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ABSTRACT.

Sexual Discourse in the Jacobean Theater of Social Mobility

by

Margaret M. Sticpewich

Social mobility was a feature of life in early modern England, and its effect on
the gentry was the material for a number of plays written in the first decades of the 17th
century: Shakespeare's 4/l's Well That Ends Well, Massinger's The Maid of Honour and
The Bondman, and Middleton's The Changeling. In these plays the dramatists examine
the moral questions of fitness for membership in the elite. They use received notions of
sexual desire and gender hierarchy together with a narrative of social mobility to question
and to legitimate this mobility. Social aspiration and sexual desire could be putintoa
productive dramatic relationship because in contemporary thought they were connected at
a fundamental ethical level. Their theatrical conjunction put sex into discourse in
Foucault's sense and deployed it in new ways.

The first three plays investigate the possibility of a more inclusive elite which
would be open, through marriage, to virtuous outsiders. Though the social mobility of the

protagonists does not threaten the hierarchy, the erotic energy which is inseparable from



their aspiration has a disruptive potential which calls their project into question. Nothing
less than a transformation of the desiring self is required to legitimate their ambition. In
the downward mobility represented in The Changeling there is no transformation of the
self; uncontrolled desire leads to chaos in the social order, and the play constructs a
cleavage between the respectable and the morally reprehensible parts of society.

Though the plays endorse the control of desire as the touchstone of acceptance
into the elite, the theatrical representation of this desire in the struggle to deserve status
functions in a productive rather than a repressive way. It creates a secular sexual
discourse which became an integral part of the entertainment provided by the commercial
theater. Moreover, this representation of desire is deployed to change the way society is
perceived. The audience is persuaded to envisage an elite reformed by the inclusion of
people of merit from outside it, and to accept the corollary of this— the separation and

exclusion of the morally reprehensible.
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Introduction.

In England in the early seventeenth century, anxiety amongst the gentry about
their social status was acute. This anxiety was part of a more general concern about their
position as leaders of the commonwealth under a new King whose controversial policies
became matters of discussion by an increasingly wide public. These problems were used
as material for a number of plays written in the first decades of the seventeenth century,
for example: Shakespeare's All's Well That Ends Well, Philip Massinger's The Maid of
Honour and The Bondman, and Thomas Middleton's The Changeling. I shall argue that
staging the problems of social aspiration and authority inevitably put them in a
relationship with sexual desire. In these plays, received ethical notions about sexuality
and gender order were used together with a narrative of social mobility both to legitimate
and to question this mobility. The theatrical conjunction of social ambition and sexual
desire "put sex into discourse" in Foucault's sense, in a number of new ways, and it
helped to shape the character of the theater as commercial entertainment. In three of the
plays— A4ll's Well That Ends Well, The Maid of Honour and The Bondman— the
legitimation of social mobility leads the protagonists to focus on themselves as subjects
of sexual desire in an attempt to renounce or transform that desire. In The Changeling,
sexual discourse is produced by the representation of sexual transgression against the
patriarchy, a transgression which is followed by social and moral degradation. This fall

enacts the separation in contemporary society of the morally reprehensible from the
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"better sort" in the name of social order.

Like many other writers, I am indebted to Foucault. His writing on power and
sexuality in the first volume of The History of Sexuality, and his later work on the
construction of the sexual subject I found suggestive and thought-provoking. It prompted
my interest in the production of sexual discourse in the drama of the early seventeenth
century and its relationship to certain contemporary social changes. Although Foucault
was notoriously cavalier in his treatment of the early modern period, I do not agree with
David Cressy that the use of his ideas for this period should be dismissed as "an exercise
in anachronism and dislocation," (125). Again, while I acknowledge that Foucault's
concept of power is controversial, I have found his distinction between productive and
repressive power pertinent to the early seventeenth century. James's reign seems to
exemplify the operation of "juridical power," but at the same time it was marked by the
appearance of productive power relations. Just as the early modern period in England
saw the beginnings of what Foucault calls "dividing practices," of attempts by authority to
discipline society, power was also operating in other productive ways: to incite sexual
discourse and to deploy it. The Protestant habit of spiritual self-examination, the drive
for moral reform, and the commercial theater were all sites for the development of secular
sexual discourse and for the construction of the subject. Not all social historians eschew
Foucault or consider him unhistorical: A.L. Beier in Masterless Men and Peter Brown in
The Body and Society, for example, refer to him favorably. His influence on some new
historicist critics is substantial. Recent sexual studies of the early modern period, as

Domna Stanton shows in Discourses of Sexuality, follow Foucault in historicizing
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sexuality, which they treat, like subjectivity, as an effect of ideological discourse, rather
than as an unchanging constitutive aspect of the individual. My work is based on this
assumption and on the belief that subjectivity is culturally constructed in gender-specific
ways, a matter ignored by Foucault.

A great deal of the recent criticism of early modermn drama has been concerned
with what Susan Zimmerman calls its "preoccupation with sexual desire," (5). Though
the interests of these critics vary enormously, a common theme is the adverse effect of the
patriarchal system on women. Whether it is the result of men's insecurity over their own
identity, as in the work of Laura Levine and Janet Adelman, or what Lisa Jardine calls
"the patriarchy's unexpressed worry about the great social changes which characterize the
period," the need to shore up male power is expressed, they suggest, in the assertion of
control over women's sexuality. Some writers, like Coppelia Kahn and Madelon Gohlke,
see the theatrical representation of sexuality as an enactment of the repression of the
feminine, while others, like Susan Zimmerman and Valerie Traub, believe that this
representation had a destabilising, transgressive effect on the patriarchal social structure.
There is a tendency in much of this writing to reify the idea of the patriarchy as an
internally coherent, inflexible power structure dedicated to the subordination of women at
all levels of society. I believe that this exclusive focus on the control of the feminine is
misleading because it ignores other ways in which the hierarchy functioned and other
pressing concerns which occupied authority. Certainly, the power structure was informed
by assumptions of male dominance over women: it was, after all, a system built on

"natural" hierarchies. It is clear that gender hierarchy was indeed an issue at the time, but



it should be considered in the context of other manifestations of the tensions and
uncertainties produced by a period of turmoil and change. Representation of sexual
desire in the theater had more complex origins than a narrow focus on patriarchal power
would suggest. In the first decades of the 17th century these tensions were especially
evident in the gentry class, the small elite whose traditional role had been the leadership
of the commonwealth. It was under pressure at this time for a variety of reasons. Its
composition and function were changing in response to changing political and economic
conditions. This is the context of the plays which I discuss. In these plays, the authority
of the ruling elite is at stake and sexual desire acts as a catalyst which reveals the moral
failings at the heart of authority. The issue of women's status and the control of feminine
sexuality is secondary to the wider question of who is fit to rule. My thesis will focus on
the theatrical deployment of sexual desire to examine, in All's Well That Ends Well, The
Bondman and The Maid of Honour, the possibility of a more flexible and inclusive elite,
and in The Changeling to demonstrate the vulnerability of an elite which is unable to
control the morality of its own members and dependants.

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the need to maintain a stable
society and an orderly hierarchy was seen as paramount, and there is evidence that this
feeling was shared by women. Rapid and poorly understood social and economic change
produced tremendous concern at many levels about the need to maintain order. There
was a general perception that things were getting out of control, that "There is in the
whole world a deluge of iniquity," which would be punished by divine wrath, as Henry

Goodcole said in 1620. This view was the basis of the drive to reform morals, and led to
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a variety of responses which the authorities hoped would keep society stable. These
included the imposition of an increasingly harsh criminal code, an attack on the culture of
the poor, and the attempt to subject certain groups— vagabonds, the poor, bastard bearers,
whores and witches— to rigorous control. It also led, as Susan Amussen has shown, to a
renewed emphasis on gender hierarchy and on discipline in the little commonwealth of
the household. All these targets of control were seen as moral problems, signs of possible
disorder in an ethical system whose larger manifestation was the divinely designed
cosmos. Disruption in one aspect of this system was inevitably linked with disruption in
another.

One feature of the contemporary social upheavals was rapid social mobility up
and down the social ladder. This movement was hardly new, and had been recognized,
like usury, as a fact of life by contemporary historians such as Harrison. However, its
pace had quickened and its scale intensified in the early Stuart period, partly as a result of
James's sale of honors. Its most significant features were a large rise in the number of
those claiming gentry status and an alarming increase in the numbers of landless poor and
vagrants. Lawrence Stone calls this mobility "a seismic upheaval of unprecedented
magnitude,” while Keith Wrightson sees it as a factor in the gradual transformation of the
established hierarchy through a process of increasing social polarization. Of course,
"social mobility" like "sexuality” is an anachronism. It is a colorless phrase which drains
the emotional and moral content from an activity which, for the Elizabethans and
Jacobeans, ranged from the endeavors of noble ambition to "sordid thrift," the pursuit of

wealth, or frantic competition for place. The criticism and mockery of social aspiration,



the abhorrence of money-grubbing and excessive consumption that abounded in
contemporary writing, were informed by the same thinking as was the concern about the
dangers of uncontrolled sexual desire. Both social striving and desire were potentially
disruptive of the rational order on which society was founded. At the physical level, the
indulgence of bodily pleasures was seen as the concomitant of the idleness and
"effeminacy” which was part of material gain. From the religious and ethical viewpoint,
ambition and desire were seen as aberrations of the will— vain, worldly longings which
fallen men and women pursue when they were not guided by reason. Reason showed that
the only proper object of aspiration was God. The doctrine of original sin, the root cause
of all disorder, put sexual desire at the very heart of the struggle between will and reason.
Moreover, because of the Fall, that proof of woman's imperfection, order was gendered to
the extent that the feminine occupied the inferior position in the various binary structures
of the hierarchical system. It is not surprising, therefore, that any concern about the
destabilising effects of social mobility should focus on that older, more accessible,
original source of human error, sexual sin.

In a period of economic shifts and social realignments the commercial theater was
uniquely placed to register and to participate in social change. It was, itself, a metaphor
for social mobility. For some of the enterprising men of the middling sort who had
invested their money in the new public theater, its profits provided a route to gentility.

To critics like Stubbes and Gosson in the 1570's, however, it was part of the dislocation
that seemed to threaten the stability of traditional values and hierarchies. The drama

employed the very skills and enacted the processes which were the stuff of social
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mobility. From the shape-changing players whose profession was a constant reminder of
the unenforceability of the sumptuary laws, to the provisional nature of gender on stage,
the theater suggested that social identity was not part of a stable, God-given order, but
was precarious and vulnerable to change. Though this perception of the theater
continued, by the first decade of the seventeenth century play-going had become the
fashionable pastime of the better sort and the status of actors was changing. The King
had taken over the patronage and control of the theaters, and there is evidence that certain
playhouses had become an accepted part of the establishment. It was in this context that
the plays which I shall discuss were staged.

Because sexual desire and social aspiration shared in a fundamental way the same
religious and ethical discourse, the drama was able to put them into a dynamic,
productive relationship in these Jacobean plays. All the plays are concerned with the
proper function of the patriarchy and three of them investigate the possibility of opening
this ruling group to include virtuous outsiders. The play about downward mobility, The
Changeling, is different; it represents a fall from gentry status as a plunge into the moral
and social abyss. There was clearly a need for a new imaginative foundation for a
legitimate social mobility which would accommodate the contemporary realities of social
change and yet endorse the traditional values on which the belief in the divine order was
based. The plays which I discuss are all informed by the profoundly ethical purpose of
differentiating between those who deserve status and those who do not, between the noble
and virtuous on the one hand and the low and the morally base on the other. In this

discussion I have avoided, as far as possible, using "class" in its modern meaning; in all



the plays, the social movement takes place within the gentry, considered in its broadest
sense to include people who were on its fringes. Three of the plays, All's Well that Ends
Well, The Maid of Honour and The Bondman, attempt to legitimate the rise, through
marriage, of deserving outsiders into the higher gentry. Their social ambition is
represented through erotic relationships, but this is not accomplished by allegory; rather
the fundamental ethical connection of the two drives allows each to illuminate the other.
Because the social assertiveness of the protagonists is inseparable from their sexual
desire, their aspiration is called into question because of its disruptive potential.
Although it is clear that, far from endangering the hierarchy, these people will only
benefit it, nothing less than a disclosure of the desiring self and its radical transformation
is required for the legitimation of their enormous ambition. No self-transformation is
undertaken in The Changeling. This play uncovers the operations of willful sexual desire
in the unexamined self and its destructive effects on the social order. It is the base upstart
who discloses, in his arrogant self-knowledge, an ambition for sexual gratification that
destabilizes the established hierarchy.

In these plays, the project of distinguishing the virtuous from the base, of
discovering the qualities that fit people for rule, is subverted by the conflation of erotic
desire and social aspiration. The erotic low which energizes the protagonist is not
eliminated by self-transformation after all: on the contrary, self-disclosure often leads to
erotic revelation. The theatrical use of these interdependent desires produces a secular
sexual discourse separated from the ethical basis which the two desires had in common.

Though the drama sought to connect sexual desire and social ambition for a moral



purpose, the attempt to represent mobile social identities shifts attention away from the
timeless moral values and opens up a site for the production of sexual discourse as
theatrical entertainment, as commodity. This is not the "sugar on the pill" of Tudor
morality plays, or lowlife vulgarity, though it has elements of these. It is itself a function
of social mobility and social differentiation: it is offered for the sophisticated
theater-goer's pleasure— shocking, titillating, sentimental, not yet perhaps aesthetic. Later
it will become the material for urbane acerbic wit— the "loose thought said with such a
grace" of Caroline comedy and tragicomedy.

Two critics, Valerie Traub and Mary Beth Rose, have written substantial books on
the relationship of sexual desire and the drama of the English Renaissance. My approach
is very different from that of Valerie Traub, whose project in Desire and Anxiety is to
demonstrate that the multiple, discontinuous, transgressive nature of desire in the drama
destabilizes its inevitable textual containment. Traub's use of contemporary historical
evidence is based on the psychological implications of male hegemony and the patriarchal
structure. By concentrating on the meta-structure of male power as the basis of her
historicization, Traub ignores important material evidence which affected the way the
patriarchy worked. Because I focus on the use to which sexual desire is put in the
dramatic interpretation of social mobility, emphasizing the social hierarchy and its role in
structuring sexuality, I situate my discussion more firmly in contemporary Jacobean
society and politics. Of course the literary critic no longer sees this "history" as a solid
framework of reality in which literature is produced. There has been much innovative

interdisclipinary writing which upsets old positivist assumptions in its search for new
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approaches to the past. Nevertheless, it is to the mainstream social historians of the early
modern period that the historicist literary critic must go for the socio-political context of
the work he is discussing, whether he depends on the massive accumulations of data of
Lawrence Stone or Christopher Hill or Anthony Fletcher or the more narrowly focused
work on church courts or literacy rates. Foucault cannot give us that. And the literary
critic inevitably takes into account the historians' often conflicting interpretations of that
data. Indeed, much of the literary criticism of the drama of the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries is based on a single, much-debated interpretation of the period—that
it was a time of radical change.

Mary Beth Rose argues in The Expense of Spirit that there was a major shift in the
discourses of love and sexuality in the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods towards a new
valuation of private life and the rising prestige of marriage. In the drama, Rose sees an
ongoing conflict between the old representation of love and sexuality and a new elevation
of private life which "grants greater centrality to women," (176). This elevation should
not, however, be seen as the trajectory of the drama, because, as Margot Heinemann had
pointed out, there were a great many plays being written whose impact was intended for
the public political sphere, not the private, and for this reason they were suppressed and
later lost or overlooked in the changing tastes of the Restoration. Rose believes that in
tragicomedy there occurs a separation of the sexual realm from the socio-political, which,
she says, indicated a relinquishing of old unifying cultural values and the recognition of a
separate, but equally valued, sphere of private life. [ doubt that the sexual discourse of

the drama of this period was part of a turn away from the quest for honor in active public
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life on the part of the gentry towards the "heroic enterprise” of marriage. The pressures
and tensions experienced by the gentry at this time inform the plays which I discuss,
where they emerge as a focus on honor. Honor was a matter of concern in contemporary
society where the ethos of chivalric heroism had all but disappeared. When these plays
deal with private life and marriage, these subjects concern the status and function of the
gentry in the hierarchy, matters which were under discussion at the time. If women
acquire a new centrality, it is a function of the theater's participation in this concern about
the male power structure. When sex and marriage are valorized in the plays I discuss, it
is because they facilitate appropriate social mobility into the upper class. If the old
Manichaean representation of women is being displaced by the ideal of chaste wife, it is
because marriage is used to reduce the threat of the upwardly mobile man or woman by
domesticating them. [ agree with Rose that sexual discourse was developing as an
independent realm, but if this helped to augment the prestige of marriage and the dignity
of private life, it also established the realm of sexual experience as part of commercial

entertainment, an area within the dominant discourse.

»



“Th' ambition in my love”: All's Well That Ends Well.

The program for the RSC's 1992 production of 4/l's Well That Ends Well showed
a raised arm and hand wound round with the thorny stem of a rose, while the fingers
clutch the red bloom which lies in the palm. It was a flamboyant introduction to a rather
austere, conservative performance, and it proclaimed, as the production did not, the play's
concern with feminine sexuality, for the rose was both the emblem of sexual love and of
virginity. The thorn stood both for "love's prick" and St Paul's "thorn in the flesh"— the
sin of concupiscence, (4YL 3.2.110; 2 Cor.12:7). The Countess, awaiting the lovesick
virgin Helena, uses the rose as a positive image of sexual passion: "If ever we are
Nature's, these are ours; this thorn / Does to our rose of youth rightly belong; / Our blood
to us, this to our blood is born:"' (1.3.126). At the same time the complex allusiveness of
"thorn" and "blood" hints at the perils of sexual desire, because in contemporary usage,
"blood" could refer to sexual passion. These ambiguities are part of the play's substratum
of alternative language which is used to bypass the simple polarity of women's chastity
and their disruptive desire so common in orthodox discourse,? (Weimann "Bifold

Authority" 410). The use of this language enables the play to explore more freely the

1 All quotations from All's Well That Ends Well are from the Arden Shakespeare, ed. G.K.
Hunter, London: Routledge, 1989.

2 Other examples of the use of "blood" to mean sexual passion are the dying Vittoria's words
at the end of The White Devil, "O, my greatest sinne lay in my blood" (5.6.240), and Angelo's
"Blood, thou art blood," as he meditates on his obsession with Isabella in Measure for Measure,
(2.4.15).



possibility of a virtuous feminine sexuality which might be used to heal and sustain an
ailing elite.

At its most inflexible, the faltering aristocracy of France in All's Well That Ends
Well resembles the old, hierarchical society which Foucault, in The History of Sexuality,
describes being displaced gradually by a "society of sex," (147-8). Such an aristocratic
society, he says, is based on kinship ties, the "deployment of alliance" through arranged
marriage, and the maintenance of the existing social system. It is a society where, in
Foucault's words, "power spoke through blood." Blood in such a traditional society has a
symbolic value, he says. It means the power of the sovereign to shed blood, the honor of
war, descent from noble blood, the danger of corrupting one's blood and so on. In this
society, "blood remained an important instrument in the mechanisms of power, its
manifestations and its rituals.” He contrasts this kind of society with the modern one
where power operates through the deployment of sexuality. In a society of sex, "the
mechanisms of power are addressed to the body, to life, to what causes it to proliferate, to
what reinforces the species, its stamina, its ability to dominate, its capacity for being
used.” The society which Shakespeare imagines as the court of France would be, for
Foucault, a society of blood: it values war, kingly power and noble descent. Yet this
society of blood has to accommodate itself to another kind of "blood"— the blood of
Helena's sexual passion. It is this "blood" which the poor physician's daughter uses to
bridge the social gulf between her and the nobleman she aspires to marry. Before it can
be an acceptable infusion into the blood of Bertram's noble pedigree, however, this blood

must be transformed into something less disorderly, less threatening to the nobleman's
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honor and to the social order.

Through the familiar tale of a humble girl who mends her fortunes, the play
investigates the idea that an erring elite can be rehabilitated and strengthened by the social
advancement of those who have shown themselves to have merit.’ However, ambition,
like the sexual desire from which it is inseparable in this play, is potentially destabilising
for the social order. Various specious secular arguments are put forward in the play
which seek to validate Helena's sexual and social aspirations by representing them as
really virtuous or natural. They all fail to diminish the threat of her self-seeking desire. It
is Helena who must transform herself. She does this, and rids herself of her disruptive
desire by using a Foucaultian "technique of the self" in which self-knowledge, Christian
renunciation and Stoic self-control all have a part, (The Use of Pleasure, | 1). To read
All's Well That Ends Well in this way is to make use both of Foucault's early work on the
relationship of sexuality and power and his later emphasis on "the question of the
subject." Helena's deployment of sexuality for exogamous marriage does not, of course,
result in "a society of sex," though it does have political implications for the established
hierarchy: the acceptance into the elite of the virtuous outsider who has controlled her
desire and deployed it for the achievement of chaste marriage into the ruling group. In
the end, the problem for the elite is not so much Helena's desire as the power of a woman
who has mastered herself through submission to Providence, a power which superseded

earthly authority. The theatrical representation of this deployment of sexuality

3 See Kenneth Muir, The Sources of Shakespeare's Plays on the origins of "clever wench"
tales in the folklore of many countries.
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contributes to the proliferation of a sexual discourse which, though grounded in the ethics
of "the flesh," is also innovatively secular, precisely because it is a product of the
commercial theater. Mary Bly has written recently of the "potentially seductive effect on
the audience" of watching the dramatization of feminine sexual desire in All’s Well That
Ends Well, ( 37). The reason, she argues, that they must take Helena's desire seriously is
her "extraordinary self-knowledge." This understanding of herself as "a subject of desire"
(Foucault, The Use of Pleasure 7), together with a transformation of that desire which is
spiritual but not ascetic, belonging, on the contrary, to life in the world, allows Helena to
make herself into a person of formidable authority. But the play makes clear that her
authority is not her own, but God's.

All's Well That Ends Well has finally broken with its dismal stage history of non-
performance or evisceration to be one of the most frequently produced Shakespearean
plays of the 'nineties.' The Royal Shakespeare Theatre staged it in two successive
seasons— 1991 and 1992. Its present popularity may be a tribute to the way a modern
audience responds to the triumph of an independent, resourceful woman in a
male-dominated society. The predominantly male audience of the seventeenth century,
however, might have reacted very differently to what they saw, perhaps, as the spectacle
of a young nobleman being coerced into marriage with a woman whose only qualification
for status was sexual passion dressed as virtue and elevated as saintliness. Much of the

criticism of the play has focused on the problem of Helena's "dual" nature— especially the

4 See Russell Fraser's account of the play's stage history in his introduction to the New
Cambridge edition of All's Well That Ends Well.
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contrast between her active sexuality and her Griselda-like piety and submission in the
latter half of the play. Some critics have used a psychological approach to the problem,
while others see it in terms of Protestant understanding of the sacred and the secular.’
More recent writing on the play focuses on gender issues, such as Helena's masculine role
as desiring subject or the tension between the ideologies of marriage and homosocial
ties.* None of these critics takes into account the play's concern with the relationship of
social status and merit in the context of the volatile, faction-ridden conditions of the end
of the old queen's reign in 1603 and the beginning of James's rule. The paradox of
Helena's nature is a function of her social advancement into a faltering elite. Because the
play interrogates both the establishment and the social climber; it mediates amongst the
ambiguities in contemporary thinking about social mobility and actual practice. The
aging and despondent elite which it represents is in need, not just of youth and vigor, but
virtue and merit. Both Helena's deployment of her sexual ambition and her ability to
transform its disruptive potential are necessary if she is to win her way into the ailing
society of blood, to reform and sustain it.

Julie Solomon, in her recent article on 4/l's Well That Ends Well, links the play to

James's wholesale creation of knights at the beginning of his reign, which, she says, "de-

5 For example, Janet Adeiman in "Bed Tricks" pp. 151-174; Barbara Hodgon in "The Making
of Virgins and Mothers" (47-71); Ruth Nevo in "Motive and Meaning in All's Well That Ends Well'
Ch.2.

Examples of the second type are, Peggy Munoz Simonds in "Sacred and Secular Motifs in All's
Well That Ends Well" (35-59); Cynthia Lewis in "Derived Honesty and Achieved Goodness," (147-
70).

& For example, Carolyn Asp, "Subjectivity, Desire and Female Friendship in All's Well That
Ends Well", (48-53); Michael Friedman, "Male Bonds and Marriage in All's Well That Ends Well
and Much Ado," (231-249); David McCandless in "Helena's Bed-Trick", (449-68).
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naturalized" the social order and revealed it to be culturally constructed, ( 134-69). She
argues that the play uses a medical analogy to examine this potentially radical
confrontation of nature by culture: the current challenge to conservative Galenism
physicians by Paracelsians who believed in the human capacity to transcend the "natural”
limits of knowledge. She thinks that the play suggests an epistemological shift, a
reconception of social reality. This would be difficult to support with contemporary
evidence. Social mobility had a long history, and the distinction between the perceptions
of a natural and a man-made hierarchy which Solomon draws seems too rigid.” The
existence of a social hierarchy in which the best and wisest ruled was seen as "natural" in
the sense that it conformed to the law of nature, and this was thought self-evident. Yet
there was nothing fixed in the composition of the hierarchy. Its man-made deficiencies
would always have been obvious, especially when the undeserving were elevated. The
chief concern expressed in contemporary writing was not the constructedness of the
system so much as the question of who deserved to rule. Though James's creation of
knights caused much adverse comment, the gentry class had been expanding in numbers
since the mid-sixteenth century.® There are other, more pertinent social contexts to be
taken into account. Solomon's reading of the play does not account for the undeniable

importance of Helena's sexual power and of the effect of this power on the ruling elite,

7 Alan Macfarlane believes that "from at least the 13th century” people in England were
socially mobile, acquisitive, rampant individualists, and that there was no significant transition from
one kind of society to another in the 16th and 17th centuries, (Ch.7).

8 D.M. Palliser writes: "The heralds . . . made nearly 4,000 grants of arms between 1560 and
1640. By the end of Elizabeth's reign the number of recognized gentry must have been
enormous,” (83).
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especially its honor code. The contemporary phenomenon of social mobility through
marriage is relevant here, too, as is the loss of morale and confusion amongst a section of
the elite caused by the failure of the Essex revolt of 1601 ( James, "Crossroads"). This
event and its repercussions are, [ believe, an important context for the disarray and
despondency of the aristocracy in the play, and the sense of uncertainty occasioned by the
infiltration of the upstart Helena.

In the fluid conditions of early seventeenth society, "there was widespread
agreement that social mobility was wreaking havoc with traditional distinctions of status,"
(Palliser 97). Though social mobility was an accepted reality, contemporary writing
suggests that social climbing by individuals continued to cause anxiety as it had in the
previous century. Resentment of the social climber had a long history. In the mid 16th
century humanists inveighed against people who put selfish interest before the common
good, men who are "given to seek their private wealth only".” Radical Protestant
preachers like Latimer denounced nouveaux riches merchants and those who are always
"climbing, climbing" up the social ladder, "some of them far above their degrees," thereby
endangering the godly hierarchy of the well-ordered commonwealth, (Skinner 226-7). By
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the pace of social mobility had
intensified. Patterns of social inequality were changing and there were shifts in the
relative size of particular social groups and the nature of their differentiation, (Wrightson
191). Discussion of mobility usually took place in the context of achieving the status of

gentility, the social level to which Helena aspires in her pursuit of Bertram.

9 Henry Brinklow, The Complaint of Roderick Mors, quoted in Skinner, 224.
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In the highly competitive society of the early modern period, one of the most
common ways up the social ladder was advantageous marriage, (Stone 29). There is
evidence that the old social hierarchy was indeed being altered by the practise of
intermarriage between different, but adjacent social groups: the landed gentry married
into the families of city merchants or the higher ranks of the professions.'® Keith
Wrightson believes that under the pressures of social and economic change, society came
to be viewed as clusters of intermarrying groups rather than as the old, formal hierarchy
of degree, (Wrightson "The Social Order" 191). In 4ll's Well That Ends Well, the
aristocratic hierarchy of France opens itself to a determined, independent young
gentlewoman without means, a physician's daughter, who is driven by her desire for a
young nobleman. The circumstances by which this fictional union of the professional
class and the nobility is achieved could not be more different from the alliances of gentle
blood with citizen money referred to in contemporary writing. Though the play does not
reproduce contemporary practise, it uses Boccaccio's tale of an enterprising girl who
makes good to interrogate both social aspiration and the elite which was its goal.
Attitudes to social mobility are as complex and contradictory in the play as they were in
contemporary society.

For Bertram, the lowly gentlewoman's pursuit of her "ambitious love" oversteps
the bounds of degree. Moreover, her erotic energy inverts proper gender order and by

implication, threatens the hierarchy itself. Such unruly passion in a virgin was hardly a

10 Lawremce Stone writes in "Social Mobility in Early Modern England," that "members of the
trades and professions rose in wealth, numbers and social status relative to the landed classes" at
this time and comments that the status of the medical profession was rising.
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passport to alliance with the aristocracy. In contemporary ethics, social aspiration and
sexual desire were indissolubly linked. All worldly desires were trivial and sinful
because they seduced men away from the love of God. When Robert Greene wrote in his
criticism of upstarts that "the end of all beeing is to knowe God, and not . . . to creep into
acquaintance," he neatly combined a snobbish distaste for the social climber with a
religious conviction about the nature of the virtuous life, ("A Quip for an Upstart
Courtier," 232). The influential humanist writer, Juan Luis Vives, groups ambition,
avarice and lust together as the results of selfish, intemperate desire for the worldly goals
of honor, money or sex, (Norena, 178). Women's sexual desire was especially culpable
because it recalled original sin, the source of all human error and irrationality. The
Platonic strain in early modern psychology elevated love as the most powerful and
important force in the universe, but sexual desire was seen as a brutish passion which had
to be controlled by reason, the faculty which brought humans closer to God. This
hierarchy of mind and body was mirrored in the natural order of the society of degree: It
is not surprising that Vives considered that "Sex is the pleasure of vulgar people,”
(Norena 45). Helena, a poor virgin driven by her passion for someone so far above her
that she sees herself "not in his sphere," seems, therefore, an unlikely candidate for a
heroine of successful social advancement into the nobility. Yet the play makes the point
that the aging elite needs rejuvenation. Authority, in the person of the King, sickens. Old
values are changing; noble, courteous soldiers like Bertram's father are a dying breed, and
the young courtiers are unguided, restive, starved of opportunity for active service. The

King welcomes the young people, Bertram as the hopeful son of the King's old comrade
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in arms, and Helena as the blessed "sweet practiser” to whom he entrusts his cure. By the
union of these two, the nobility will be restored to health and virtue, but before this can
happen, Helena's potentially disruptive desire must be transformed. Her recognition of
her own desire and her determination to change herself authorizes her move into the elite.

Shakespeare's focus on the power of the heroine's sexual desire is an addition to
the source. In Painter's story of Giletta of Narbonne, we are merely told that Giletta feels
fervently for Bertramo, "more than was meete for a maiden of her age," (qtd. in AWW
app.145). However, in the very next tale in Painter, Tancred of Salerne, which has long
been recognized as a possible source of the King's speech on virtue in All's Well That
Ends Well, the heroine Gismonda speaks directly and eloquently of her powerful sexual
feelings, (Painter 185). Not only does she defend her base-born yet virtuous lover in
much the same terms as the King defends Helena, but she also makes her physical
passion clear. She tells her father that she is "begotten of fleshe . . . as yet but yonge, and
thereby full of lust and delight." This confession of sexual feelings and the equally
forceful argument for virtue may well have contributed to the conception of Helena's
"dual” nature. The staging of what David McCandless calls, "the unrepresentable spectre
of feminine sexual desire and male dread," is, of course, theatrically alluring (McCandless
449). It is also integral to the project of interrogating social mobility and at the same time
it enlarges the scope of the play beyond the problem of social ambition to the question of
who deserves status.

The revelation of Helena's self-knowledge in soliloquy convinces the audience of

the real possibility of the transformation of her selfish desire. This transformation must






