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    William Shakespeare is regarded as the most influential writer in English history. His 37 plays have been performed countless times, and have been reproduced and adapted across a broad range of periods and cultural contexts. As well as the plays, which can be loosely divided into tragedies, histories and comedies, Shakespeare wrote a number of narrative poems and sonnets. He also had an indelible influence on the English language itself, bringing a huge variety of words and phrases – as varied as “swagger”, “bubble”, “mind’s eye” and “heart of gold” – into regular usage.


    Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582 and had three children with her. Their only son, Hamnet, died at the age of 11. Very little else is known about Shakespeare’s life, which he spent between Stratford-upon-Avon and London. It is clear, however, that his literary talents were matched by a shrewd entrepreneurial spirit. He made a number of profitable investments in his lifetime, which gave him the financial freedom to devote himself to acting and writing. In 1599, Shakespeare and his acting company (The Lord Chamberlain’s Men) built the Globe Theatre on the banks of the River Thames in London. Many of Shakespeare’s greatest plays were written to be performed at this theatre.

  


  
    THE WINTER’S TALE


    A COMEDY IN FIVE ACTS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2008) The Winter’s Tale. London: Norton.


      	1st edition: 1623


      	Themes: jealousy, tyranny, innocence, redemption, the miraculous

    


    The Winter’s Tale, one of Shakespeare’s later plays, was written between 1609 and 1611. Its most important source is Robert Greene’s novella Pandosto (1588). Although Shakespeare added and altered characters and revised some details of the plot, the general premise of the two texts remains the same: a jealous king suspects his wife of infidelity, and this unfounded suspicion threatens his kingdom and lineage.


    Shakespeare’s play is divided neatly into two opposing parts, the first (Acts 1-3) covering King Leontes’ descent into destructive jealousy and the second (Acts 4-5) offering the prospect of redemption and renewal. The play’s two parts are differentiated through a series of sharp contrasts: the seasons change from winter to summer; the setting changes from Sicilia (Sicily) to Bohemia; tragedy turns to comedy; age makes way for youth. These contrasts are enabled by Shakespeare’s revolutionary decision to skip over 16 years in middle of the play, inventing the figure of Time to guide the audience through this transition.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A KING’S JEALOUSY


    The play opens at the end of an extended visit by King Polixenes of Bohemia to Sicilia, the kingdom of his childhood friend Leontes. Two Lords – one from each Kingdom – admire the bonds of friendship that exist between the two Kings and praise Leontes’ young son Mamillius, who is described as “a gentleman of the greatest promise” (1.2.30-31). Elsewhere in the palace, Polixenes thanks his friend for his hospitality and prepares to leave the following morning. Leontes begs him to stay for another week, but Polixenes gently declines. Leontes asks for his wife Hermione to assist him in encouraging Polixenes to extend his visit and – after she jokingly threatens him with imprisonment – he relents. However, this light-hearted exchange provokes an extreme bout of jealousy in Leontes, which is exacerbated when Hermione takes Polixenes’ hand in a gesture of friendship. In an impassioned aside, Leontes reveals his suspicion that the two are romantically involved.


    Hermione and Polixenes notice Leontes’ change in mood, but he brushes off their concerns and encourages his wife to entertain Polixenes while he spends time with his son. Alone with Mamillius, Leontes becomes increasingly impassioned, lamenting that there is no way of controlling female sexuality and ensuring the legitimacy of one’s offspring. Camillo, a Sicilian Lord, arrives and Leontes quizzes him about the relationship between Polixenes and Hermione. When Leontes directly accuses his wife of adultery, Camillo responds with horror and defends her. Leontes, however, questions Camillo’s loyalty and incites him to poison Polixenes. Camillo continues to express doubts about the truth of the affair, but eventually agrees to murder Polixenes on the condition that Leontes promises to suppress his suspicions and take back his wife after the deed is done.


    HERMIONE’S IMPRISONMENT


    Once Leontes has left, however, Camillo decides to break his promise and escape the court rather than murder the innocent Polixenes. He reveals the truth to Polixenes, who is horrified and denies the allegations, and they arrange to leave the city in secret the following morning. When their departure is discovered, Leontes takes it as a sign of guilt and congratulates himself on his accurate instincts. He has one of his men take Mamillius away from his mother before publicly accusing her of infidelity and alleging that her unborn child is Polixenes’. She attempts to defend herself, but Leontes continues to berate her as his Lords look on and, eventually, he has her sent to prison. When Hermione departs, Leontes’ Lords defend her honour and suggest that he behave more moderately. Leontes tells the Lords that he has sent a messenger to the Temple of Apollo, where the oracle – an individual who is able to speak directly to the gods – will be able to inform them of the truth. He promises to act in accordance with the answer he receives.


    Paulina, a Lady of the court, attempts to visit Hermione in prison but is prevented by the jailer. She discovers from Hermione’s waiting women that Hermione has delivered her baby – a daughter – prematurely. Paulina decides to present the baby to Leontes and attempt to talk him out of his jealous rage. She arrives to find Leontes raving and erratic after many sleepless nights; he is completely deaf to her eloquent defence of the Queen. When she places his daughter before him he instructs his Lords to force her out of the room and, when Paulina continues to resist, he threatens to have her and the baby burned. Once Paulina has been removed, Leontes asks her husband Antigonus to remove the baby from the Kingdom and abandon it in a desert. He, somewhat reluctantly, agrees to do so.


    A QUESTIONABLE TRIAL


    Leontes organises a trial at which Hermione is permitted to defend herself. She reminds her listeners of the high esteem she was previously held in and insists that her friendship with Polixenes was entirely innocent. When she continues to deny the accusations, Leontes threatens her with death. She responds fiercely, arguing that she has nothing left to live for now that Leontes has deprived her of love, honour and both of her children. She accepts her death, but is confident that the oracle’s reply will restore her honour. Leontes calls upon the messengers who reveal the oracle’s message:


    
      “Hermione is chaste, Polixenes blameless, Camillo a true subject, Leontes a jealous tyrant, his innocent babe truly begotten, and the King shall live without an heir if that which is lost be not found.” (3.2.131-133)

    


    Leontes disregards this message, deciding to continue the trial regardless. At that moment, a servant arrives from the palace to declare that Mamillius has died of sorrow on account of his mother’s plight. On hearing this news, Hermione too falls to the ground in a swoon. Too late, Leontes realises that his jealousy was misplaced and instructs his courtiers to care for her tenderly as she recovers. He begs Apollo for forgiveness and promises to make amends for his irrational actions. His prayers are interrupted by the arrival of a distraught Paulina, who announces that Hermione too is dead. Leontes vows to spend the remainder of his days mourning over the grave of his wife and son.


    NEW BEGINNINGS


    Antigonus arrives in Bohemia carrying the infant Princess. He describes a dream he had the previous night, where Hermione appeared to him and asked that he name the baby ‘Perdita’ – that which was lost. She also informs him that he will never see his wife again. Antigonus leaves the baby in the Bohemian countryside along with a scroll describing her parentage and box containing great riches. On his way back to the ship, Antigonus meets a rather unfortunate end which is described in the infamous stage direction: “Exit, pursued by a bear” (3.3.57). Soon afterwards, an elderly Shepherd arrives and decides to claim Perdita – and the box of jewels – as his own.


    Time arrives on stage to announce that sixteen years have passed since Perdita was rescued by the Shepherd. Camillo, still residing in Bohemia, desires to return to Sicilia before his death, as he believes he can be of some comfort to the ageing Leontes. As Polixenes convinces him to postpone the voyage, the conversation turns to Prince Florizel, who has been playing truant from court. Polixenes has been informed that his son is spending much of his time at the home of an inexplicably wealthy Shepherd. Polixenes and Camillo decide to disguise themselves and visit the Shepherd to observe Florizel in action.


    Florizel, disguised as a country lad, arrives at the Shepherd's home to attend a sheep-shearing festival where Perdita is acting as Queen of the Feast. Polixenes and Camillo also arrive in disguise and Perdita welcomes them in. After enjoying the feast, Florizel proposes to Perdita with the Shepherd, Polixenes and Camillo as witnesses. Polixenes (still disguised) encourages the young Prince to consult his father but when he refuses, Polixenes reveals his true identity and begins to scold his son. He threatens to have Perdita’s face disfigured and forbids his son from seeing her again. When Polixenes leaves in a rage, Florizel informs Camillo that he intends to escape with Perdita rather than break his promise to her. Camillo advises him to travel to Sicilia where he will be given a warm welcome. Florizel and Perdita follow his advice and travel to Sicilia disguised as paupers.


    A MIRACULOUS ENDING


    In the Sicilian court, Leontes continues to mourn for his family. Paulina has him promise that he will not remarry unless she deems it appropriate. Florizel and Perdita, now dressed in finery, present themselves at court. On Camillo’s advice, Florizel tells Leontes that he is visiting on a diplomatic mission from his father. Leontes greets his friend’s son warmly and is particularly taken with the beautiful Perdita. However, their conversation is interrupted by a message from Polixenes which reveals his son’s deception and Perdita’s ‘true’ identity as a Shepherdess. Leontes heads out to meet Polixenes, accompanied by Florizel and Perdita.


    In the streets of Sicilia, two gentlemen discuss the ensuing action: Leontes, Polixenes and Camillo have been reunited; Perdita’s heritage has been revealed; the oracle’s prophecy has been fulfilled. In the play’s final scene, the major characters travel to Paulina’s house to look upon a statue of Hermione which, apparently, is “newly performed by that rare Italian master Giulio Romano” (5.2.87-88). According to Paulina, this statue has been completed so recently that the paint on it has not yet dried. Leontes is moved to grief by the accuracy of the portrayal, which represents his wife as she would have been in the present day, rather than as she was 16 years earlier. When the statue has been praised and admired by the assembled crowd, Paulina promises something marvellous: she will make the statue move and speak. As the crowd look on, Paulina commands the statue to move. On cue, the statue steps down from the plinth and joins hands with her husband, Hermione seemingly resurrected through miraculous forces.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LEONTES


    King Leontes of Sicilia is initially devoted to his friend Polixenes, as they share a close bond on account of being raised together as children. However, he falls into a jealous rage at the sight of his friend interacting with his wife Hermione. In the opening acts he is paranoid and untrusting, reading guilt in everyone’s actions. He demonstrates a misogynistic fear of female sexuality, lamenting that there is “No barricado for a belly” (1.2.205): there is no way to guard a woman’s womb. Leontes is particularly concerned about appearances and reputation. The metaphorical cuckold horns which he fears are a visible manifestation of disgrace. As part of his paranoid jealousy, he worries that the entire court is whispering about the imagined affair. Leontes is a tyrannical ruler. He ignores evidence and advice, threatening innocent parties with death and violence. Although he sends a messenger to the oracle and arranges a trial, he does not really desire truth: he just requires confirmation of his suspicions. After the deaths of Mamillius and Hermione and his realisation of his mistake, Leontes becomes suddenly penitent. From this point onwards, he welcomes Paulina’s criticisms as merited: “Go on, go on. / Thou canst not speak too much. I have deserved / All tongues to talk their bitt’rest” (3.2.212-214).


    HERMIONE


    Queen of Sicilia and wife of Leontes, Hermione is pregnant with her second child at the outset of the play. When Leontes asks her to add her plea against Polixenes’ departure, she does so with a sharp wit and gentle humour, using thoughtful arguments alongside fencing metaphors and jovial threats of imprisonment. She is unsettled when she senses Leontes’ change in mood and is shocked by his accusations. Though she defends herself competently, she suspects that her failure to cry leads the Lords to look on her less favourably: “I am not prone to weeping, as our sex / Commonly are; the want of which vain dew / Perchance shall dry your pities” (2.1.109-112). She is dignified and measured, instructing her waiting women not to weep until their mistress has behaved in a way which merits it. In the courtroom scene, she defends herself in a measured way and remains undaunted in the face of death. She in unafraid of sacrificing her own life as long as her honour is untarnished, but the news of her son’s death is (apparently) fatal to her.


    CAMILLO


    Camillo is a shrewd advisor and loyal friend who remains faithful to his own principles. He does not share his King’s suspicions about the affair between Polixenes and Hermione, so decides not to act on his murderous command. He is aware that he could profit personally from committing the murder, as Leontes will likely promote him, but he instead decides to spare Polixenes and escape from the court. This is not the only instance in which Camillo averts disaster. When Florizel and Perdita intend to sail blindly into the wilderness after Polixenes’ fit of rage, he instead suggests that they visit Sicilia


    PAULINA


    

    ANTIGONUS


    

    POLIXENES


    

    PERDITA


    

    FLORIZEL
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