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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life; but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  Shakespeare's plays can be divided into three major categories: comedies, tragedies, and histories. The comedies, like As You Like It,Twelfth Night, or What You Will, and A Midsummer Night's Dream, were written mainly towards the early part of Shakespeare's career. These plays have a lighter tone and usually concern love, almost always ending with a marriage. The tragedies include some of Shakespeare's most famous plays, like Hamlet,Romeo and Juliet, and King Lear. These plays mostly came later in Shakespeare's career and end unhappily, usually with the deaths of many or all of the main characters. The history plays, like the Henry and Richard plays, are Shakespeare's fictionalization of the lives of actual English rulers. These plays are often longer and more complex than the comedies. Some scholars also define another category of plays, called the romances, which include several of Shakespeare's later plays like The Tempest and The Winter's Tale.


  Love's Labour's Lost is one of Shakespeare's earlier plays, published in 1598 and probably written in 1594-5. It was included as a comedy in Shakespeare's First Folio. The play concerns the subject of love, includes lots of rhetoric and witty exchanges by the characters, and has a happy ending, although it does not end with a marriage. If this play were a typical Shakespearean comedy, all four (or five) couples would marry at the end of the play. The characters in this play note the way that it differs from the norm. When the Princess and her attendants depart, Berowne says, "Our wooing doth not end like an old play;/ Jack hath not Jill: these ladies' courtesy/ Might well have made our sport a comedy" (V.ii.867-9). Here Berowne suggests that the play cannot be a comedy since it does not conclude with marriage.


  Summary


  The King of Navarre and his three lords, Berowne, Longaville, and Dumaine, swear an oath to scholarship, which includes fasting and avoiding contact with women for three years. They receive a letter from Don Armado, a Spaniard visiting the King's court, telling them that he has caught Costard, a fool, and Jaquenetta, a country wench, consorting in the park. The King announces Costard's sentence, and he and the lords go off to begin their oath.


  Don Armado confesses to Moth, his page, that he has fallen in love with Jaquenetta. He writes her a letter that he asks Costard to deliver.


  Meanwhile, the Princess of France has arrived to visit the King. Because of his oath, however, the King cannot receive the Princess and her party at his court; he and his lords must visit them at their camp outside the castle. The three lords fall in love with the three ladies, as does the King with the Princess. Berowne gives Costard a letter to deliver to Rosaline, but Costard accidentally switches it with the letter from Don Armado to Jaquenetta. When he gives Berowne's letter to Jaquenetta, she brings it to the learned Holofernes and Sir Nathaniel to read for her. They tell her that the letter was meant for someone else and to deliver it to the King.


  Berowne watches the King from a hiding spot as he reads about his love for the Princess. Longaville enters, and the King hides as well; he and Berowne observe Longaville reading of his love for Maria. Dumaine enters, Longaville hides, and all three see Dumaine reading an ode he has written to Katherine. Longaville advances and tells Dumaine that he is not alone in love. The King then advances and scolds the two men for breaking their oath. Berowne advances and reveals that the King is in love as well. Jaquenetta arrives and gives Berowne the letter, which he rips up. However, Dumaine picks up a piece of the letter with Berowne's name on it, and Berowne confesses that he is in love as well. The four men decide to court their women.


  The King and his lords arrive at the Princess's pavilion dressed as Muscovites. The women heed Boyet's prior warnings and decide to switch favors, so that the men will mistake them for each other. After the men leave and reappear as themselves, the women reveal their prank. They all watch a show of the Nine Worthies, performed by Don Armado, Sir Nathaniel, and Holofernes. A messenger arrives to tell the Princess that her father has died, and she prepares to return to France. The women tell their suitors to seek them again in a year, and the play ends with their departure.


  Characters


  
    Ferdinand, King of Navarre - While the play's dramatis personae lists the King as Ferdinand, throughout the play he is referred to only as "King." He is a scholar and has sworn an oath to uphold his scholarship at the expense of earthly pleasures, the most important of which will turn out to be receiving women at his court.

  


  
    Berowne, Longaville, Dumaine - Three lords who have joined the King in his oath of scholarship. They fall in love with Rosaline, Maria, and Katherine, respectively.

  


  
    Princess of France - This character never has a name other than "Princess." She pays a visit to the King of Navarre and, along with some of her attendants, plays a game of wits with the King and his lords.

  


  
    Rosaline, Maria, Katherine - Three ladies attending the Princess who catch the fancy of the King's lords.

  


  
    Boyet - A lord attending on the Princess, he serves as a messenger to the King's court and exchanges jokes with the lords.

  


  
    Don Armado - Described in the list of characters as "a fantastical Spaniard." He catches Costard and Jaquenetta in the forest and falls in love with Jaquenetta. Shakespeare uses Don Armado to mock the fallen glory of the Spanish Armada.

  


  
    Mote - Don Armado's page.

  


  
    Costard - He is described as "a clown," and therefore fills the role of the fool, a common character in many of Shakespeare's plays. Both Don Armado and Berowne ask him to deliver letters to their respective ladies, but Costard accidentally switches the letters.

  


  
    Jaquenetta - A country wench caught with Costard by Don Armado.

  


  
    Sir Nathaniel, Holofernes - A curate and schoolmaster, respectively. They serve the role of providing learned commentary on the letters of the other characters. They are also responsible for the masque of the Nine Worthies near the end of the play.

  


  
    Dull - A constable, usually appearing with Sir Nathaniel and Holofernes. He provides a dull contrast to their scholarship.

  


  
    Mercadé - Another lord attending on the Princess. His only appearance in the play comes when he arrives to tell the Princess that her father has died.

  


  


  Act I, Scenes i and ii


  Summary


  As the play begins, the King of Navarre and his three lords, Berowne, Longaville, and Dumaine, discuss the founding of their academe, or academy. The King reflects on the goal of their scholarship, primarily fame. He then asks the three lords to sign their names to the oath, swearing their commitment to the academe for three years. Longaville and Dumaine agree, but Berowne has issues with the strictness of the oath. He questions the necessity of the oath's requirements for fasting, little sleep, and the avoidance of women, calling them "barren tasks, too hard to keep,/ Not to see ladies, study, fast, not sleep" (I.i.47-8). He argues this point with the King, but finally agrees to sign the oath.


  Berowne then begins to read the text of the decrees. He begins, "[I]f any man be seen to talk with a woman within the term of three years, he shall endure such public shame as the reset of the court can possible devise" (I.i.129-32). He points out that the King is going to break this article himself, since the daughter of the French king is about to pay a visit to their court. The King says that this decree must be forsworn "on mere necessity" (I.i.148). Berowne says that he has no problem subscribing to a decree that can be forsworn on mere necessity, and he signs the document.


  The constable Dull enters with a letter and the fool, Costard. He tells them that he has a letter from Don Armado, and Costard tells them that the letter concerns him and Jaquenetta. The King reads the letter, in which Armado informs him that he has caught Costard consorting with Jaquenetta and has thereby sent him to the King for punishment. Costard tries to escape with clever wordplay, but he fails and is sentenced to a week of only bran and water.


  Don Armado confesses to his page, Moth, that he has fallen in love with Jaquenetta. He asks Moth to comfort him by telling him of other great men that have been in love, and Moth mentions Hercules and Samson. Dull returns with Costard and Jaquenetta and tells Armado that the King has sent Costard to serve his sentence. Armado tells Jaquenetta that he loves her, but she departs with Dull. Armado sends Costard with Moth to be imprisoned and, when alone, laments that his oath will be forsworn through his love for Jaquenetta. He then begins to write.


  Commentary


  The King's opening lines illustrate the primary goals for establishing his academe: "Let fame, that all hunt after in their lives,/ Live regist'red upon our brazen tombs" (I.i.1-2). He says, "Navarre shall be the wonder of the world" (I.i.12), suggesting that he seeks knowledge not for its own sake but to further the fame of his court.


  Berowne's attempts to convince the King that the oath is too strict and severe show how language functions as a tool in the play. Berowne tries to talk his way out of the parts of the oath he does not like, but this time the King is not convinced. The King and the other two lords note the paradoxical nature of Berowne's reasoning:


  
    KING: How well he's read, to reason against reading!

    DUMAINE: Proceeded well, to stop all good proceeding!

    LONGAVILLE: He weeds the corn, and still lets grow the weeding
(I.i.94-6)
  


  Berowne will use rhetoric later to justify other contradictory conclusions--for example, when he reasons that the courtship of the Princess and her ladies does not violate their oath (see IV.iii.286-362).


  When Costard, the fool, is caught courting Jaquenetta by Don Armado, he tries to reason his way out of the punishment by arguing that Jaquenetta is not a wench but a damsel, not a damsel but a virgin, and finally not a virgin but a maid. The King, however, informs him that these classifications all fall under the same decree and punishes him anyway. The defeat of Costard's reasoning and his punishment for courting Jaquenetta warn the King and lords to avoid duplicitous rhetoric and scheming women. Unfortunately, they choose not to heed this warning, and so become entangled in similar situations again.


  Act II, Scene i


  Summary


  The Princess of France arrives with her entourage. She sends Boyet, one of her attendants, to the King to announce their arrival, since she has heard the King's vow that "no woman may approach his silent court" (II.i.24). With Boyet gone, she asks her attendants about the other men with whom the King shares his oath. Maria describes Lord Longaville, Katherine mentions Dumaine, and Rosaline identifies Berowne.


  Boyet returns and informs the Princess that the King intends to "lodge you in the field" (II.i.85) rather than break his oath and allow women in his house. The King enters with his lords and tells the Princess that he cannot bring her to the court because of his oath. She hands him a paper, and they discuss the payment of a hundred thousand crowns and the control of Aquitaine. (This particular matter seems confusing, but is completely insignificant to the plot.) The King says that he will return to visit the ladies again the next day, and he departs. Before they leave, Dumaine, Longaville, and Berowne each ask Boyet for the name of the woman they fancy.


  When they have gone, Boyet tells the Princess that he believes the King is "infected" (II.i.230) with love for her and describes the behaviors he believes to be indicative of this condition.


  Commentary


  The Princess's reaction to her ladies' description of the three lords--"God bless my ladies! are they all in love,/ That every one her own hath garnished/ With such bedecking ornaments of praise?" (II.i.77-9)--foreshadows the love that will eventually develop between the ladies and lords. The Princess also foreshadows the King's love for her when she says, "[Y]ou'll prove perjured, if you make me stay" (II.i.113), suggesting that her continued presence will lead the King to break his oath.


  With her response to the King's greeting, the Princess shows how she and her ladies will take the words of their soon-to-be suitors literally. When he welcomes her to the court of Navarre, she responds, "'Welcome' I have not yet: the roof of this court is too high to be yours. . ." (II.i.91-3). This line sets up the obstinate, combative position these women will take on the King's men and their words.


  Boyet acts like a true member of the Princess's party, as illustrated through his response to the three lords' inquiries about the names of the ladies. He gives Longaville precise, literal answers to each of his questions, much to the lord's chagrin:


  
    LONGAVILLE: I beseech you, a word: what is she in the white?


    BOYET: A woman sometimes, an' you saw her in the light.


    LONGAVILLE: Perchance light in the light. I desire her name.


    BOYET: She hath but one for herself; to desire that were a shame.


    LONGAVILLE: Pray you, sir, whose daughter?


    BOYET: Her mother's, I have heard.


    LONGAVILLE: God's blessing on your beard!


    (II.i.197-203)

  


  After the King's party leaves, the Princess tells Boyet that "it was well done of you to take him at his word" (II.i.217), suggesting her approval of this method of taking statements literally.


  When Boyet and Maria jest with each other, the Princess tells them to save their wits for doing battle with the King's party: "Good wits will be jangling; but, gentles, agree:/ This civil war of wits were much better used/ On Navarre and his book-men; for here 'tis abused" (II.i.225- 7). Clearly the Princess plans to engage in a battle of wits with the King.


  Act III, Scene i


  Summary


  Armado asks Moth to bring Costard to him to deliver a letter. Moth returns with Costard, who has broken his shin, and the three have a discussion of riddles, morals, and l'envoy. Armado tells Costard that he is going to set him free, on the condition that he will deliver a letter to Jaquenetta. Costard agrees, Armado gives him money, and he and Moth depart.


  Berowne enters and asks Costard to deliver a letter to Rosaline for him. Costard agrees, is given more money, and exits. After Costard leaves, Berowne laments his love.


  Commentary


  Moth illustrates the precise wordplay present throughout the play here when he, like Berowne, justifies a seemingly contradictory claim: "As swift as lead, sir. . .Is that lead slow which is fired from a gun?" (III.i.57,62).


  Costard exhibits the tendency to take language literally in this scene when he receives payments from Armado and Berowne. When Armado gives him remuneration, he decides that "that's the Latin word for three farthings" and says that "I will never buy and sell out of this word" (III.i.136,141). When Berowne gives him a reward, which he calls guerdon, he says "Gardon, O sweet gardon! Better than remuneration; eleven-pence farthing better: most sweet gardon!" (III.i.166-8).


  He assumes that these two men speak literally when they say they are giving him remuneration and guerdon--he interprets these words as actual names for the amounts of money he is given. Costard's ignorance draws attention to the way that the men tend to speak metaphorically.


  In this scene, Costard appears to make an allusion to The Merchant of Venice, another Shakespeare play, when he says, "My sweet ounce of man's flesh! my incony Jew!" (III.i.134). However, The Merchant of Venice is commonly believed to have been written around 1596-7, after Love's Labour's Lost. Therefore, it is possible that Shakespeare revised Love's Labour's Lost to include this line after he wrote The Merchant of Venice.


  Act IV, Scenes i and ii


  Summary


  The Princess and her party go into the woods on a hunt. Costard finds them and gives the Princess a letter, telling her it is for Rosaline from Berowne. The letter he gives her, however, is actually for Jaquenetta. Boyet reads the letter, which is signed "Don Armado," and the Princess tells Costard that he has delivered the letter mistakenly.


  Holofernes, Sir Nathaniel, and Dull discuss the hunt they have just witnessed. They argue about whether the deer the Princess has killed was a pricket (a two-year-old deer), and Holofernes presents "an extemporal epitaph on the death of the deer" (IV.ii.50-1).


  Jaquenetta and Costard arrive, and Jaquenetta asks Holofernes and Nathaniel to read the letter that Costard has delivered to her. She believes this to be the letter written to her by Don Armado, but as Holofernes reads, it turns out to be the letter from Berowne to Rosaline. Nathaniel reads the letter aloud, and he and Holofernes critique the poetry. They then inform Jaquenetta and Costard that the letter was actually written by Berowne--one of the King's lords--and ask them to bring the letter to the King.


  Commentary


  When the Princess discusses her hunt, she reveals that she is seeking praise: "As I for praise alone now seek to spill/ The poor deer's blood, that my heart means no ill" (IV.i.34-5). Here she reveals her similarity to the King, who also desired praise and fame for his academe. The Princess also believes, "praise we may afford/ To any lady that subdues a lord" (IV.i.39-40). Since we have just learned that the Princess is seeking praise, we can infer that she also seeks to subdue a lord, thus foreshadowing the power she will exercise over the King later in the play.


  Shakespeare presents the learned men as a farcical critique of scholarship and intellectuals. Dull is presented as a simple contrast to their learned ways; Holofernes and Nathaniel emphasize his lower level of intellect. After Dull makes a comment about the deer, Holofernes cries, "Twice-sod simplicity, bis coctus!/ O thou monster Ignorance, how deformed dost thou look!" (IV.ii.22- 3). Nathaniel tells Holofernes to remember that Dull "hath never fed of the dainties that are bred in a book;/ he hath not eat paper, as it were; he hath not drunk ink:/ his intellect is not replenisht; he is only an animal,/ only sensible in the duller parts" (IV.ii.24-7). Their emphasis on Dull's simplicity and ignorance and the pun on his name in the last line reinforce the contrast between Dull's inferior intellect and Holofernes and Nathaniel's affected scholarship.


  Dull also demonstrates his lack of book-learning when he tries to repeat Holofernes' statement that "th'allusion holds in the exchange" (IV.ii.43), saying first "collusion" and then "pollusion" in his attempt to echo Holofernes' learned speech.


  Act IV, Scene iii


  Summary


  Berowne enters, carrying a paper that contains a poem to Rosaline. He hears someone else coming and hides. The King enters in a love-induced swoon and reads from a poem he has written. Berowne is surprised to learn that the King is also in love. The King hears Longaville approaching, also reading, and hides. Longaville enters, speaks of his love for Maria, and begins to read from a poem he has written. He hides when he hears another approaching, and Dumaine enters, moaning longingly for Kate. He reads an ode that he has written, and laments that his friends do not share his suffering.


  Longaville advances to chide Dumaine, and, at this, the King advances and reveals that he has heard of Longaville's love for Maria. He scolds the two lords for breaking their oath and asks, "[W]hat will Berowne say when that he shall hear/ A faith infringed, which such zeal did swear?" (IV.iii.143-4). Berowne advances and asks the King, "what grace hast thou, thus to reprove/ These worms for loving, that art most in love?" (IV.iii.151-2). He reprimands the three men for breaking their oath and says, "I, that am honest; I, that hold it sin/ To break the vow I am engaged in;/ I am betray'd, by keeping company/ With men like you, men of inconstancy" (IV.iii.175-8).


  Jaquenetta and Costard enter with the letter, telling the King that it amounts to treason. He gives Berowne the letter to read, and Berowne tears it up upon recognizing it as his verses to Rosaline. Dumaine finds a piece of the letter with Berowne's name on it, and Berowne confesses that he, too, is in love. The four men begin to argue about which of their loves is the most beautiful.


  The King realizes that they are all in love "and thereby all forsworn" (Berowne, IV.iii.280). He asks Berowne to "prove/ Our loving lawful, and our faith not torn" (IV.iii.281-2). Berowne makes a long speech in which he argues that to look at a woman is the best way to learn beauty. He decides, therefore, that their scholarship oath led them further away from true study. The King seems to accept this argument, and they resolve to woo the women.


  Commentary


  This scene illustrates the use of the aside, a common technique in Shakespearean drama. An aside occurs when one of the characters is supposedly hidden and speaks to the audience without being heard by the other characters. It is indicated by placing the word aside in parentheses after the character's name and before their speech; an aside allows the audience to observe the characters observing each other. This technique is used to a comedic extent in this scene when three characters, in turn, are hidden and revealed.


  Berowne comments on his role as the first to hide: "All hid, all hid, an old infant play./ Like a demigod here sit I in the sky,/ And wretched fools' secrets heedfully o'er-eye" (IV.iii.76-8). Here he specifically mentions overhearing and witnessing the secrets of his friends, fulfilling the primary function of the aside as a plot device. Berowne refers to his friends as "wretched fools," even though he finds himself in exactly the same situation.


  Each of the lords, in turn, tries to hide his own love and to scold his companions for breaking the oath. This might seem somewhat surprising, however, given how eager they are to have company in their misery. The King rejoices when he sees Longaville, celebrating "sweet fellowship in shame!" (IV.iii.47), and Berowne notes that "[o]ne drunkard loves another of the name" (IV.iii.48). Dumaine later wishes that the King, Berowne, and Longaville were lovers too, "[f]or none offend where all alike do dote" (IV.iii.124).


  Berowne's argument for accommodating love into the scholarship oath is the best example in Love's Labour's Lost of taking wit, rhetoric, and reasoning to ridiculous extremes. Shakespeare shows how reasoning and rhetoric can justify almost any desired conclusion. The King and his lords reveal the shallowness of wordplay and the dubiousness of scholarshipîand the intellectual life.


  Act V, Scene i


  Summary


  Holofernes and Nathaniel discuss Don Armado, with whom Nathaniel has been conversing. They mock his inferior intellect, criticizing his pronunciation and saying that they abhor "such rackers of orthography" (V.i.20).


  Armado, Moth, and Costard enter; Armado tells the learned men that the King has asked him to prepare "some delightful ostentation, or show, or pageant, or antick or firework" (V.i.105-7) to entertain the Princess and her party. He asks Holofernes and Nathaniel for their help in planning this entertainment, and Holofernes suggests that they present a show of the Nine Worthies.


  The men discuss who will play the roles of the Worthies, with Holofernes saying that he will play three of the roles himself. They then go off to plan their show.


  Commentary


  The play-within-the-play that the learned men begin planning in this scene is a common facet of Shakespeare's plays. Many of his most famous plays, such as Hamlet and A Midsummer Night's Dream, include scenes of plays. These scenes allow the playwright to present a view of the theater experience (for players, playwright, and audience) on the stage itself. We will see when the play of the Nine Worthies takes place that the audience behaves in a way that may be surprising.


  Next, Moth makes fun of the learned men by saying to Costard, "They have been at a great feast of languages, and stolen the scraps" (V.i.37-8). This may be part of Shakespeare's critique of scholarship and rhetoric.


  Holofernes and Nathaniel are very critical of Don Armado, and Holofernes also notes Costard's unsuccessful attempt to appear scholarly. Costard says, "thou hast it ad dunghill, at the fingers' ends, as they say," and Holofernes replies, "O, I smell false Latin; dunghill for unguem" (V.i.72-4). Holofernes also makes some mistakes in his Latin, however, as in the first line of this scene. Clearly, Shakespeare mocks the use and misuse of language by almost every character in this play.


  In this scene, we see once again the contrast between Dull and his learned friends. Dull is present from the beginning of this scene, but does not speak until the very end. Holofernes notices this and says, "Via, goodman Dull! thou hast spoken no word all this while," and Dull replies "[n]or understood none neither, sir" (V.i.141-2). Shakespeare implies that Dull's inability to follow the conversation of Holofernes, Nathaniel, and Armado stems from his notably inferior intellect.


  Act V, Scene ii


  Summary


  The Princess shows her ladies a jewel that the King has sent her, and the four women discuss love. Katherine mentions her sister, who died of love. Rosaline tells them that she has received a letter from Berowne with verses and a picture of her. Katherine has received a letter and a pair of gloves from Dumaine, and Maria has received a letter and some pearls from Longaville.


  Boyet arrives and tells the ladies that the King and his companions are on their way, dressed as Muscovites, to court their respective loves. The Princess tells her ladies to mask themselves and to switch favors, so that the men will "[W]oo contrary, deceived by these removes" (V.ii.135).


  The men enter, and Moth makes a speech, during which Boyet interrupts him and Berowne corrects him. Rosaline, speaking as the Princess, asks what the strangers want, and the King tells her they want to converse with them. Each man takes turns appealing to the woman he thinks is his lady, and each pair converses apart. Rosaline tells them it is time to go, and the men leave. Each woman reveals that her respective man has pledged his love to her, and they note happily how gullible the men have turned out to be. They realize that the men will soon return, and thus they switch their favors back.


  The men arrive, dressed as themselves again, and the King offers to bring the women to his court. However, the Princess tells him that she does not want him to break his oath, for "[n]or God, nor I, delights in perjured men" (V.ii.346). She then tells him that a group of Russians has recently visited, and Rosaline complains that the Russians were fools. The women reveal that the costumes did not fool them, and the King fears the men will endure mockery.


  The King confesses that he was just there, in costume, and the Princess asks him what he told his lady. She warns him that he has to keep his oath, and he ensures her that he will. She then asks Rosaline what the Russian told her, and she repeats the words of the King. He says that he knew the Princess by the jewel on her sleeve, and the men realize the trick that the women played on them. Berowne realizes that "to our perjury to add more terror,/ We are again forsworn, in will and error" (V.ii.470-1).


  Costard enters and asks the King if he would like the Worthies to begin their show. Berowne tells them to prepare, but the King worries that they will be shamed. Berowne tells him that "'tis some policy/ To have one show worse than the king's and his company" (V.ii.509-10). The Princess also expresses her desire to see the show, and so it begins.


  Costard enters as Pompey, and Boyet mocks him during his speech. Berowne admires Boyet's mocking: "Well said, old mocker: I must needs be friends with thee" (V.ii.544). The Princess thanks him, and Nathaniel enters as Alexander. Boyet and Berowne mock him, but the Princess encourages him to continue. Berowne tells Pompey to take Alexander away, and Nathaniel exits. Holofernes and Moth enter as Judas Maccabeus and Hercules, respectively. Holofernes delivers a speech about Hercules, and Moth exits. Boyet, Berowne, Longaville, and Dumaine all mock Holofernes, and he complains that "[t]his is not generous, not gentle, not humble" (V.ii.623) and leaves. Armado enters as Hector and begins his speech, after being encouraged to do so by the Princess. While he is speaking, Costard enters and tells Armado that Jaquenetta is pregnant. Armado threatens to kill Costard, and he responds, "Then shall Hector be whipped for Jaquenetta that is/ quick by him and hang'd for Pompey that is dead by/ him" (V.ii.692-4). Armado challenges Costard, and the rivals prepare to fight.


  A messenger named Mercadé enters and tells the Princess that he has news of her father. Even before he tells her, she realizes that he is dead, and Berowne commands the Worthies away. The Princess thanks the King and his lords for their entertainment and tells him that they will leave that night. He entreats her to stay, and the men once again appeal to their ladies for love. The Princess tells the King that he should become a hermit for twelve months and then seek her again, and Katharine and Maria tell Dumaine and Longaville that they will receive them again in one year under similar conditions. Rosaline tells Berowne that he must spend one year using his wit to make the sick smile. He tells her, "it is impossible:/ Mirth cannot move a soul in agony" (V.ii.849-50). She insists, however, and he agrees.


  As the women are about to depart, Armado enters and asks the King if they can perform the song that would have been sung at the conclusion of their play. He gives permission, and the cast of the play re-enters to perform a song of winter and spring.


  Commentary


  Katherine's mention of her sister, who has died of love, starts the audience thinking about death and subtly foreshadows the news of the King's death.


  Rosaline, acting as the Princess, once again illustrates the women's literal interpretation of language when the King says they have measured many miles in their journey. She tells Boyet to "[a]sk them how many inches/ Is in one mile: if they have measured many,/ The measure then of one is easily told" (V.ii.188-90). The Princess, acting as Rosaline, responds to Berowne's request for "one sweet word with thee" with "Honey, and milk, and sugar, there is three" (V.ii.230-1).


  Berowne's frustration with the women's literal treatment of language finally comes to a climax, and he swears off all poetical techniques for wooing: "Taffeta phrases, silken terms precise,/ Three-piled hyperboles, spruce affectation,/ Figures pedantical; these summer-flies/ Have blown me full of maggot ostentation:/ I do forswear them; and I here protest,/ By this white glove--how white the hand, God knows!--/ Henceforth my wooing mind shall be exprest/ In russet yeas and honest kersey noes." (V.ii.406-13) Berowne has not sworn off wit altogether, however, as he happily admires and then joins Boyet's mocking of the actors in the play of the Nine Worthies.


  The behavior of Boyet and the King's lords during the show of the Nine Worthies might help to reveal the behavior of typical Elizabethan theater audiences. It was common practice for audiences to talk during plays, and Shakespeare might use the characters in Love's Labour's Lost to illustrate his audiences' rudeness. Regardless, this marks another difference between men and women in the play, since only the men act rudely to the actors. The Princess is very polite, only speaking to thank and encourage the actors, and the rest of her ladies do not speak at all during the play.


  Note that during the lords' commentary on the play, they frequently interchange the names of the men with the characters they portray. This is especially evident during the argument between Costard and Armado, when the men encourage Pompey and Hector to fight.


  At the end of the play, Berowne notes that the play does not end like a typical comedy: "Our wooing doth not end like an old play;/ Jack hath not Jill. . ." (V.ii.867-8). The King reassures him that "it wants a twelvemonth and a day,/ And then 'twill end;" however, Berowne adds, "[t]hat's too long for a play" (V.ii.870-1). With this statement, he refers to Aristotle's archetypal dramatic conventions, which dictated that a play observe the three unities: unity of time, place, and action. Berowne rightly points out that a time span of a year is too long for a play to observe all three unities.


  Questions for Study


  


  
    
      Do you think Love's Labour's Lost can be grouped with the rest of Shakespeare's comedies, even though it does not conclude with marriage? Why or why not? If not, is there another category that describes it better, or does it defy categorization entirely?
    


    
      Examine the role of letters in this play. What is the effect of having one character read another character's words in the form of a letter? How does this aspect of the play make it self-conscious,î like a play-within-a-play? Consider also the effect of the masque of the Nine Worthies and the Muscovite disguises of the King's party on the theatrical quality of the play.
    


    
      Examine the use of rhyme in the play. What significance can you attribute to the presence or absence of rhyme in characters' lines? Why do you think nearly half the play is written in rhymed verse?
    


    
      How does the play present learning and scholarship? Consider Don Armado, Sir Nathaniel, and Holofernes as parodying or mocking the scholarly tradition.
    


    
      The play's plot is quite simple. Can you make an argument to show that the play is actually more concerned with language than plot?
    


    
      Can you establish any correlation between the characters of Costard, Sir Nathaniel, Holofernes, Moth, and Don Armado and the roles they assume in the play of the Nine Worthies?
    


    
      What does the play suggest or identify as the major differences between men and women?
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