if heeding Gorgias's injunction to adopt 

subtle persuasion to calm the audience's fears, first 

emphasizes Helena's sexual nature to pique his interest: 

I have seen a medicine 
That's able to breathe life into a stone, 
Quicken a rock, and make you dance canary 
With spritely fire and motion, whose simple touch 
Is powerful to araise King Pippen, nay, 
To give great Charlemain a pen in 's hand 
And write to her a love-line. (II. i. 72-78) 

Only then does he allude to her physician's skill and the 

wisdom manifest in her words: "I have spoke/ With one, that 

in her sex, her years, profession, Wisdom, and constancy, 

hath amaz'd me . 11 (II.i.82-84) Thus, through the 

power of his logos, he prepares the way for Helena's 

audience with the King. 

At first, the King rejects her help in authoritative 

language: 

The congregated college have concluded 
That laboring art can never ransom nature 
From her inaidible estate; I say we must not 
So stain our judgment, or corrupt our hope 
To prostitute our past-cure malady 
To empirics, or to dissever so 
Our great self and our credit, to esteem 
A senseless help when help past sense we deem. 

(II.i.119-124) 
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He feels he would lose credit with his people if he 

submitted himself to a charlatan--an individual whose words 

cannot match his deeds. The polyptoton ("sense" and 

"senselessness") encompassed in the chiasmus in the final 

phrase, "A senseless help when help past sense we deem" 

(II.i.124), "firmly locks Helena's proffered 'help between 

the King's good 'sense' and the senselessness of her 

project, so that she cannot possibly act within his 

rhetorical coordinates" (Desmet 48). So like a good 

sophistic orator, "Helena counters the King's argument by 

deferring to his premise that he lacks hope and she lacks 

art" (Desmet 48). And she continues to plead in a speech 

which blends poetically phrased biblical allusions cast as 

proverbs (sententiae) in a typical sophistic cause-effect 

pattern to argue the value of her therapy: 

What I can do can do no hurt to try, 
Since you set up your rest 'against remedy. 
He that of greatest works is finisher 
Oft does them by the weakest minister: 
So holy writ in babes hath judgment shown, 
When judges have been babes; great floods have 

flown 
From simple sources; and great seas have dried 
When miracles have by the great'st been denied. 
Oft expectation fails, and most oft there 
Where most it promises; and oft it hits 
Where hope is coldest, and despair most [fits]. 

(II.i.134-144) 

Just as holy writ links word and deed, Helena's speech 

implies the promise of linking word and deed in the King's 

cure. At last, she replaces the King's "pessimistic 
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chiasmus with an optimistic one of her own to confirm her 

credentials" (Desmet 49): "But know I think, and think I 

know most sure, /Myart is not past power, nor your past 

cure" (II. i. 156-57). As Christy Desmet observes, "within 

the chiasmus, skeptical 'thought' is contained by Helena's 

sure knowledge" (49). Thus, she helps the King envision an 

absent reality--which can become actuality. 

In moving the King to envision a new reality, Helena 

uses her voice quality. He hears "some blessed spirit . 

speak/ His powerful sound within an organ weak" 

(II.i. 175-76). He initially responds, then, to a sophistic 

appeal addressed to his ears rather than his reason: Helena 

entices the King toward a cure through an appeal which 

employs ''decorative rhetoric--with schematic patterns and 

incantatory rhythms rather than hard logic" (Desmet 49). 

But she convinces the King through her pledge to match 

her words with her deeds, if she cannot effect his cure: 

Tax of impudence, 
A strumpet's boldness, a divulged shame, 
Traduc'd by odious ballads; my maiden's name 
Sear'd otherwise; ne worse of worst--extended 
With vildest torture, let my life be ended. 

(I.i.170-74) 

As Donawerth notes, "the value of words rests precisely in 

the effort speakers put into making them good. When Helena 

offered her 'life' as pledge of her promise, the King 

weighed the meaning underlying the word" (235). Because 
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Helena equates words with deeds, the King trusts her to 

perform her promise. In effect, he has faith in the ethos 

she projects as a sophistic orator. 

He, likewise, promises to make words good with deeds if 

she cures him of his illness: "If thou proceed/ As high as 

word, my deed shall match thy deed" (II.i.209-10) . What 

Helena wants, of course, is Bertram as her husband. While 

Helena's behavior in pursuing him has been unorthodox, 

because of her eloquent speech, she has made a favorable 

impression on all the discerning characters in the play--and 

because of their regard, the audience. 

The non - sensical conversation between the Countess and 

the Clown (II.ii.) has often been dismissed as a time-server 

to effect the cure of the King (Price 152). The satire does 

indeed have to do with time--but its real subject is timely 

(kairos) and appropriate (to prepon) speech. Lavatch 

bluntly maintains "that the key to success at court is 

fashionable time-serving, not integrity" (Champion 110) 

Truly, madam, if God have lent a man any manners, 
he may easily put if off at court. He that cannot 
make a leg, put off's cap, kiss his hand, and say 
nothing, has neither leg, hands, lip, nor cap; and 
indeed such a fellow, to say precisely, were not 
for the court; but for me, I have an answer will 
serve all men. (II.ii.8-14) 

He has adopted as a universal answer the phrase "0 Lord, 

sir" (II. ii. 41) which because "it fits all occasions and 

'serves all men' . serves no man seasonably, least of 
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all the courtier" (Haley 199). Lavatch's speech violates 

decorum by ignoring it. The audience will recall the 

earlier scene in which Count Rossillion was described as the 

model courtier whose "honor/ Clock to itself, knew the true 

minute when/ Exception bid him speak, and at this time/ 

His tongue obeyed his hand" (I.ii.38-41) and realize the 

hollowness of the Clown's words. In an attempt to 

illustrate that his premise is apt, the Clown spouts a 

hodgepodge of rustic and satiric comparisons: 

As fit as ten groats is for the hand of an 
attorney, as your French crown for your taffety 
punk, as Tib's rush for Tom's forefinger, as a 
pancake for Shrove Tuesday, a morris for Mayday, 
as the nail to his hole, the cuckold to his horn, 
as a scolding quean to a wrangling knave, as the 
nun's lip to the friar's mouth, nay as the pudding 
to his skin. (II.ii.21-27) 

His similes, however, are not apt. Haley observes that they 

degrade the object Lavatch is talking about (199). Lavatch 

and those who think like him "see no further than the 

conjunction of things" (Haley 199). They do not bother to 

sort out causes and effects. Such a response to society is 

incredibly naive. One answer, then, is not fit for all 

situations. The Courtier must adapt to circumstances if he 

is to live successfully in society and achieve his 

possibilities. This dialogue between the Countess and the 

Clown, like the last one, structurally mirrors backwards and 

forwards to justify Helena and suggest Bertram's weakness. 
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In the past, she has acted with timeliness (kairos) to take 

advantage of circumstances. The satire hints she will 

continue to do so because she can and does distinguish cause 

and effect. Bertram, however, tries to protect himself from 

time and change. While he resists them, he fails to acquire 

knowledge. 

The comedy of the Clown with his single, timeless 

answer to all demands gives way to the practical wisdom of 

the old lord Lafew who informs the audience of the King's 

healing: 

They say miracles are past, and we have our 
philosophical persons, to make modern and familiar 
things supernatural and causeless. Hence is it 
that we make trifles of terrors, ensconcing 
ourselves into seeming knowledge, when we should 
submit ourselves to an unknown fear. (II.iii.1 - 6) 

Lafew shrewdly recognizes, as did the sophists, that one 

answer, one objective truth does not guide the universe. 

Man acquires knowledge only when he recognizes that truth is 

a constantly evolving phenomena, dependent upon 

circumstances. Thus, man should submit himself to time and 

circumstance--not futilely try to resist them. 

His words provide a reference point from which to judge 

the actions of Bertram and the Court when Helena's 

performance requires the King to match his word with deeds. 

The King acknowledges the legitimacy of her claim on him in 

strong, absolute language: 
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Fair maid, send forth thine eye. This youthful 
parcel 

Of noble bachelors stand at my bestowing, 
O'er whom both sovereign power and father's voice 
I have to use. Thy frank election make; 
Thou hast power to choose, and they none to 

forsake. (II. iii. 52-56) 

The sophistic figure of isocolon in the last phrase, "Thou 

hast power to choose, and they none to forsake" (II.iii.56), 

emphasizes that a balance or harmony has been restored 

between word and deed in the French court. The King, 

restored to health, has become to his courtiers the behavior 

model to emulate--"a copy to these younger times" (I.ii.46), 

just as Bertram's father was. 

Because Helena has acted assertively in pursuing 

Bertram, Shakespeare emphasizes that she also possesses 

modesty in an attempt to induce the audience to view her 

sympathetically. Faced with the demand that she name her 

husband, Helena hesitates to act. Her speech "I am a simple 

maid" (II. iii. 56) with its meek petition "Please it your 

Majesty, I have done already" (II.iii.58) "expresses her 

reluctance with such humility and delicacy that the audience 

shares her fears" (Price 154). When the King continues to 

urge her to choose, she "subdues her modesty and flies to 

love" (Price 154): "Now, Dian, from thy altar do I fly, / 

And to imperial Love, that god most high, / Do my sighs 

stream 11 (II.iii. 74-76) . Joseph Price observes that the "use 

of personification conveys with simplicity and beauty the 



emotion which is experienced by every maiden as she 

hesitatingly chooses the passion of love" (154). 
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The young lords' succinct response prevents the 

audience from directly ascertaining whether they have fully 

realized and accepted the possibilities of the new world of 

objective merit the King has created for them by merging 

word and deed. However, the pointed comments of Lafew 

suggest the lords are hesitant to embrace Helena as a 

partner even as they "thank heaven" (II.iii.65) for her 

restoration of the King. His comments also make clear that 

Helena is sexually attractive: he refers to the lords as 

"boys of ice" (II.iii.93) and remarks that "[he] would send 

them to th' Turk to be made eunuchs of" (II.iii.86-87). 

Through Lafew's words, then, the audience becomes aware that 

any subsequent rejection of Helena as a marriage partner is 

not done on a sexual basis. Moreover, the lords' guarded 

enthusiasm incites the audience's sympathies for Helena. 

As the other courtiers withdraw from the scene, Lafew, 

who understands the difference between words and reality, 

acts "as commentator and choral voice when he anticipates 

and scorns Bertram's reaction" (Price 156): "There's one 

grape yet; I am sure thy father drunk wine; but if thou 

be'st not an ass, I am a youth of fourteen; I have known 

thee already'' (II.iii.99-101). Lafew's salty language 



indicates that he believes whoever refuses Helena "is a 

boy, lacking both the blood and wisdom of manhood" 

(Donawerth 221). But he believes Bertram's rejection of 

Helena is inevitable because he knows the young count has 

not yet learned to distinguish the name from the thing. 
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And when Helena says to Bertram, "I dare not say I take 

you; but I give/ Me and my service, ever whilst I live, / 

Into your guiding power" (II.iii.102-04), Lafew proves to be 

a prophet. Bertram shrinks from the prospect. He urges the 

King: "In such a business, give me leave to use/ The help 

of mine own eyes'' (II . iii.107-08). Shakespeare's use of the 

eye image at this critical juncture is significant. Though 

the King and Lafew see Helena's beauty and intrinsic worth, 

Bertram sees only lack of rank: 

I know her well; 
She has had her breeding at my father's charge-
A poor physician's daughter my wife! Disdain 
Rather than corrupt me ever! (II.iii.113-116) 

Elmer Edgar Stoll remarks, "the rebuff she receives only 

engages us more completely on her side. Bertram's reasons - 

her station and her poverty, which no one else remembers 

against her--discredit him" (245). He rejects her, 

moreover, despite what he says, not because of discrepancies 

of rank but because of his own vanity (Lawrence 61). In the 

King's view, however, "aristocratic title . . amounts to a 

hollow word upon a pedigree or coat of arms" (Hunt 323). He 
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believes that a young man who does not see this reality is 

extremely foolish. Hence, like the good sophistic orator, 

he attempts to enlighten Bertram to a more preferable logos: 

'Tis only title thou disdain'st in her, the which 
I can build up. Strange is it that our bloods, 
Of color, weight, and heat, pour'd all together, 
Would quite confound distinction, yet stands off 
In differences so mighty. If she be 
All that is virtuous--save what thou dislik'st 
A poor physicians daughter--thou dislik'st 
Of virtue for the name. But do not so. 
From lowest place [when] virtuous things proceed, 
The place is dignified by the doer's deed. 
Where great additions swell's and virtue none, 
It is a dropsied honor. Good alone 
Is good without a name; vileness is so: 
The property by what [it] should go, 
Not by the title. She is young, wise, fair, 
In these to nature she's immediate heir; 
And these breed honor. That is honor's scorn, 
Which challenges itself as honor's born 
And is not like the sire. Honors thrive, 
When rather from our acts we them derive 
Than our foregoers. The mere word's a slave 
Debosh'd on every tomb, on every grave 
A lying trophy, and as oft is dumb 
Where dust and damn'd oblivion is the tomb 
Of honor'd bones indeed. What should be said? 
If thou canst like this create as a maid, 
I can create the rest. Virtue and she 
Is her own dower; honor and wealth from me. 

(II.iii.117-144) 

The highly rhetorical speech employs sophistic techniques of 

style and argument: balanced antithesis, metaphor to clarify 

and develop the proof, and ideas "presented in the terse 

form of moral maxims [italics mine]" (Donawerth 222). While 

the King's speech employs logic, the power of its logos 

comes from its emotional appeal: the King rejects Bertram's 

argument because of its error (antirrhesis). To try to 
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change Bertram's mind about marrying Helena, the King 

attempts to demonstrate to the young count that he dislikes 

Helena not because she lacks virtue "but only because of her 

name, derived from a poor physician" (Donawerth 222). As 

Donawerth notes, "the King's arguments . . address 

Bertram's confusion of names with things: a title without 

virtue is not honorable, while virtue without a title is; 

good and evil must be seen for what they are, not by what 

they are called" (222). The King stresses that "honor 

derives from acts, not from ancestors" (Donawerth 222). 

Tita French indicates that the King's use of the grave 

metaphor suggests that he "holds a sort of Isocratean 

attitude [toward language], that words disembodied from 

intentions are dead things" (143). Hence, "words are 

untrustworthy guides to honor" (Donawerth 222) and reality. 

The King believes, like a true sophist, that "words are 

arbitrary, dispensable labels for the nameless things they 

are meant to signify" (Hunt 324). Hence, he concludes "that 

Bertram's assumption of Helena's worthiness is false: Helena 

possesses the essentials of honor--the gifts of nature and 

the achievement of virtue--and [he] will provide the 

circumstances--recognition of her honor and wealth" 

(Donawerth 222). As King, he possess the political power to 

sophistically refashion reality by his word, thereby 

transforming the word into action to create a new code of 
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conduct. The King feels that "if Bertram can see beyond the 

mere word he will accept her [Helena] gladly as his wife" 

(Donawerth 222) . 

Although Bertram shrewdly does not deny the monarch's 

ability to create new community values in his presence, he 

will not accept that the King can. Bertram does not believe 

the sophistic contention "that any man's word--even a king's 

can create honor or wealth" (French 140). To circumvent the 

issue, he invents a new grounds to reject Helena: "I cannot 

love her, nor will strive to do't" (II.iii.145). As Robert 

Hunter observes, "Shakespeare has been at great pains to 

make it clear that Helena is, in fact, more than ordinarily 

desirable" (118-19). By rejecting her as a woman, Bertram 

"sets himself against the emotional movement of the 

play. . and leaves . . the audience baffled, 

frustrated, and annoyed" (R. Hunter 119). The audience's 

annoyance with Bertram is further heightened when Helena not 

wishing to give her beloved pain demurely pleads, "That you 

are well restor'd my lord, I'm glad. / Let the rest go" 

(II.iii.147-48). 

Only when the King insists upon the power of his royal 

word to create community values does Bertram pretend to 

acquiesce to the marriage and the King's view of reality: 

Pardon my gracious lord; for I submit 
My fancy to your eyes. When I consider 
What gracious creation and what dole of honor 



Flies where you bid it, I find that she, which 
late 

Was in my nobler thoughts most base, is now 
The praise of the King, who so ennobled, 
Is as 'twere born so. (II.iii.167-72) 
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Tita French comments that "the King, flattered by Bertram's 

capitulation, believes that his [sophistic] language has 

created a match, but the King's great error--perhaps 

naivete--lies in his assumption that the matter is settled 

and a true marriage will ensue" (141). 

The comic episode between Lafew and Parolles which 

follows Bertram's feigned conversion further elucidates the 

sophistic conflict between words and things which lies at 

the heart of the characters' recognition of virtue in the 

play. The confrontation of Lafew and Parolles parallels the 

confrontation of Bertram and the King. The structural 

pattern, then, momentarily lightens the gravity of the 

preceding scene while causing the audience to reflect upon 

it. Just as Bertram bridles when offered Helena as his 

wife, Parolles bridles at Lafew's suggestion that Bertram is 

his master: 

Lafew. Your lord and master did well to make his 
recantation. 
Parolles. Recantation? My lord? My master? 
Lafew. Ay; is it not a language I speak? 
Parolles. A most harsh one, and not to be 
understood without bloody succeeding. My master? 
Lafew. Are you companion to the Count Rossillion? 
Parolles. To any count, to all counts: to what is 
man. 
Lafew. To what is count's man. Count's master is 
of another style. 
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Parolles. You are too old, sir; let it satisfy 
you, you are too old. 
Lafew. I must tell thee, sirrah, I write man; to 
which title age cannot bring thee. 

(II.iii.186-99) 

As Donawerth observes, "having offended Parolles, Lafew 

resorts to a more polite phrase: Parolles, perhaps is a 

companion" (223). But Parolles, who embraces only the 

externals of reality, scorns even this title. Responding to 

his haughtiness, Lafew puns on Parolles's affected use of 

language, stripping away the social pretense cloaked by the 

word: Parolles is a worthy companion only for a "count's 

man" (II.iii.195) or servant. Parolles is, of course, 

visibly angry because he contends that "his virtue does not 

lie in his birth, that he is fit companion for Bertram or 

any count--for all that is man" (Krapp 296), an assertation 

the audience sees as extremely ironic in view of Bertram's 

rejection of Helena. In the face of Lafew's anger, Parolles 

retreats to empty name-calling in an attempt to belittle 

(meiosis)--Lafew is "too old" (II.iii.196) to be taken 

seriously. But the rhetorical "cutting" of the tmesis in 

the line instead indicates to the audience the disparity 

between Parolles's perception of a word and its underlying 

meaning. The audience's earlier perception of Parolles as a 

fool is heightened. They begin to agree with Lafew's 

assertion that Parolles is not worthy of the title "man" 

(II.iii.199). As Parolles's words take on the character of 
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empty bombast, Lafew's seem perceptive. He uses the 

Renaissance clothes metaphor to indicate that Parolles lives 

by mere words, not timely (kairos) or appropriate (to 

prepon) speech: 

I did think thee, for two ordinaries, to be a 
pretty wise fellow. Thou didst make tolerable 
vent of thy travel; it might pass; yet the scarfs 
and the bannerets about thee did manifoldly 
dissuade me from believing thee a vessel of too 
great a burthen. I have now found thee. When I 
lose thee again, I care not; yet art thou good for 
nothing but taking up, and that thou'rt scarce 
worth. (II.iii.201-208) 

Parolles's "eloquence" lacks the wisdom that Renaissance men 

and women deemed necessary in an orator. As J . Dennis 

Huston suggests, "only one whose capacity for perception was 

decidedly limited by inexperience could be fooled by such an 

obvious fraud" (434). A perceptive individual could easily 

see that Parolles "depends upon fashionable superfluities to 

hide the liar and fool beneath" (Huston 437). Unlike 

Bertram, Lafew, the perceptive sophistic orator, sees 

through the pretense that Parolles adopts: "Thy casement I 

need not open, for I look through thee" (II.iii.214-15). To 

Parolles's retort that only Lafew's "antiquity" (II.iii.209) 

saves him from a beating, Parolles replies: "Do not plunge 

thyself too far in anger, lest thou hasten thy trial" 

(II.iii.211-12). Only when Lafew leaves does the 

braggadocio regain his courage enough to spout another empty 

blast: "scurvy, old, filthy, scurvy lord! . I'll beat 
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him, by my life, if I can meet him with any 

convenience . . I'll have no more pity of his age than I 

would have of--I'll beat him, and if I could but meet him 

again" (II.iii.237-41). Larry Champion comments that 

Lafew's re-entrance "on these very words utterly melts his 

courage and provides the capstone for the exposure of his 

arrant cowardice [to the audience] as he receives another 

verbal laceration" (117): "Methink'st thou art a general 

offense, and every man should beat thee" (II.iii.254-55). 

Lafew, who shares the same sophistic vision of the world as 

the King, "thinks that vileness, like goodness should go by 

its true name" (Donawerth 224): "You are a vagabond and no 

true traveller. You are more saucy with lords and honorable 

personages than the commission of your birth and virtue 

gives you heraldry. You are not worth another word, else 

I'd call you knave" (II.iii.259-62). The ease with which 

Lafew unmasks Parolles casts further aspersions on Bertram's 

judgment since he is unable to see through the parasite and 

chooses to maintain an intimate relationship with him 

despite the up-start courtier's birth. 

Parolles, however, does not corrupt Bertram. As Robert 

Hunter observes, "it is Bertram who has the evil impulses 

and suggests the ignoble action. Parolles need do no more 

than second the motion" (120). When Bertram comes to 

Parolles for comfort after the forced marriage, he has 
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already decided to desert Helena and run away to the Italian 

war: 

Parolles. What's the matter, sweet heart? 
Bertram. Although before the solemn priest I have 
sworn, I will not bed her. 
Parolles. What, what, sweet heart? 
Bertram. 0 my Parolles, they have married me! 
I'll to the Tuscan wars, and never bed her. 
Parolles. France is a dog-whole, and it mo more 

merits 
The tread of man's foot. To th' wars! 

(II.iii.268-275) 

Bertram's denial of his social responsibility is the act of 

a moral coward. Terry Eagleton posits that "social 

relations are not simply the medium within which an 

individual may choose to express his already well-formed 

identity, but the very discourse which constitutes the self" 

( 61) . Through his rejection of Helena, Bertram betrays his 

obligation to assume a productive role in society to satisfy 

his own self-interest. Moreover, he betrays his identity as 

Count of Rossillion. Any sympathy the audience might have 

felt for Bertram at being forced into marriage is undercut 

by his deceitful action. From this point forward, their 

sympathies are entirely with the heroine: the audience 

identifies with Helena. 

When Parolles enters the following scene (II.iv) to 

convey to Helena Bertram's wishes, he greets her: "Bless you 

my fortunate lady! 11 (II.iv.14). Helena, hearing the 



implication in his voice, responds: "I hope, sir, I have 

your good will to have mine own good [fortunes] 11 
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(II.iv.15 - 16). Of course, as the audience already knows, 

she does not. In the previous scene as he and Bertram 

planned their villainy, he denounced matrimony: A young man 

married is a man that's marr'd" (II.iii.299). David Haley 

remarks that Parolles "can hardly contain his exuberance in 

deceiving her" (66). He relishes the use of flowery 

language to conceal. He seems especially fond of his 

metaphor "the curbed time" (II.iv.45) to convey Bertram's 

rationalization for postponing the "rite of love" 

(II.iv.41). Ironically, the pretended courtier's attempts 

at concealment reveal his deficiencies once again to the 

audience. The time metaphor suggests that neither Parolles 

nor his master recognize, as the true sophistic orator 

would, the appropriateness of a timely response (kairos) to 

circumstances, the appropriateness (to prepon) of wedding 

word to deed. Helena, who has sized up Parolles from the 

opening scene of the play, does not argue with the parasite. 

But the Clown, who has been sent to the court as an emissary 

for the Countess and is onstage with Helena, quickly brands 

him a pretentious knave who has mislead Bertram: "Many a 

man's tongue shakes out his master's undoing. To say 

nothing, to do nothing, to know nothing, and to have 

nothing, is to be a great part of your title, which is 
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within a very little of nothing" (II.iv.23-27). When the 

braggart retorts that the Clown is a "witty fool" 

(II.iv.34), he "reminds him that the role of the fool is to 

act as a mirror in which others will see their true 

qualities reflected" (Champion 111): "Did you find yourself, 

sir , or were you taught to find me? The search sir, was 

profitable, and much fool may you find in you, even to the 

world's pleasure and the increase of laughter" 

(II . iv.33-37). While the Clown enjoys the facile hyperbole 

as much as Parolles, in this case, his playful use of 

antistasis in the repetition of "nothing" exposes the 

parasite's essential character by rhetorically revealing the 

opposition between his words and deeds. Parolles's speech 

is empty verbosity. As Donawerth notes, "he is full of 

words, empty of wisdom, wanting in deeds" (230). 

The verbal duel between the Clown and Parolles causes 

the audience to reflect upon their earlier words. Both have 

earlier ironically commented on the theme of woman's command 

of man and the ensuing hurt (I.i.214-lS;I.iii.92-93). Now, 

as Price observes, "for the first time in the play, woman is 

at man's command and she will be hurt'' (158). However, 

i nstead of expressing her grief or questioning Bertram's 

judgment in resolving to leave her, Helena obediently asks, 

"What more commands he?" (II.iv.52). Helena, then, 

manifests no aggressiveness and "is entirely submissive to 
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her husband's will" (Price 158): "In every thing I wait upon 

his will" (II.iv.54) Thus, Shakespeare "preserves her from 

blame" (Price 158), arouses audience sympathy, and 

solidifies their identification with his heroine. 

The following scene (II.v) re-emphasizes to the 

audience Bertram's rather questionable judgment. The shrewd 

old Lafew cautions Bertram against putting his faith in 

Parolles's military abilities: "I hope your lordship thinks 

not him a soldier" (II.v.1-2). Bertram, however, 

confidently asserts his faith in the braggart. To which 

Lafew responds: "You have it from his own deliverance" 

(II.v.4). Lafew's response points out once again to the 

audience that Bertram mistakenly places his faith in words, 

words not confirmed by deeds. But Bertram is too thick

h e aded to recognize his failings, even when they are exposed 

in the contemptible conduct of his companion (Huston 435). 

Thus, he refuses to heed the old lord's warning: "Fare you 

well, my lord, and believe this of me: there is no kernel in 

this light nut; the soul of the man is his clothes. Trust 

him not in matter of heavy consequence; I have kept of them 

tame, and know their natures" (II.v.42-46). Lafew's use of 

the clothes metaphor again exposes the pretended courtier 

while revealing why he is dangerous. Parolles subscribes to 

a debased form of sophism which uses language seductively to 

cloak the fact that words for him do not signify deeds. 



Moreover, he uses his "eloquence" unscrupulously to 

encourage Bertram in unsound actions. 

Bertram also subscribes to a debased form of sophism 

which does not recognize timeliness (kairos) nor 

appropriateness (to prepon) but which seeks to cloak 
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unscrupulous actions in virtuous language. In the scene of 

their parting, he urges Helena not to consider his actions 

at face value: 

You must not marvel, Helen, at my course, 
Which holds not color with the time, nor does 
The ministration and required office 
On my particular. Prepar'd I was not 
For such a business; therefore am I found 
So much unsettled. This drives me to entreat you 
That presently you take your way for home, 
And rather muse than ask why I entreat you, 
For my respects are better than they seem, 
And my appointments have in them a need 
Greater than shows itself at the first view 
To you that know them not . (II . v. 5 8 - 6 9) 

John Vyvyan notes that in her response to Bertram's false 

words Helena's full humanity asserts itself (146). When 

Bertram abruptly says "My haste is great. Farewell, hie 

home" (II.v.77), Helena responds obediently and submissively 

asserting that she is undeserving of her good fortune: 

I am not worthy of the wealth I owe, 
Nor dare I say 'tis mine, and yet it is; 
But like a timorous thief, most fain would steal 
What law would vouch mine own. (II.v.79-82) 

The audience could not miss the irony of the thief metaphor: 

Bertram not Helena is preparing to deceitfully sneak away 

into the night. Bertram, no doubt, responds to the ironical 
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image as he demands: What would you have? (II.v.82). 

Helena's answer is poignant with emotion: "Something, and 

scare so much; nothing indeed. / I would not tell you what I 

would, my lord: faith, yes; / Strangers and foes do sunder 

and not kiss" (II. v. 83 -86) . But "she is denied her kiss and 

sent away" (Vyvyan 146). Jane Donawerth comments that 

"Bertram chooses words, not things, leaving his wife his 

name, but no deeds of love" (233). Although she does not 

weep, the audience feels Helena's grief and responds with 

sympathy to Shakespeare's emotional persuasion. The 

identification the audience feels for Helena is heightened 

as Bertram reveals once again that he is a liar: "Go thou 

toward home, where I will never come/ Whilst I can shake my 

sword or hear the drum" (II.v.91-92). But Bertram's flight 

to the wars cannot reclaim the honor he has so carelessly 

thrown away. John Vyvyan notes that in Shakespeare true 

honor and true love are inseparably intertwined (146). 

Though there is much talk of honor in connection with the 

Italian wars, Shakespeare hints that this honor is only a 

semblance. The third act opens with the Duke of Florence 

and two young French lords discussing the honor which is to 

be gleaned from the war: 

Duke. Now have you heard 
The fundamental reasons of this war, 
Whose great decision hath much blood let forth 
And more thirsts after. 
1 Lord. Holy seems the quarrel 



Upon your Grace's part; black and fearful 
On the opposer. 
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Duke. Therefore we marvel much our cousin France 
Would in so just a business shut his bosom 
Against our borrowing prayers. (III.i.1-8) 

As John Vyvyan observes, "this rejoinder is stuff and 

nonsense. The King of France [who views the world 

sophistically] sets his standard of rightness here: and he 

has refused to be implicated in this 'braving war'" (147). 

While he allows the young nobles to participate 

(I.ii.13-15), his "impartiality makes it plain that there is 

no question of a 'black and fearful' Siena against a 'holy' 

Florence" (Vyvyan 147). The King sees, as others do not, 

that there is not an absolute truth to defend. Hence, 

the "honor" to be gained through service is only a semblance 

of true honor. The first lord, who agrees with the Duke of 

Florence, "exemplifies the comment of his own king on 

younger spirits" (Vyvyan 147): their "judgments are mere 

fathers to their garments" (I.ii.61-62). He sees only the 

externals embodied in the words--not the reality behind 

them. The second lord seems to be more perceptive. He 

confesses that he is often confused about the affairs of 

state: "I have found/ Myself in incertain grounds to fail/ 

As often as I guess'd" (III.i.14-17). Perhaps, he is corning 

to a sophistic understanding of the world through his 

recognition of the fact that society does not recognize a 

universal truth. Jane Donawerth notes that "each character 
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in his individual way confronts and recognizes the danger of 

mere words; the sum of their responses establishes as a 

basic value of this humanistic society the importance of 

truth and deeds over mere words" (230). 

While Bertram chases a false honor, Helena returns 

alone to Rossillon. The Countess, who views the world 

sophistically, reconfirms for the audience that she approves 

of Helena as her daughter-in-law: "It hath happen'd all as I 

would have had it, save that he comes not along with her" 

(III.ii.1-2). Margaret Ranald observes that "Shakespeare 

plays on the sympathies of his audience by. . having the 

Countess comment disparagingly on the conduct of her own son 

and praise the virtues of Helena" (44). She further notes 

that "all blame is now fastened on Bertram, and Helena is 

all - praised" (44). The initial position of the two 

protagonists, then, has been completely reversed. 

Shakespeare has authenticated Helena's behavior as worthy of 

e mmulation while Bertram has become the anti-model. Shortly 

afterward, letters arrive in which Bertram utterly 

repudiates Helena. Having married Helena only to avoid the 

King's wrath, Bertram makes clear that "he intends to be her 

husband in name only, not in deed" (French 140). The 

Countess's missive states: 

I have sent you a daughter-in law; she hath 
recover'd the King, and undone me. I have wedded 
her, not bedded her and sworn to make the 'not' 
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eternal. You shall hear I am run away; know it 
before the report is come. If there be breath 
enough in the world, I will hold a long distance. 
My duty to you. (III. ii .19-25) 

Even in a missive in which his purpose is to inform, Bertram 

cannot avoid the playful use of language: his cruel pun on 

'not' suggests that he enjoys deceitfully manipulating 

language like a debased sophist. But the letter contains an 

irony of which Bertram is probably unaware though the 

audience would hardly miss the obvious disharmony between 

word and deed contained in the phrase, "My duty to you" 

(III.ii.25). His duty to his mother and his house requires 

that he marry and produce an heir. But he has no intention 

of fulfilling his duty to his family or society, as a 

sophistic world view requires, since it would mean 

sacrificing his own self-interest. He writes to Helena: 

"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.ii.57-60). Though Bertram 

means to thwart Helena's desires through his riddle, 

paradoxically, "he introduces the means for finally wedding 

words to deeds" (Hunt 333). Maurice Hunt remarks that "in a 

riddle, acts by definition, give profound meaning to 

seemingly empty or nonsensical words" (333-34). Helena's 

deeds must flesh out the words of the riddle. Initially, 



however, she feels "no inclination to realize the riddle" 

(Hunt 334) . 
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The Countess is so incensed at Bertram's behavior that 

she withdraws from him the name of son: "He was my son, I 

But I do wash his name out of my blood" (III.ii.66-67). In 

effect, she voices the idea that he represents the name and 

not the thing. Helena, however, she recognizes as being her 

daughter: "And thou art all my child" (III.ii.68). The 

Countess thus reiterates the idea first voiced in Act I.ii. 

that Helena, not Bertram, is the spiritual heir to 

Rossillion. Just as the Countess's admiration for Helena 

works to make the audience regard her sympathetically, her 

disdain for Bertram increases the dislike the audience feels 

towards him. The audience stops short of feeling out-right 

contempt for Bertram only because he is encouraged in his 

actions by that "tainted fellow" (III.ii.87) Parolles. 

Though he is not responsible for Bertram's poor choices, 

Parolles functions as a buffer upon whom the Countess and 

the audience can divert their wrath. According to the 

Countess, 11 [Her] son corrupts a well-derived nature with his 

inducement" (III.ii.88-89). She entreats the two French 

lords who bring her news of her son "To tell him that his 

sword can never win/ The honor that he loses" 

(III.ii.93-94). Another device that Shakespeare uses in 

this scene to avoid picturing Bertram as a character 
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unworthy of love is to have Helena interpret his actions. 

She frequently follows him on stage in All's Well "to 

interpret his conduct through her love" (Price 140). Joseph 

G. Price comments that "the reason for the device is clear: 

the reaction of the audience is not to be fixed by his 

conduct; rather the conduct is to be reconsidered in the 

light of her love" (140). 

Shakespeare cuts short criticism of his lackluster hero 

by Helena's third soliloquy in which the audience is made to 

see the hero through her loving eyes: 

"Till I have no wife, I have nothing in France." 
Nothing in France, until he has no wife! 
Thou shalt have none, Rossillion, none in France; 
Then hast thou all again. Poor lord, is't I 
That chase thee from thy country, and expose 
Those tender limbs of thine to the event 
Of the none-sparing war? And is it I 
That drive thee from the sportive court, where 

thou 
Wast shot at with fair eyes, to be the mark 
Of smoky muskets? O you leaden messengers, 
That ride upon the violent speed of fire, 
Fly with false aim, move the still-peering air 
That sings with piercing, do not touch my lord. 
Whoever shoots at him, I set him there; 
Whoever charges on this forward breast, 
I am the caitiff that do hold him to't; 
And though I kill him not, I am the cause 
His death was so effected. Better 'twere 
I met the ravin lion when he roar'd 
With sharp constraint of hunger; better 'twere 
That all the miseries which nature owes 
were mine at one. No, come thou home, Rossillion, 
Whence honor but of danger wins a scar, 
As oft it loses all. I will be gone. 
My being here is that holds thee hence. 
shall I stay here to do't? No, no, although 
The air of paradise did fan the house, 
And angels offic'd all. I will be gone, 
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That pitiful rumor may report my flight 
To consolidate thine ear. Come night, end day! 
For with the dark, poor thief, I'll steal away. 

(III.ii.99-129) 

Price comments that this soliloquy is singular in its 

extensive use of imagery (159). Images and rhetorical 

devices are piled one upon the other to create an emotional 

argument whose purpose is to evoke audience sympathy for 

Helena and create audience identification with her. The 

contemplative outlook of Helena's "earlier soliloquies is 

swept aside by the vivid pictures of the terrified Helena. 

Images intensify the reality of Bertram's danger and 

Helena's fears; they heighten her selfless love and make 

creditable her self-exile" (Price 159). The emotion of the 

speech reaches fever pitch through Helena's employment of a 

faulty cause-effect pattern: she reproaches herself "as the 

ultimate efficient cause of her husband's death, should 

Bertram be killed in battle, since it was his disdain for 

her that impelled him to go away to war" (Joseph 156). The 

apostrophe and personification she uses within this pattern 

to describe the menace of the artillery (III.ii.108-111) 

creates an emotional appeal through its sonority, a typical 

sophistic technique. Within the cause-effect pattern, she 

employs another typical sophistic device--the rhetorical 

question which Gorgias used so effectively in The Encomium 

to Helen to stimulate audience emotion. The rhetorical 
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questions combine with anaphora, "is it I," to link 

successive clauses (III.ii. 102,105) and act as a poignant 

self-examination of her motives. But while she answers yes 

to her questions, the audience screams no. They recognize 

that Bertram has made a conscious, selfish choice to go to 

war in pursuit of a false honor. After the audience makes 

this emotional decision, the anaphora "whoever" which joins 

lines 112 and 113 creates a rhetorical "carrying back" 

through which Helena again focuses the blame unjustly on 

herself. The image of the "caitiff" (III.ii.114), a base 

despicable person, becomes argumentative as it again forces 

the audience to make a choice as to whether the hero or the 

heroine is a base person. The image of the "ravin lion" 

(III.ii.117) recalls the earlier images of the mating of the 

hind and the lion from the first soliloquy. Only now, the 

audience sees Bertram, not Helena, as flaunting convention. 

Moreover, the union of the two protagonists does not seem to 

be an unnatural one. What does seem unnatural to the 

audience is Helena's reference to herself as a thief. 

Helena always acts honorably, matching word with deed, while 

Bertram equivocates. The two protagonists portray two very 

different sophistic uses of language and oaths. No doubt 

the audience will also recall the King's earlier words: 

From lowest place [when] virtuous things proceed, 
The place is dignified by the doer's deed. 



Where great additions swell's and virtue none, 
It is a dropsied honor" (II.iii.125-28) 
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Helena has certainly achieved dignity, at least, by matching 

word with deed. After hearing this argumentative soliloquy 

which blends logos with pathos to create an intensely 

emotional response, the audience, now more than ever, feels 

intense sympathy for Helena. They do not see her as an 

ambitious, scheming female. They do not see her as 

circumventing tradition. It is Bertram in their estimation 

who has betrayed his heritage in his rejection of Helena. 

This identification will be extremely important as Helena 

shortly begins some rather dubious undertakings. 

The short scene sandwiched between Helena's revelation 

of her plans and the Countess's discovery of her absence 

pictures Bertram in the Italian wars being given command as 

the general of horse (III.iii). Significantly, however, 

Shakespeare does not picture Bertram performing heroic deeds 

or giving manly battlefield speeches because he does not 

wish to destroy the audience's vision of him as the anti

model. Thus, he structures a passive scene. The Duke 

expresses his faith in Bertram by pledging "our best love 

and credence/ Upon thy promising fortune" (III.iii.2-3). 

In his best courtly manner, Bertram replies that the command 

is II a charge too heavy for my strength 11 (II I. iii. 4) 

superfically the line does not seem to be ironic, 

While 
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interpreted in the context of the preceeding scene, the 

audience would surely agree with him. Bertram has done 

nothing in All's Well to justify the faith or the love he 

has been offered. Helena, not Bertram, possesses strength 

of character. Bertram lacks essential knowledge of himself. 

His proclamation, "I shall prove/ A lover of thy drum, 

hater of love" (III.ii.10-11), as well as his forsaking of 

his duty to his family, shows that he understands only the 

veneer of honor, not its reality. James Calderwood suggests 

that "in Bertram. . the energies which might help vivify 

the nation are being uselessly expended in the pursuit of 

false appearances" (276), false honor. 

Helena, on the other hand, lives "honor." Her self

exile "is prompted by unselfish love; she does not consider 

the fulfillment of the conditions" (Price 160). The letter 

in which she announces her self-exile to the Countess 

begins: 

I am Saint Jaques' pilgrim, thither gone. 
Ambitious love hath so in me offended 
That barefoot plod I the cold ground upon 
With sainted vow my faults to have amended. 

(III.iv.4-7) 

While Helena blames herself for unmaidenly aggressiveness, 

Shakespeare has already been at pains to establish that 

Helena is not responsible for Bertram's actions. As early 

At I · · Bertram revealed that he planned to "steal as c .ii., 

away" (33) in defiance of the King's command because he 
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wanted to prove his prowess in war. Helena had not even 

thought of her plan to cure the King. Moreover, none of the 

other characters in the play even hint that Helena is 

responsible for Bertram's flight. Instead, she secures 

their admiration and affection (Price 161). Despite her 

concern for Bertram's safety, the Countess makes clear that 

she does not hold Helena responsible for Bertram's actions: 

What angel shall 
Bless this unworthy husband? He cannot thrive 
Unless her prayers, whom heaven delights to hear 
And loves to grant, reprieve him from the wrath 
Of greatest justice. (III.iv.25-29) 

On the contrary, she sees Bertram as responsible for 

precipitating this crisis. She urges her steward Rinaldo to 

write "To this unworthy husband of his wife. / Let every 

word weigh heavy of her worth , / That he does weigh too 

light" (III.iv.30-33). Significantly, she focuses once 

again upon the sophistic power of the word to convey value 

and to persuade. Her hope is that if Bertram returns to 

Rossillion Helena will also be drawn there. Helena's 

"confession" then works to establish the purity of her love, 

and evokes pity from the audience. With Helena's hopes for 

her love at their lowest ebb, audience sympathy and 

identification with her nears its height. 

with the first scene in Florence (III.v.) the audience 

perceives once again that a change in geography has made no 

appreciable change in Bertram's values. Though the Widow 
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reports that Bertram fought honorably, slaying the Duke's 

brother "with his own hand" (III.v.6), he has employed 

Parolles to solicit Diana for him. Thus, even when Bertram 

is engaged in the "honorable" pursuit of war, Shakespeare 

keeps his baseness before the audience. Mariana's advice to 

her friend Diana echoes the advice the audience has heard 

before in Paris and Rosillion: "The honor of a maid is her 

name, and no legacy is so rich as honesty" (III.v.12-13). 

Honor, then, "depends not on birth or blood, but on virtue" 

(Donawerth 234). Mariana, like the other wise and virtuous 

characters in All's Well, possesses a sophistic vision of 

reality: she realizes that "words are not deeds, and 

one must judge by merit not promises" (Donawerth 234). 

Thus, she cautions Diana to beware of Parolles's and 

Bertram's illicit suggestions: "their promises, enticements, 

oaths, tokens, and all these engines of lust, are not the 

things they go under" (III.v.18-20). Donawerth comments 

that "Mariana sees through Parolles, and recognizes his 

influence on Bertram: neither young man is above using words 

and gifts to signify what he has no intention of fulfilling" 

(234). Helena stumbles into this discussion on her husband 

as she travels disguised as a pilgrim to Saint Jacques le 

Grand. She understands immediately the widow's hint that 

"This young maid might do her/ A shrewd turn, if she 

pleas'd" (III.v.67-68) and asks "May be the amorous Count 
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solicits her/ In the unlawful purpose" (III.v.69-70). 

Though Helena says nothing to the Widow's affirmative reply, 

"He does indeed" (III.v.70), the audience senses that she is 

in a great deal of pain. The compassion expressed by the 

women for the Count's wife before Helena reveals her 

identity to them intensifies the audience's concern for her. 

Moreover, they were aware that despite the circumstances of 

the marriage Helena has a right to her husband (Price 162). 

At this moment, Bertram appears at the head of troop of the 

army. Though he appears gallant with a plume in his hat, 

the audience sees, as Diana does, that his "honor" is all 

superficialities: "I would he lov'd his wife; if he were 

honester/ He were much goodlier" (III.v.79-80). She sees 

too, as almost everyone else has before her, that Parolles 

encourages Bertram in his evil intentions though he does not 

precipitate the action. Hence, she voices the idea that his 

influence should be eliminated: "Yond's that same knave/ 

That leads him to these places. Were I his lady/ I would 

poison that vile rascal" (III.v.82-84). 

Shakespeare infers then that if Parolles's influence 

could be neutralized Bertram might see reality in a new way. 

The young lords, Bertram's peers, have finally seen through 

the parasite which indicates that they have grasped the 

necessity for wedding word with deed as a true sophistic 

vision of reality requires. They then assume the role of 
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sophistic educators who feel a responsibility to get Bertram 

to accept a more preferable logos. To this end, they 

attempt to disabuse the young Count of his false notions of 

Parolles's honor and to put the parasite to the test: 

2 Lord. Nay, good my lord, put him to't; let him 
have his way. 
1 Lord. If your lordship find him not a hilding 
hold me no more in your respect. 
2 Lord. Oh my life, my lord, a bubble. 
Bertram. Do you think I am so far deceiv'd in 
him? 
2 Lord. Believe it, my lord, in mine own direct 
knowledge, without any malice, but to speak of him 
as my kinsman, he's a most notable coward, an 
infinite and endless liar, an hourly promise
breaker, the owner of no one good quality worthy 
your lordship's entertainment. 
1 Lord. It were fit you knew him, lest reposing 
too far in his virtue, which he hath not, he might 
at some great and trusty business in a main danger 
fa i 1 you . ( I I I . vi . 1-16 ) 

In their attempts to enlighten Bertram as to Parolles's true 

nature, the lords focus on his use of speech. The humanists 

who carried on the sophistic tradition in the Renaissance 

believed that true eloquence required the union of wisdom 

and style. Moreover, its aim was to guide men toward 

virtue. The lords indicate that Parolles's words are empty, 

possessing no basis in reality. Since he.possesses no 

virtue, he cannot possibly be a suitable friend or companion 

for Bertram. For unless the tongue was governed by right 

reason, it brought ruin to the speaker and listener alike. 

The test to see whether the braggart will link word with 

deed is to be the recovery of his signal drum of which he 
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had so confidently boasted. The drum, which Bertram refers 

to as "an instrument of honor" (III.vi.65-66), was synomous 

with honor because drummers were entrusted with secret 

information and were the center of activity and 

communication in battle (Jorgensen 24). Men's lives 

depended upon the drummers' exact communication of the 

signal (the word) with the act (the deed). Hence, loss of a 

drum meant a loss of honor, and the men placed a high price 

on its recovery. Even though he does not grasp the full 

significance of honor, Bertram realizes and comments upon 

the connection between Parolles's loss of the drum and the 

loss of honor: "some dishonour we had in the loss of that 

drum, but it is not to be recovered" (III.vi.56-57). Joseph 

Price suggests that "recovery of honor will come only with 

truth, the truth of self-knowledge" (163). But that will 

come only when Bertram understands the sophistic vision, 

like the other young lords, and distinguishes word from 

deed. The second young lord assures the audience that once 

Bertram grasps the truth his vision of the world will be 

forever changed: "when you find him out, you have him ever 

after" (III.vi.93). For now, however, Bertram foolishly 

clings to Parolles's wordy soldership placing his faith in 

appearance rather than reality. For incredulously, he 

"cannot believe that Parolles does not use words to mirror 

his inner essence" (French 147): "Why do you think he will 
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make no deed at all/ of this that so seriously he does 

address himself unto?" (III.vi.94-96). Tita French suggests 

that this question reflects the paradoxical way Bertram 

views language: while he "effectively hides in his deceptive 

language and evades growth or change. . he expects others 

to use language mimetically to reveal themselves completely 

to him" (148). 

Bertram's repeated failure to see Parolles for who he 

is re-affirms to Shakespeare's Elizabethan audience that 

Bertram remains "unable to perceive and differentiate the 

nobility and ignobility with his own character" (R. Hunter 

122). This self-knowledge is essential if he is to assume 

his cultural responsibilities. Helena, on the other hand, 

knows herself well. Shakespeare has carefully created 

audience identification with his heroine through his 

affirmation of her speech and acts. Thus, the audience now 

does not find it strange that seeing Bertram's honor in 

danger of corruption, Helena now acts to fulfill the 

conditions of his letter. She instructs Diana to demand 

from Bertram the ring which has been handed down from 

generation to generation in his family as a symbol of their 

honor in exchange for her virtue. Since Helena knows that 

Bertram is concerned only with superficialities, she is sure 

the condition will be accepted: 



This ring he holds 
In most rich choice; yet in his idle fire, 
To buy his will, it would not seem too dear, 
Howe'er repented after. (III.vii.25-28) 
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Though Helena now resorts to deceit, she uses deceit, as did 

the true sophist, for a constructive purpose, to educate 

Bertram to her virtue as part of the process of coming to 

know himself. The paradoxes she speaks to the Widow reveal 

this sophistic duality: 

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. 

(III.vii.44-47) 

The Widow does not feel Helena's plan is unscrupulous. She 

informs the audience that "Though my estate be fall'n, I was 

well born, / . [and] would not put my reputation now/ 

In any staining act" (III.vii.4,7-8). Her regard for 

Helena, like the Countess's and the King's earlier 

affirmations, works to retain the audience's identification 

with the heroine and belief in her ethos as a sophistic 

orator. Like Gorgias, Helena seeks to make her audience 

(Bertram) wiser through the skillful creation of apate. She 

must make him renounce knowledge rooted in appearances so 

that he can fulfill his cultural obligations to his family 

and the state. 

While the audience senses that Bertram's morally 

critical moment will shortly arrive, Act IV begins with the 
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comic unmasking of Parolles. Shakespeare has established a 

parallel between the two characters throughout the play so 

that Parolles will draw attention to Bertram's weaknesses by 

manifesting them in an exaggerated degree. The characters 

who have attained a true sophistic vision hope that when the 

parasite is unmasked Bertram will recognize, his own failings 

and reform. Significantly, they plan to use a language 

which signifies nothing to unmask him: "When you sally upon 

him, speak what terrible language you will. Though you 

understand it not yourself" (IV.i.2-4). In effect, their 

plan is to use Parolles's own distorted sense of language 

against him. 

When Parolles enters, the audience sees for the first 

time that the braggart has been consciously aware of the 

duplicitous use he has made of language to manipulate 

others: "They began to smoke me, and disgraces have of late 

knock'd too often at my door. I find my tongue is too 

foolhardy" (IV.i.27-29). Having fooled others for so long, 

he is unable to fool himself: "What the devil should move me 

to undertake the recovery of this drum, being not ignorant 

of the impossibility, and knowing I had no such purpose" 

(IV.i.34-36). But since he is unwilling to match word with 

deed, as true sophistic eloquence requires, Parolles clings 

to pretense: "I must give myself some hurts, and say I got 

them in exploit" (IV.i.37-38). Even the lords, who plan to 
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unmask him and lie in wait listening, had not realized how 

shrewdly Parolles had manipulated those around him: "Is it 

possible he should know what he is, and be that he is?" 

(IV.i.44-45). Shakespeare suggests here that Parolles, 

unlike Bertram, understands the difference between words and 

things but chooses to ignore it. 

Those individuals, like Parolles, however, who invest 

their faith in the artifice of words are in constant danger 

of being deceived themselves. Thus, when the lords spring 

upon him speaking a nonsensical language, Parolles, who 

speaks "a smack of all neighboring languages" (IV.i.15-16), 

recognizes it immediately as "Muskos." Having worked so 

hard to create the illusion of knowledge and culture, the 

pretended courtier, moved by fear, believes his own 

deception. He, in effect, falls prey to the illusionary 

personality ideal he has cultivated and promises to reveal 

"the secrets of the camp" (IV.i.84) if only the lords will 

spare his life. 

While Parolles pretends to search for the signal drum, 

Bertram attempts to seduce Diana. The simultaneous exposure 

of the two pretenders, emphasized by informing the audience 

of the time of both actions, forces the audience to examine 

the similarity of their motives. Structurally, then, the 

exposure of the false soldier comments on the exposure of 

the false lover. Both practice artifice in an attempt to 
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manipulate those around them. While Parolles's crudeness 

invariably gives him away, Bertram's "eloquence" better 

conceals his attempts to deceive. But the motives of both 

men are just as base. Joseph Price suggests that "the 

structural irony which places the seizure of Parolles before 

the wooing of Diana refutes those critics who defend 

Bertram's suit as sincere" (163). Though Bertram cloaks his 

arguments against virginity in the affected speech of the 

courtly lover, his arguments are just as devoid of meaning 

as those Parolles earlier employed with Helena: 

Titled goddess; 
And worth it, with addition! But fair soul, 
In your fine frame hath love no quality? 
If the quick fire of youth light not your mind, 
You are no maiden, but a monument. 
When you are dead, you should be such a one 
As you are now; for you are cold and stern, 
And you should be as your mother was 
When your sweet self was got. (IV. ii .1-10) 

Diana, who views the world from the same sophistic 

perspective as Helena, instantly discerns that Bertram's 

words have no substance behind them. If she should acceed 

to his oaths, she, unlike her mother, would do so not for 

the sake of producing a child in lawful marriage but for 

sensual pleasure (Calderwood 289). She, unlike 

Bertram, discrimates between the two situations: "My mother 

did but duty; such, my lord, / As you owe to your wife" 

(IV.ii.12-13) 

with deeds: 

And she insists that words should be coupled 



'Tis not the many oaths that makes the truth, 
But the plain single vow that is vow'd true. 
What is not holy, that we swear not by, 
But take the High'st to witness. Then pray you 

tell me, 
If I should swear by Jove's great attributes 
I lov'd you dearly, would you believe my oaths 
When I did love you ill? This has no holding, 
To swear by Him whom I protest to love 
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That I will work against Him; therefore your oaths 
Are words and poor conditions, but unseal'd 
At least in my opinion. (IV.ii.21-31) 

Diana points out to Bertram that "he has already called God 

and himself to witness as he offered his life to his wife" 

(Donawerth 235). And she reminds him that he cannot give 

his pledge to her because he has already vowed to love his 

wife. Thus, his oaths can be nothing but empty, "unseal'ed" 

(IV.ii.30) words. 

When he continues to plead, the sly maiden offers him a 

trade. She will exchange her virginity for the ring which 

signifies the honor of his house. Although Bertram 

momentarily resists, he quickly gives in to his "sick 

desires" (IV.ii.35): 

Bertram. I'll lend it thee, my dear; but have no 
power 

To give it from me. 
Diana. Will you not my lord? 
Bertram. It is an honor 'longing to our house. 
Bequeathed down from many ancestors, 
Which were the greatest obloquy i' th' world 
In me to lose. 
Diana. Mine honor's such a ring, 
My chastity's the jewel of our house, 
Bequeathed down from many ancestors, 
Which were the greatest obloquy i' th' world 
In me to lose. Thus your own proper wisdom 
Brings in the champion Honor on my part, 
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Against your vain assault. 
Bertram. Here take my ring! 
My house, mine honor, yea, my life, be thine, 
And I 1 11 be bid by thee. (IV. ii. 40-53) 

Although the rings symbolize the sexual exchange, they also 

symbolize honor. The isocolon and epimone of the passage 

create a balancing effect which equates male and female 

honor: one is not subservient to the other. Nor is 

inherited honor superior to personal merit. Despite 

Bertram's insistence about honor throughout All's Well, his 

honor seems to be a matter of appearances--like a suit of 

clothes he can put on and off at will. He too readily gives 

away family honor, personal honor, life--all that he 

supposedly values - -for the sake of satisfying his lust. 

Clearly, he is ruled by his passions. And because he 

expects others to match words with deeds, as he does not, 

Diana, the sophistic orator, effortlessly cozens him. Diana 

p r oclaims "You have won / A wife of me" (IV.ii.64-65). The 

wife she has reference too, however, as the audience already 

knows is Helena. But Bertram naively takes her ironic 

statement at face value: he is to come to her chamber at 

midnight and receive a ring as a proof he has conquered her 

maiden bed. According to Diana, Bertram's intractable 

behavior justifies the bed trick: 

My mother told me just how he would woo, 
As if she sate in 's heart. She says all men 
Have like oaths. He had sworn to marry me 
When his wife's dead; therefore I'll lie with him 
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When I am buried. Since Frenchmen are so braid, 
Marry that will, I live and die a maid . 
Only in this disguise I think't no sin 
To cozen him that would unjustly win. 

(IV . ii.69 - 76) 

The audience has been conditioned to agree with her. Their 

sympathies lie with Helena. Despite his feeling about being 

forced into marriage, Bertram cannot justify trading the 

symbol of his honor for a night's entertainment. 

Nevertheless, in order to make sure that the audience 

clearly comprehends the significance of the night's 

business, Shakespeare adds the commentary of the two French 

lords, Bertram's peers: 

1 Lord. He has much worthy blame laid upon him for 
shaking off so good a wife and so sweet a lady. 
2 Lord. Especially he hath incurr'd the 
everlasting displeasure of the King, who hath even 
tun'd his bounty to sing happiness to him. I will 
tell you a thing, but you shall let it dwell 
darkly with you. 
1 Lord. When you hath spoken it, 'tis dead, and I 
am the grave of it. 
2 Lord. He hath perverted a young gentlewoman here 
in Florence, of a most chaste renown, and this 
night he fleshes his will in the spoil of her 
honor. He hath given her his monumental ring, and 
thinks himself made in the unchaste composition. 

(IV.iii.6-18) 

They refuse to condone Bertram's attempted seduction as a 

harmless youthful escapade which the audience might expect 

from soldiers in a foreign land. The second lord also 

remarks that Bertram's action "contrives against his own 

nobility" (IV.iii.24). He so far disapproves of Bertram's 

acts that he does not wish to be privy to his confidences: 
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"Let it be forbid, sir, [to the 1st Lord] so should I be a 

great deal of his act" (IV.iii.45). Although these 

observations are enough to make the audience heartily 

dislike Bertram, Shakespeare goes still further. The first 

lord reports Helena's supposed death to the audience: "the 

tenderness of her nature became as a prey to her grief; in 

fine made a groan of her last breath, and now she sings in 

heaven" (IV.iii.52-53). While the audience knows Helena is 

alive, the lords orchestrate the audience's emotional 

response through their interpretation of the action. 

Clearly, they believe Helena is a saint who suffered much 

unjust treatment at Bertram's hands. Furthermore, they 

believe that Bertram will celebrate her death. The second 

lord matter-of-factly comments: "I am heartily sorry that 

he'll be glad of this" (IV.iii.63-64). As if this were not 

enough to make the audience despise the count, Shakespeare 

confirms the lords' suspicions for them through Bertram's 

own gay words: 

I have to-night dispatch'd sixteen businesses, a 
month's length a-piece, by an abstract of success: 
I have congied with the Duke, done my adieu with 
his nearest, buried a wife, mourn'd for her, writ 
to my lady mother I am returning, entertain'd my 
convoy, and between these main parcels of dispatch 
[effected] many nicer needs. The last was the 
greatest but that I have not ended yet. 

' (IV.iii.85-92) 

Though the second lord earlier reported that Bertram had 

been greatly affected by something in the letter he received 
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from his mother and which the audience will assume is the 

report of Helena's death, we see no evidence of it here. 

Bertram is carefree, not sorrowful, or remorseful. His 

thoughts are clearly occupied with his seduction of Diana. 

The hyperzeugma (every object in the series has its own verb 

or preposition) of the passage linked with the auxesis 

(clauses placed in climactic order) suggests that Bertram 

rushes through what he considers perfunctory duties to 

engage in more pleasant amorous pursuits, which though 

momentarily important to him are trivial. The audience 

easily discerns that the young count is no closer to 

coup l ing word with deed, as a true sophistic vision 

requires, than he was at the beginning of the play. While 

most men would be devastated by the series of events, the 

angry letter from a mother, the estrangement of the king, 

the "death" of a virtuous wife, the disapproval of his 

comrades, Bertram remains curiously unaffected. But the 

audience is not. Their disapproval of Bertram borders on 

outrage. Their sympathies lie entirely with Helena. 

Shakespeare has managed his audience's emotions so 

skillfully that they now identify completely with his 

unorthodox heroine. 

Since they so dislike Bertram, many members of the 

audience would like to particularize his behavior. They 

would never act in such a way. But in an attempt to make 
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them understand that all men who share a similiar world view 

that refuses to adapt to changing circumstances might react 

in the same manner, "Shakespeare charges all mankind with 

comparable flaws" (Price 165): "The web of our life is of a 

mingled yarn, good and ill together: our virtues would be 

proud, if our faults whipt them not, and our crimes would 

despair, if they were not cherish'd by our virtues" 

(IV.iii.71-74). Thus, he insures that the audience will 

reserve judgment on the hero. 

For he wants them to believe that though the young 

count is a moral coward, beneath the facade of corruption 

lies something worthwhile in his character (Toole 154). And 

he wants them to believe that once Parolles's influence is 

removed, Bertram can be brought to realize that his passions 

make him susceptible to dangerous errors. 

Thus Shakespeare begins the lords' comic trial of 

Parolles. Since he believes in the reality these sophistic 

orators have created for him, Parolles quickly volunteers to 

reveal what he knows about the troop strength and 

commanders. Clearly, the lords who conduct the trial "do 

not intend the exposure of Parolles to be an education for 

the braggart himself, whom they think beyond the benefit of 

instruction; they intend it for Bertram" (Donawerth 236). 

Through Parolles's exposure, they hope that Bertram will 

"take a measure of his own judgments" (IV.iii.33). But the 
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education fails because "Bertram's self-esteem needs harsher 

methods for its correction that the revelation of someone 

else's weaknesses" (R. Hunter 126). While he is willing to 

accept that he has placed his confidence in an unworthy 

confidant, Bertram is unwilling to accept the truth about 

himself contained in Parolles's letter of warning to Diana: 

When he swears oaths, bid him drop gold, and take it; 
After he scores, he never pays the score. 
Half won is match well made; match, and well make it; 
He ne'er pays after-debts, take it before, 
And say a soldier, Diane, told thee this: 
Men are to mell with, boys are not to kiss; 
For count of this, the Count's a fool, I know it, 
Who pays before, and not when he does owe it. 

(IV.iii.223-30) 

Though he was willing to act the fool with Diana, Bertram is 

unwilling to acknowledge to his peers that he has been one. 

The antistasis (repetition of a word in a different or 

contrary sense) in the letter, then, highlights Bertram's 

distorted view of reality. Not until he requires the same 

unity of word and deed of himself that he asks of others 

will he achieve a true sophistic vision of reality . 

Ironically, then, it is Parolles who learns the most from 

this episode: 

Captain I'll be no more, 
But I will eat and drink and sleep as soft 
As captain shall. Simply the thing I am 
Shall make me live. Who knows himself a braggart, 
Let him fear this; for it will come to pass 
That every braggart shall be found an ass. 
Rust sword; cool, blushes, and, Parolles, live 
Safe~t in shame! being fool'd by fool'ry thrive! 



There's place and means for every man alive. 
I'll after them. (IV.iii.331-40) 
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Unlike Bertram, who is still caught up in pretense, Parolles 

has given up affectation. The sophistic figures Parolles 

uses to express his argument for a new lifestyle make this 

clear: the oxymoron of the rusty sword and cool blushes 

dissolves into alliterative polysyndeton, "fool'd by 

fool'ry" (IV.iii.338). Parolles, then, learns the necessity 

of adapting speech to the appropriate time (kairos) and 

circumstance (to prepon). As Jane Donawerth remarks, "he is 

now the thing itself" (237). While "he is still a character 

whose speech. [exhibits] foolish verbosity, . he is 

now willing to accept the titles which before gave him 

offense" (Donawerth 23 7) . 

Parolles is not the only character who has been 

occupied with learning. As Donawerth observes, "Helena, 

too, has learned from time and loss" (238). She discovers 

"that the pains of love achieved may be as great as love 

denied" (Donawerth 238): 

But 0, strange men, 
That can such sweet use of what they hate 
When saucy trusting of the cozen'd thoughts 
Defiles the pitchy night; so lust doth play 
With what it loathes for that which is away--

( IV. iv. 21-25) 

And she acknowledges once again "that she is hated, and that 

the 'pitchy night' has been somewhat defiling. [since] 

the lust of the male is grotestequely misdirected at the 
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innocent . virgin named Diana" (Hagstrum 374) rather 

than confined within the bonds of true love. As Carol Neely 

astutely observes, "the bed trick both depends on and 

expresses the radical anonymity of sexual union, its 

separation from love and marriage" (79) in Elizabethan 

England. While the discovery has been painful, Helena is 

now free to love Bertram on a more realistic level because 

she has once again been forced to confront the fact that 

Bertram does not look beyond the surface of things. He is 

totally unaware that Helena substitutes herself for Diana. 

The wisdom she has gained enables her to achieve a mature 

vision "which looks on the faults of passion and is not 

dismayed" (Donawerth 238). Thus, Helena acknowledges that 

out of her humiliation will come "the sweetness of her 

pleasure" (Neeley 80) and growth for both herself and 

Bertram: "But with the word the time will bring on summer, / 

When briers shall have leaves as well as thorns, / And be as 

sweet as sharp" (IV.iv.31-33). Signficantly, Helena links 

her discovery of a more mature love with the word: as the 

audience will soon discover, the sophistic power of the word 

will enable Helena to achieve all her desires. But for now, 

the audience trusts Helena's word, her assurance that all 

will indeed end well because they identify her as a true 

sophistic orator. 
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In an attempt to show that Bertram will eventually be 

able to accept the love that Helena offers despite his 

continued profligate behavior, Shakespeare once again 

represents Bertram as a misguided youth whose passions have 

been exploited by Parolles. Lafew's comments are meant to 

cushion the audience's response to the young count, whom he 

proposes to make his own son-in-law: "No, no no, your son 

was misled with a snipt-taffata fellow there, whose 

villainous saffron would have made all the unbak'd and 

doughty youth of a nation in his color" (IV.v.1-4). But 

Bertram is too firmly established in the audience's minds as 

an anti-model for Lawfew's words to make a significant 

impact on them at this stage of the play. 

Helena, on the other hand, has been established in the 

audience's minds as a model of deportment despite some 

r a ther unconventional behavior. The Countess's praise of 

He l e na reinforces this perception of her and is especially 

important coming as it does after the bedtrick in which she 

has had to resort to sophistic deceit (apate) to achieve 

virtuous ends: "If she had partaken of my flesh, and cost me 

the dearest groans of a mother, I could not have ow'd her a 

more rooted love" (IV.v.10-12). The fact that Lafew, the 

wise old sophistic orator, confirms the Countess's 

assessment further strengthens this audience conclusion: 

'Twas a good lady, 'twas a good lady. We may pick a 
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(IV.v.13-15). 
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The general sentiments prevailing at Rousillion, then, 

are "blame for Parolles, lament for Helena, and 

solicitousness for Bertram's welfare" (Haley 203) But the 

Clown comically crushes the older generation's fervent hopes 

for Bertram's assumption of responsibilities when the hero 

returns home and manifests his double nature: 

Clown. O madam, younder's my lord your son with a 
patch of velvet on 's face. Whether there be a 
scar under't or no, the velvet knows, but 'tis a 
goodly patch of velvet. His left cheek is a cheek 
of two pile and a half, but is right cheek is worn 
bare. 
Lafew. A scar nobly got, or a noble scar, is a 
good liv'ry of honour; so belike is that. 
Clown. But it is a carbonado'd face. 

(IV.v.94-101) 

As G. K. Hunter explains, a patch of velvet might hide a 

battlefield scar or an incision to relieve a syllaphetic 

chancres (124). Bertram's honor, then, is still specious, 

and "until Bertram matures, he cannot value his wife's 

virtues" (Price 168). 

Just as the audience despairs that Bertram may ever 

mature enough to accept Helena's love, All's Well's 

sophistic chiasmus structural pattern reasserts itself: 

Helena voices her faith in her ability to win Bertram's 

affection: "All's well that ends well yet, / Though time 

seem so adverse and means unfit" (V.i.25-26). Her 
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unshakeable faith makes the audience admire and identify 

with this remarkable heroine even more, though they wonder 

what she can possibly see in such a dishonorable young man. 

The sign of the young Count's maturity and integrity in 

All's Well is his recognition of the sophistic truism that 

language should not confuse words with things but rather fit 

words to deeds and reflect values. 

The scene which preceeds the finale (V.ii.) in which 

Parolles approaches Lafew through the offices of Lavatch 

comically reiterates the importance of having words match 

deeds if an individual is to avoid misunderstandings and 

escape being Fortune's fool: 

Par. Good Master Lavatch, give my Lord Lafew this 
letter. I have ere now, sir, been better known to 
you, when I have held familarity with fresher 
clothes; but I am now, sir, muddied in Fortune's 
mood, and smell somewhat strong of her strong 
displeasure. 
Clo. Truly, Fortune's displeasure is but sluttish 
if it smell so strongly as thou speak'st of. I 
will hence forth eat no fish of Fortune's 
butt'ring. Prithee allow the wind. 
Par. Nay, you need not to stop your nose, sir; I 
spake but by a metaphor. (V. ii .1-11) 

Parolles's use of polyptoton combined with the s 

a l literation, "smell somewhat strong of her strong 

displeasure" (V.ii.5), coupled with the image of sewage, 

"muddied in Fortune's mood" (V. ii. 4) , which the Clown 

willfully misunderstands, playfully reminds the audience 

that words are only symbols of things, not the things 
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themselves, and carry no meaning, especially when the 

participants in a conversation have no real desire to 

communicate. Even as he humorously reintroduces Parolles 

back into Rousillion society to be rejuvenated, the Clown 

reminds the audience that in the past this "shadow of 

Bertram" has acted the part of a "foolish, rascally knave" 

(V.ii.24) because he has separated words from the things 

(deeds) they represent. But the Clown also suggests that 

perhaps the viewers/ readers should adopt a new attitude 

towards Parolles, and by extension to Bertram, after he has 

been appropriately chastened, in his parting remark to Lafew 

as he leaves the play: "I do pity his distress in my 

[similes] of comfort, and leave him to your lordship" 

(V.ii.25-26). Though Lafew holds out no hope to us that 

Parolles will ever acquire the wisdom of true eloquence, he 

charitably includes him once more in society: "though you 

are a fool and a knave, you shall eat" (V. ii. 54) Until 

Bertram publicly accepts that he, like Parolles, has been 

satisfied with a false sophistic eloquence which attempts to 

cloak the fact that he separates words from deeds, the 

audience recognizes that he will never attain the love and 

honor which are the birthright of the true courtier. 

And so he must be humbled just when his fortunes have 

reached their apex. But the denouement begins not with 

Bertram but with Helena since Shakespeare wishes to remind 
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the spectators that all the characters approve of Helena, 

thereby reinforcing their identification with her. The King 

proclaims: 

We lost a jewel of her, and our esteem 
Was made much poorer by it; but your son, 
As mad in folly, lack'd the sense to know 
Her estimation home. (V.iii.1-4) 

The wise, old, sophistic orator Lafew likewise declares in 

an encomium that Helena's loss is a blow to the community, 

but an even greater blow to Bertram because she could have 

helped him become the man he was meant to be: 

This I must say-
But first I beg pardon--the young lord 
Did to his Majesty, his mother, and his lady 
Offense of mighty note; but to himself 
The greatest wrong of all. He lost a wife 
Whose beauty did astonish the survey 
Of richest eyes, whose words all ears took 

captive, 
Whose dear perfection hearts that scorn'd to serve 
Humbly call'd mistress. (V.iii.11-19) 

Significantly, he focuses upon Helena's eloquence as one of 

her greatest gifts: her ability to use language 

sophistically endeared her to even the most proud who were 

charmed by her goodness. 

Now that the heroine is presumed dead and can no longer 

make claims upon him, the young Count proclaims that he 

loved her, for he still separates words from deeds. When 

challenged about the ring he offers to Lafew's daughter as a 

wedding band, Bertram announces that he received the ring 

from a Florentine maid as pledge upon a presumed engagement 
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after he had taken her maidenhead, so it could not possibly 

be Helena's: 

In Florence was it from a casement thrown me, 
Wrapp'ed in a paper, which contain'd the name 
Of her that threw it. Noble she was, and thought 
I stood engag'd, but when I had subscrib'd 
To mine own fortune, and inform'd her fully 
I could not answer in that course of honor 
As she had made the overture, she ceas'd 
In heavy satisfaction, and would never 
Receive the ring again. (V.iii.93-102) 

Though only moments before the Countess had protested to the 

King that Bertram's past unsavory behavior was ''natural 

rebellion, done i' th' blade of youth" (V.iii.6), the 

audience sees no sign of the maturity which would enable 

Bertram to appreciate his wife's virtues. Instead, they see 

that the young Count still distorts the truth in an attempt 

to cloak his misdeeds. While the King is unaware of 

Bertram's attempted seduction of Diana, he is sure that 

Bertram lies: "Thou speakest it falsely, as I love mine 

honor" (V.iii.113). But Bertram is not cowed even as the 

guards seize him to take him away. His proud, boastful 

retort lacks any semblance of maturity: 

If you shall prove 
This ring was ever hers, you shall as easy 
Prove that I husbanded her bed in Florence, 
Where yet she never was. (V.iii.124-27) 

Barely has he been taken from the room when Diana, 

under Helena's tutelage, assumes the role of sophistic 

stage-manager, expertly wielding apate (deception) in order 
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to help both Bertram and the audience envision and then 

implement a new vision of reality. She sends the King a 

petition begging justice for the loss of her maidenhead in 

Florence since Bertram is a widower and he has seduced her. 

But Diana and the audience know that Bertram "is not a 

widower . that he has not seduced her, and [that] she 

has no desire to marry him" (Lawrence 75). After her 

startling revelation, Lafew withdraws the offer of his 

daughter: "I will buy me a son-in-law in a fair, and toll 

for this. I'll none of him" (V.iii.148-49). 

When confronted with Bertram, Diana continues to play 

out the theraputic deception. And Bertram discovers "that 

his name depends not upon his birth and blood, but upon his 

actions, whether worthy or not. Put in the same position as 

Helena earlier, he finds that his society ignores his title 

and judges him ignoble and disgraced by his deeds" 

(Donawerth 238-39). 

The King, who has worked to reimplement a sophistic 

vision in his kingdom, admonishes Bertram that he has yet to 

merit his title by his deeds: 

sir, for my thoughts, you have them ill to friend 
Till your deeds gai~ th7m; faire:.~rove your honor 
Than in my thought it lies. (V.iii.182-184) 

And despite his protests that Diana is nothing but "a fond 

and desp'rate creature/ Whom sometime I have laugh'd with" 

(V.iii.178-79), she possesses the symbol of his honor--the 
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family ring which had been conferred from father to son for 

six generations. 

But even with the physical evidence of his tryst before 

the court, Bertram tries to weasel out of his 

responsibilities: 

King. She hath that ring of yours. 
Ber. I think she has. Certain it is I lik'd her, 
And Boarded her i' th' wanton way of youth. 
She knew her distance, and did angle for me, 
Maddening my eagerness with her restraint, 
As all impediments infancy's course 
Are motives of more fancy, and in fine, 
Her [inf'nite cunning,] with her modern grace, 
Subdu'd me to her rate. She got the ring, 
And I had that which any inferior might 
At market-price have bought. (V.iii.209-18) 

He stubbornly refuses to acknowledge what the wise sophistic 

orators know: that words must be linked to action and values 

if society is to be preserved. With each disharmonious word 

he utters, Bertram makes himself and the values he 

symbolizes odious to the audience, thereby ensuring that 

they will not identify with him or even listen to the 

arguments he advances. 

Challenged by "witness after witness who demonstrate 

his words to be false, Bertram gradually loses credibility 

until even Parolles's word is accepted before his by the 

King" (Donawerth 239): 

Par. He did love her, sir as a gentleman loves a 
woman. 
King. How is that? 
Par. He lov'd her, sir, and lov'd her not. 
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King. As thou art a knave, and no knave. What an 
equivocal companion is this. (V. iii. 245-50) . 

Parolles's use of ploce emphasizes the double nature of his 

false sophistry. But for once, as the King notes, "he uses 

his equivocation in the service of truth" (Donawerth 239) 

Having revealed his true nature to the lords (V.iii), 

Parolles realizes that "he has no choice but to become 

himself" (Hunter 127) and to hope that his fellow men will 

accept him for whom he is. Thus, he explains that Bertram 

loved Diana only to gain her sexual favors and possessed no 

desire to marry, "expecting his apologetic joke about the 

illicit amours of gentlemen to amuse his courtly audience" 

(Donawerth 239). But as Donawerth observes, "The court is 

not amused, and Bertram's shame is doubled: not only has he 

acted dishonorably with Diana; he has also shared his 

confidences with a knave" (239). As the extent of the 

count's depravity becomes obvious, he once again loses any 

sympathy the spectators had felt for him. Moreover, "more 

[importantly], the selflessness of Helena's motivations 

becomes more clearly apparent, and hence her control of the 

action more desirable" (Champion 124). Just as Parolles has 

had to face the truth about himself, "Bertram must face the 

fact that the truth about him is irretrievably known" 
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(R. Hunter 128). But the audience senses that his exposure 

is "the first time the truth about Bertram has been revealed 

to Bertram himself" (R. Hunter 128). 

Just when Bertram has been forced to stop equivocating, 

Diana begins to hedge, explaining that though she did not 

sleep with Bertram or give him the ring, that "he's guilty, 

and he is not guilty" (V.iii.289). Her sophistic riddle, 

however, "[does] not emphasize her likeness to Parolles and 

Bertram, but her difference: words with double meaning may 

be used to circumvent truth and to obscure evil actions" 

(Donawerth 239), but they may also be used constructively to 

"express more than one truth at once" (Donawerth 239), 

thereby helping a member of society to perceive a truth 

which better fits society's norms. 

Demonstrating her expert sophistic sense of kairos and 

to prepon, Diana produces Helena at the precisely 

appropriate moment "to put meaning into Bertram's riddle and 

his former vows, and also to make sense of . [her own] 

riddles" (Donawerth 239): 

Good mother, fetch my bail. 
Stay, royal sir. . . 
The jeweller that owes the ring is sent for, 
And he shall surety me. But for this lord, 
Who hath abus'd me, as he knows himself, 
Though yet he never harm'd me, here.I

1
quit him. 

He knows himself my bed he hath defil d, 
And at that time he got his wife with child. 
Dead though she be, she feels ~er youn~ one.kick. 
so there's my riddle: one thats dead is quick-
And now behold the meaning. (V.iii.295-304) 
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With Diana's ending word, Shakespeare crystallizes for 

his audience what he has suggested throughout the play: 

Helena represents meaning. She conjoins words to deeds in 

the best sophistic tradition throughout All's Well so that 

words have life and power. And now, "[she] literally puts 

life into Bertram's and Diana's words: despite reports of 

her death she is alive, and she carries new life within her" 

(Donawerth 240). The child, of course, symbolizes the 

continued renewal of society though a commitment to 

sophistic principles. 

But this renewal is possible only if Bertram accepts 

Helena as his wife. As each participant in the scene 

grapples with the significance of the event unfolding before 

him, the King voices his own astonishment: "Is there no 

exorcist/ Beguiles the truer office of mine eyes?/ Is't 

real that I see?" (V. iii. 305-07) . And because Bertram has 

not yet committed himself to a sophistic vision, Helena 

answers: "No, my good lord, / 'Tis but the shadow of a wife 

you see, / The name and not the thing" (V.iii.307-08). 

But in a sudden epiphany, "Bertram at last grasps the 

relation between honor and deed, title and person, name and 

thing" (Donawerth 240) and acquires "the knowledge that his 

society has been trying to teach him all along" (Donawerth 

240). Thus he cries, "Both, both, 0, pardon!" (V.iii.308) 
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since "he [finally] realizes the virtue of his wife [even] 

before he knows of its dedication to him" (Price 170). 

Although some critics have questioned the suddeness and 

thus the genuineness of Bertram's conversion (Cole 133; 

Lawrence 76), Shakespeare prepared his audience for this 

epiphany as early as Act III scene vi when the second young 

lord assured the audience that once Bertram grasped the 

truth his vision of the world would be forever changed: 

"when you find him out, you have him ever after" (93). As 

Jane Donawerth notes, "learning the difference between words 

and things, persons and titles, promises and deeds, is the 

first step toward wisdom in this humanistic [sophistic] 

society" (240). Since wordiness has been consistently 

linked "throughoutout the play with folly, Bertram's brevity 

simply emphasizes his conviction" (Donawerth 240). 

But since Shakespeare wants his audience to discern 

that Bertram has indeed changed with his realization that 

words should be joined with things, he has Helena ask her 

husband whether he will now accept her after she has 

confronted him with his riddling letter: "Will you be mine 

now you are doubly won? (V.iii.314). And Bertram's reply 

offers not only acceptance also but love: "If she, my liege, 

can make me know this clearly, / I'll love her dearly, ever, 

ever dearly" (V.iii.315-16). Helena, who has learned to 

love realistically during the course of the play, accepts 
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his love as genuine while retaining her independence: "If it 

appear not plain and prove untrue, / Deadly divorce step 

between me and you!" (V.iii.317-18). Since Shakespeare has 

been at pains throughout the play to establish Helena as the 

voice of right reason, he means for his audience to accept 

her judgment as "true." But he gives the playgoer more than 

her perception of reality. In this offer and acceptance, 

the King, who also subscribes to a sophistic world view, 

sees the hope of a happy future: "All yet seems well, and if 

it end so meet, / The bitter past, more welcome is the 

sweet" (V.iii.333-34). 

If the play had ended here, perhaps the critics would 

be justified in stating that Shakespeare's paradox is 

unresolved and it remains uncertain whether Bertram and 

Helena will live happily ever after (Rossiter 105, 107; 

Riemer 123; Cole 114; Baumlin 138). But happily, 

Shakespeare penned an epilogue to act as a link between the 

real and the imaginary that suggests that not only Bertram 

and Helena will live happily ever after but so will the 

members of the audience if they have heeded and understood 

his advice. In the epiloque, the King who now takes on the 

role of begger insists that "now the play is done; /Allis 

well ended, if this suit be won" (1-2). The King, of 

course, is using "suit" sophistically. He is speaking both 

of the suit of love and the argument which the audience had 
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just witnessed. Both have been happily concluded if the 

audience accepts that they have. Although he uses the 

conditional "if," emotionally Shakespeare has left his 

audience no choice. 

Time and time again, Shakespeare has manipulated the 

emotions of his audience so that they will identify with 

Helena and the ideals she represents and turn from Bertram 

even though the manners he voices are the more conventional 

ones . And by the time the playwright has concluded his 

argument, the audience instinctively feels that no other 

logical course of action exists. The more perceptive 

members of the audience have undoubtedly even transferred 

their instinctive feelings to a more conscious level. What 

was unreasonable has become reasonable. Through his 

validation of her, Shakespeare suggests, then, that Helena 

is the ideal wife for Bertram. She possesses beauty, 

wisdom, and moral integrity, and she loves him passionately 

and realistically. Moreover, "her acquired merit more than 

matches that which has been inherited by Bertram" (Toole 

143). All the wise characters in the play know this. And 

Bertram, who has finally learned to look beneath facades, 

has come to know it too. Bertram and Helena, then, are free 

to begin a life which sees "marriage not as a happy ending 

but as an open-ended beginning" (Neely 87). 



CHAPTER V 

TOWARDS A BRAVE NEW WORLD 

In Women and the English Renaissance, Linda Woodbridge 

comments that ''the writer who tries to assess the 

implications for real life of the Renaissance formal debate 

about the nature of women is constantly at risk" (3). She 

further notes that the same difficulties hold true "for the 

way women are portrayed as characters in literature outside 

the formal debate" (Woodbridge 3). The strategies of 

ambiguity in which the debate is couched may cloak the 

artist's intent. By superimposing twentieth-century 

rhetoric over the sophistic episteme articulated in the 

Renaissance, we can see that Shakespeare affirms his 

unconventional heroine Helena. In so doing, he charts a new 

behavior pattern for women and thus, for men as well. 

Helena's self - actualizing behavior differs dramatically from 

the passive model of women's behavior enunciated in the 

Renaissance. 

While the Renaissance stress on "human potential and 

its fulfillment . . contributed to a more individualistic 

outlook and sense of personal responsibility" (Kinnear 78) 

which encouraged men to cultivate all their powers, the same 

195 
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opportunities for self-realization and self-expression were 

not open to women. In fact, the Renaissance lady's power 

contracted "as the family and political life were 

restructured in the great transition from medieval feudal 

society to the early modern state" (Kelley-Gadol 177). 

Although noblewomen did not vanish "into a private realm of 

family and domestic concerns as fully as their sisters in 

the patrician bourgeoisie, their loss of public power made 

itself felt in new constraints placed upon their personal as 

well as their social lives" (Kelley-Gadol 197). When Ruth 

Kelso analyzed Renaissance courtesy literature, she found 

that the ideals for women were passive: chastity, modesty, 

purity, innocence, constancy, temperance, humility, 

affability, sweetness, kindness, compassion, goodness, 

graciousness, mildness, peaceableness, discretion, 

simplicity, piety, mercy, patience, restraint, charity, 

beauty, sometimes learning, and, of course, silence and 

r 

obedience (25, 26, 58, 108, 125, 134, 208, 216, 218, 220, 

220, 236, 279). This strait jacketing is n9t surprising 

since "female 'liberty' was seen as a threat to the whole 

social order'' (Hattaway 106). 

The humanistic culture of the Renaissance "worked to 

mold the noblewoman into an aesthetic object" (Kelley-Gadol 

197). Transformed into a work of art, she "became 

indispensable for her decorative value'' (Putnam 164). 
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Emily Jane Putnam observes that "she was treated. . very 

much as inanimate nature was treated" (164). Putnam 

suggests that "her limits were set not so much by economic 

conditions or by the egotism of man as by the collective 

aesthetic sense" (164). The conventional Renaissance lady 

was "in appearance formalised, bedevilled and bedisened, an 

apparition of somewhat stiffened splendour, a person in a 

pageant" (Putnam 171) . 

Baldassare Castiglione's description of the lady at 

court makes clear the difference in sex roles. While the 

Renaissance lady is the equivalent of the courtier, the 

ideal Lady of the Palace is the "ideal of woman, as he 

desires her" (White 55). John S. White comments that 

"Castiglione's woman is never a virago, nor an amazon" (55). 

This ideal woman must not lack in social graces. She must 

"have a sight in letters, in musicke, in drawing, or 

painting, and skilful in dauncing, and in devising sports 

and pastimes" (Castiglione 195). She must strive for 

gracefulness. Yet, since her role is a passive one, "she 

uses her education less in order to exhibit herself than to 

judge man's activities" (White 54) . Charm becomes her 

"primary occupation and aim" (Kelley-Gadol 186). Her chief 

task is to "enertaine all kinde of men with talke worthie 

the hearing" (Castiglione 190). As Putnam observes, "her 

talk is not expected to inform but to stimulate" (184). The 
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complies with rather than shapes social conventions. 
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Pamela Joseph Benson observes that a self-confident, 

unconstrained "woman is inimical to the court because she 

does not contribute 'una certa affabilita,' and without this 

affability the lady cannot perform the role she has been 

assigned at court, and the entire protected structure 

collapses" ( 83) . 

Thus, though theoretically a woman was capable of the 

same virtues of mind, in actuality she was subordinate to 

the man. Castiglione remarks that while "the woman 

receiveth not her being of the man. . she is made perfect 

by the man" (200). The materialistic Lorde Octavian, one of 

Castiglione's debaters, puts the case even more strongly: 

"women are most unperfect creatures and not apt to worke any 

vertuous deede, and of little, or no worthinesse in respect 

of men" ( 18 2) . In his view, women are instinctive 

creatures, "subject to sensuous, [and] in every respect 

inferior to man" (White 50). Women are so frail, in fact, 

that they "alwaies give their minde to him that possesseth 

their bodie" (Castiglione 181). Their destiny in the world 

is to "guarantee the continuation of the human species 

through childbearing" (White 50). Indeed, "the worlde hath 

no profit by women, but for getting of children" 

(Castiglione 220). The feminine virtues of modesty and 
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chastity are nothing more than "a bridle, to keep them" 

(Castiglione 220), imposed by men "to assure the legitimacy 

of the children" (White 50). Phrisio laughingly suggests 

that only the lack of power prevents women from giving 

themselves to lust: 

For presently there are more found like Cleopatra 
or Semiramis, than ever there were . . though 
they have not so manye states, powers and riches, 
yet there wanteth not in them good will to 
counterfeite them at the least in giving 
themselves to pleasure, and satisfying all their 
lusts as much as they may. (Castiglione 219) 

Without the bridle of chastity, the "children were 

uncertain, and the bond that knitteth all the worlde 

together by bloud, and by the love that naturally each man 

hath to that is borne him, shoulde be loosed" (Castiglione 

219). Thus, Castiglione affirms that men invented chastity 

to ensure materialistic concerns: the stability of the 

family and of private property (White 50-51). 

Paradoxically, the educational ideals for a wife and 

for a court lady appear to conflict. Castiglione's ideal 

court lady, Emilia Pia, protests against the image of a 

woman who "can doe naught else but looke to the kitchin and 

spin" (Castiglione 184). The Duchess Elisabetta asserts 

that a woman's capacity "to be good and discreete, to have 

the understanding to order her husbands goodes and her house 

and children when she is married, and all those parts that 

belong to a good huswife" (Castiglione 190), while necessary 
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to many women, is not the most important quality for a court 

lady. Clearly, though overtly, Castiglione supports a 

complementary conception of sex roles but "he distinguishes 

an inferior domestic realm of women from the public realm of 

men" (Kelly-Gadol 177). Though she inhabited this sphere 

and possessed special gifts, the court lady could not 

participate in this public realm as an equal. Eventually, 

she must relinquish even this subordinate role for marriage. 

Thus, she should love only someone whom she can marry, a man 

of like degree. 

Only one vocation existed for which even the court lady 

was suited: marriage. No place existed "in the upper levels 

of the social, economic scheme for any women except wives" 

(Kelso 133). Unless she became a nun, "a woman's economic 

security lay in marriage, as dependence upon a husband for 

support was usually preferable to living with hostile 

relatives" (Warnicke 9). Retha M. Warnicke comments that 

"even in the towns where there were opportunities to pursue 

careers, matrimony was encouraged by ordinances that 

prohibited women under the age of fifty from dwelling alone, 

leaving them with the options of becoming live-in domestics 

or of being imprisoned" (9). Thus, social custom made it 

expedient for women to secure husbands. 

Ruth Kelso remarks that "the perfect woman, in general 

renaissance theory, was the wife, married to a man well born 
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and virtuous, and shining in her restricted realm with her 

own qualities, but only like the moon, with reflected light" 

(78). She was to structure all her activities to his 

requirements. Generally, a gentleman sought a wife of equal 

rank though a gentleman of high degree might stoop to marry 

a woman of inferior rank if there were special advantages. 

Most often, these "special advantages" were financial. Any 

other relationship was regarded as unnatural (Kelso 80). A 

wife who brought an adequate dowry not only shared the 

financial burden but also "enhanced the prestige of the 

family in whose welfare she had an interest equal to her 

husband's" (Kelso 80). Usually, a man preferred to marry a 

young virgin for "a girl would accept more willingly the 

instructions of her husband, and with better spirit try to 

apply his corrections to the remedy of her faults" 

(Kelso 81). Hopefully, the bride possessed "enough beauty 

[for the man] to escape boredom and temptation elsewhere, 

and to promise comely children, but not so much as to cause 

suspicion and worry" (Kelso 81). The husband's first duty 

in marriage was to exercise authority. He could "rule with 

strictness and severity ... or with gentleness and 

persuasion. . but there must be no question that he 

rules" (Kelso 83). Along with the shouldering of authority 

went the responsibility "for the performance of his wife; he 

[could not] neglect his duty to teach her all that she needs 
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to know to please him and promote good will between them" 

(Kelso 84). Her first lessons concerned exhibiting the 

proper attitude towards him as her superior (Kelso 84). Not 

only her body but also the salvation of her soul was in his 

charge. The husband was to perform whatever correction was 

necessary to exorcise her faults, "even punishing her if 

necessary, to secure obedience" (Kelso 84). Having given 

herself and her dowry to her husband, a woman was entirely 

at his mercy (Kelso 83). If the wife was unhappy with her 

lot, she was to console herself with the idea "that in the 

end she . [would] . gain eternal happiness in 

recompense for having obediently served God under the yoke 

of matrimony" (Kelso 120). Ian Maclean notes that although 

"the need for reciprocal love and respect [was] everywhere 

stressed: by love [was] meant not passionate attachment, but 

something akin to an amalgam of Christian charity and the 

virtues of chastity and endurance (tolerantia)" (59). Kelso 

concludes that "in this unequal partnership of marriage he 

[the husband] holds the dominant place" (90). The woman was 

completely submerged in the vocation of wife (Kelso 133). 

Indeed, Kelso observes that the training of a girl for 

marriage attempted to suppress ''all individuality, fostering 

both fear of offense and complete dependence upon the will 

of her husband for all her comforts, and contentedness to 

live within the orbit of the house furnished her, occupying 



203 

herself only with domestic tasks" (Kelso 59). Opposition to 

the education of girls "on the same lines as boys was thus 

based on occupational grounds" (Kelso 60). Renaissance men 

believed that "a mind liberally trained is not easily 

subdued to the will of another, or shut within a narrow 

round of interests" (Kelso 60-61). While isolated examples 

of educated women existed, the majority of women were not 

schooled in the liberal arts. In fact, the slight progress 

that had been made in schooling women was eroding by the end 

of the sixteenth century. Pearl Hogrefe notes that the 

publication of G. M. Bruts's [Brute's] The Necessary, Fit, 

and Convenient Education of a Young Gentlewoman in 1598 was 

a sign of the change (5). The author condemned the 

education of women in the humane arts and sciences as not 

''convenient" (Hogrefe 5) . Brut believed that "woman was 

given man as a companion for his labors, and thus she 'ought 

to be attentive . . to govern our houses'" (Hogrefe 5). 

He believed that a woman could not even take "pleasure in 

studies 'without great danger to offend the beauty and glory 

of her mind'" (Hogrefe 5). Warnicke comments "that the 

majority of Tudor women lacked any academic training beyond 

elementary instruction in conversational English and in 

religious exercises" (3). Thus, the educational 

"accomplishments of the women humanists and reformers took 

place against a backdrop of stark illiteracy for most of 
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their female contemporaries" (Warnicke 3). The purpose of 

education for women was "to broaden . [their] knowledge 

. more and capacity for enjoyment, that [they] might be . 

virtuous and useful [mothers] and more entertaining 

[companions] in marriage" (Kinnear 81). The Renaissance 

woman was supposed to possess only enough knowledge to talk 

intelligently, raise the children, and discuss her husband's 

problems (Kinnear 82). 

Thus, even their talk was restrained. Benson believes 

this restraint occurred because "learning and the ability to 

speak [gave] the wife intellectual autonomy and authority 

within her marriage" (Benson 160). Henry Smith, a renowned 

preacher at St. Clement Danes, suggested in his Preparative 

to Marriage in 1591 that a good wife should practice 

restrained speech or silence: "'For the ornament of a woman 

is silence, and therefore the law was given to the man 

rather than to the woman, to show that he should be the 

teacher and she the hearer"' (qtd. in Hogrefe 7). Benson 

notes that whereas speech indicates a woman's "foolishness 

and her rebellion against her husband's rightful 

authority. . her silence indicates her sensible 

acquiescence to her husband's superior judgment" (159) 

Ladies, then, were not allowed to develop their powers. 

They were not allowed to exhibit their virtues. They were 
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to be models of the Christian moral ideal which stressed 

suppression and negation of self (Kelso 36). 

Clearly, this passive model is not the pattern of 

behavior Helena follows. From the first, she possesses "a 

sense of herself as an individual" (Dash 251). Throughout 

the play, Helena "is paradoxically proud and humble, 

self-assertive and self-effacing, passionate and chaste, 

vigorous and passive" (Neely 67). As Carol Neely notes, 

"her particular blend of idealized virtue and urgent desire 

differentiates her from [other] . comedy heroines" ( 67) . 

She is a very human heroine. Though she is not nobly born, 

she believes that "she has reason to be prouder than the 

highest noble who boasts a long line of ancestors. She only 

rebels at her low birth because owing to prevailing 

prejudices she is thereby irrevocably severed from the man 

who possesses her heart" (Lewes 146). The love she offers 

is "passionate, spiritual, free from all egotism. [yet] 

. entwined with. . a firm and resolute will, an 

unbending strength of purpose" (Lewes 144). Helena, in 

short, "is the union of strength of passion with strength of 

character" (Jameson 108). Her whole being is overpowered by 

her love for Bertram. But we need not look to Bertram's 

character for the source of her love for him (Lewes 147; 

Jameson lll). she loves him "not because he is worthy, but 

just because she loves him" (Lewes 147). And it is because 
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she loves Bertram that she lays aside her womanly timidity 

to pursue him. She believes that "love so sincere and warm 

as hers cannot forever remain unreturned" (Lewes 153) . 

Unlike the passive ladies of the sonnets, Helena chooses to 

pursue her romantic desires in very practical ways: first by 

curing the King and then by winning Bertram through the 

bedtrick. Despite any humiliation she undergoes, Helena 

always retains her dignity, for she matches words with 

deeds. Her sophistic eloquence which no doubt springs from 

her intellectual capacity and rigorous education allows her 

to persuade others to the correctness of her vision both for 

herself and for society. 

Helena, then, redefines what it means to be a woman. 

She allows her own personal set of morals to guide her 

rather than society's. In the process, she asserts the 

absolute right of a woman to be the preserver of her 

chastity and the disposer of herself. She asserts that a 

woman can teach a man how to love and how to merit his 

lady's love. Most importantly, she asserts that unless a 

man and a woman enter into a marriage as equals, they will 

miss out on what love and life are all about. 

That Shakespeare affirms Helena there can be no doubt. 

He identifies with her from the opening of the play. By the 

end of All's well, even the most recalcitrant spectator has 

been moved by his arguments. The fact that he couches his 
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ending in sophistic polysemy should not disturb us. We hold 

the twentieth-century rhetorical key which when superimposed 

over Renaissance sophism can unlock the door and allow us to 

cross the great rhetorical chasm. 

Since the argument--the code of conduct for a wife-

prevails in one situation, "the argument a simili or a 

fortiori allows us to apply it in a new situation" 

(Perelman 140). Hence, Shakespeare's unconditional 

validation of Helena's behavior as virtuous suggests that 

other women who behave in the same way are similarly 

virtuous. Humanist reform of education and Protestant 

reform of ecclesial tradition combine to indite Greiselda's 

patient and passive suffering as unsuitable for Tudor wives. 

At the same time, the play's action especially as emphasized 

within the epilogue, demonstrates the foolish and 

inappropriate vanity of Bertram's and Parolles's assumption 

of mouth honor. In the playhouse, the audience could uphold 

the marriage ethics preached from the pulpit, but they would 

have to obliterate all emotional impact of the play itself, 

and further, all sophistic training that structured the life 

of the Renaissance. 
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