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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文題要 

論文名稱: 《冬天的故事》中辯才、私通、與陽剛身份 

指導教授:姜翠芬 教授 

研究生:李珮寧 

 

論文題要內容:  

        此論文檢視莎士比亞《冬天的故事》中里昂提斯的妒忌，辯證其顯示

出了英國文藝復興時期，陽剛身分建構本身的問題性。在誘勸波西米亞國王延

長拜訪的結果中，里昂提斯敗給了他的妻子赫美溫妮，他雄辯技巧上的弱勢也

讓他的男性尊嚴受損；而赫美溫妮當初對於里昂提斯求婚的延遲回覆，以及本

劇中的語言的模糊性引發了他的猜忌，進而帶來了陽剛身分的崩解。除了辯才

外，此論文也探討私通的焦慮，其為英國近代早期陽剛身分建構下所暗藏的隱

憂。這樣的焦慮引發他不理性的行為以及對妻子貞潔的誤判。為了重建他的聲

望，里昂提斯擅用審判來保留駕馭妻子的絕對權力，並恢復他受損的名聲。儘

管本劇稍後轉向以年輕一代為主軸，似乎象徵著新的轉變，然而在赫美溫妮復

甦後，里昂提斯機智卻又令人感到不安的沉默，反映出他始終無法接受私通焦

慮所帶來的汙名。此論文以辯才與私通來檢視莎士比亞《冬天的故事》中的陽

剛特質，並以歷史與文化的文獻來佐證。期許能夠闡明英國文藝復興時期所困

擾男性的陽剛焦慮，並且辯證主角里昂提斯的妒忌並不是無從解釋的情緒爆

發，而是文藝復興陽剛身分建構下不可避免的集體產物。 

 

關鍵詞: 莎士比亞、《冬天的故事》、私通、妒忌、辯才、榮譽、陽剛身份 
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Abstract 

This thesis argues that Leontes’ jealousy manifests the problematic construction 

of masculine identity in Renaissance England. Leontes’ rhetorical inferiority to 

Hermione in the persuasion work resulted in his injured masculinity, which is 

exacerbated by the ambiguity of language in the play and Leontes’ sour memories of 

Hermione’s late acceptance to his marriage proposal, all of which sparkle Leontes’

jealousy and stimulate the collapse of his masculinity. Aside from rhetorics, this thesis 

also examines the anxiety of cuckoldry, a pre-existent, latent apprehension inherent in 

the construction of masculinity in early modern England. This anxiety leads to his 

unreasonable behavior and misjudgment. In order to rebuild his reputation, Leontes 

appropriates the public trial to retain absolute dominance over his wife and restore his 

stained honor. While the shift of the play’s focus to the younger generation signals a 

revision, Leontes’ tactful yet disturbing silence after Hermione’s resurrection reflects 

his resurfaced masculinity in the context of marriage and his inability to come to 

terms with the stigma of cuckoldry anxiety. Leontes’ jealousy is triggered by his lack 

of rhetorical skills essential to male confidence, a lack which is brutally magnified by

his wife’s impeccable eloquence; his following accusation of Hermione’s adultery is 

precipitated and irrevocably executed by his fear of rumor and cuckoldry prevalent in 

his time. This thesis aims to shed light on the issue of Renaissance masculine anxiety

and prove that Leontes’ jealousy is not just an unexplainable outburst of emotion, but

rather an inevitably collective product of the construction of Renaissance masculine

identity.

Keywords: Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, cuckoldry, jealousy, rhetorics, honor, 

masculinity 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Critical Background 

Academics have long branded Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale a problem 

play. First performed in 1611, five years before the Bard’s death, The Winter’s Tale 

appears, on the surface, to be two plays. This view arises from the gap between the 

intense psychological drama of the first three acts and the comedic nature of the last 

two. Although the play has been intermittently successful, with revival in 

productions in various forms and adaptations, the text itself has suffered negative 

review from several critics. Many nineteenth-century scholars found the play 

implausible, faulting Leontes’ irrational rage and jealousy and the unaccounted 

sixteen-year gap in the plot. Specifically, some have found Leontes’ language 

unsuccessful, and attribute it to carelessness or lack of finish on Shakespeare’s part. 

For instance, Dover Wilson in his introduction to The New Cambridge Shakespeare 

ascribes Leontes’ tangled and incoherent speech to the playwright’s logical 

breakdown as a result of the flood of ideas coming into his mind that he was “unable 

to create a logical or syntactical framework quick enough to carry them” (xxv-xxvi). 

Twentieth-century critics such as H. B. Charlton consider that there is no clearer 

evidence of the weakening of Shakespeare’s dramatic genius than in the romance. 

Furthermore, he points out that The Winter’s Tale is filled with figures, especially 

Leontes, who are “markedly lacking in the positive identity of personality which 

would stamp them as recognizably and consistently human” (269). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological
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Nevertheless, there seems to be a growing appreciation of the quality and power 

of this play. Today, scholars agree that the characteristics of the play typify the final  

period of Shakespeare’s writing. Instead of maintaining that The Winter’s Tale 

represents a decline in Shakespeare’s skill, many critics have reexamined the opinion 

that Shakespeare’s final plays are morose and disjointed. Some critics now argue that 

Shakespeare was at his most innovative during his final period, creating new forms 

and perfecting themes that had shadowed him throughout his career. For instance, 

critic Russ McDonald states that the language and syntax of the play is “complicated, 

elliptical, and irregular” (315). However, instead of viewing it as a flaw, he notes that 

this tempo reflects the meaning within the plot, and that the plot and linguistic style 

are tightly intertwined. The critic argues that the interrelation of plot and style is a 

distinctive characteristic of Shakespeare’s final works and that both are built on his 

lifelong study of human nature. 

Character-based study of The Winter’s Tale has primarily focused on Leontes. 

The King initiates the action in the play by his seemingly sudden outburst of jealousy, 

and this change in character has prompted much critical debate about the plausibility 

of the play’s action. It has been argued that Leontes’ jealousy—apparently arising 

from Hermione’s successful persuasion of her husband’s childhood friend, Polixenes, 

to extend his visit in Sicilia—erupts suddenly and without provocation. Although this 

view is not uncommon among critics and audiences alike, some scholars believe that 

Leontes’ jealousy can be traced to factors present at the beginning of the play. John P. 

Cutts (1968) contends that Leontes suffers from a “boy eternal” complex, evident 

from the very start of the play, which causes him to relate to those close to 

him—including his wife, his son, and his friend—in terms of the past, and that this  

complex accounts for Leontes’ apparently sudden onset of maddening jealousy (54).  
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He argues that when Polixenes consents to Hermione’s coaxing instead of his own, 

Leontes feels an unbearable sense of displacement as well as inadequacy. Another 

critic who attempts to find clues to Leontes’s state of mind prior to his outburst in the 

beginning of the play is Roger J. Trienens. He contends that the character is beset 

with feelings of distrust from the very beginning of the play, and that his invitation to 

Polixenes to extend his visit is “the device of jealousy seeking proof” (326). Richard 

H. Abrams also examines the origin of Leontes’s jealousy. Abrams notes that “[u]nder 

the spell of jealousy, Leontes is changed. His good angel, reason, abandons him, and 

the tempter, imagination, does his thinking for him”(155). Indeed, Leontes’ language 

is often considered erratic and unreliable; however, this is representative of his 

situation. As J. H. P. Pafford notes, “character must speak in character” (xxxiv). 

Leontes in The Winter’s Tale is a man infected with jealousy, unable to find reason 

but rail uncontrollably, and his disjointed syntax reflects his chaotic state of mind. 

Aside from the analysis of character, style and structure, modern critics have 

adopted new feminist theories to inform their analysis of The Winter’s Tale. 

Specifically, they are interested in questions about the nature and function of Leontes’ 

fury and the significance of the statue scene at the conclusion of the play in which 

Hermione is transformed from a statue to a woman again. Critics such as David 

McCandless, Lynn Enterline, M. Lindsay Kaplan, and Katherine Eggert believe that 

the answers can be found in the interrelation between the patriarchal society and 

emerging fears of the power of women. McCandless describes the prevailing beliefs 

of the time in which women were feared for their sexual power and ability to corrupt 

man (72). Another critic, Enterline, states that Hermione’s and Paulina’s strong 

rhetorical skills pose a threat to the authority of Leontes, and that the King turns his  

“rhetorical anxiety” into a sexual one by interpreting his wife’s superior rhetorical  
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skill narrowly as the consequence of her erotic power (18). In their 1994 article, 

Kaplan and Eggert discuss women’s voice and power within the historical context of 

women’s legal rights during the Elizabethan period. They maintain that The Winter’s 

Tale was a means of reevaluating the power of Queen Elizabeth within a patriarchal 

society in which women were denied voice and authority (89). 

In addition, a number of recent critics have linked the themes of adultery in The 

Winter’s Tale to Jacobean patriarchal concerns about the voracious sexual appetites 

and dubious fidelity of women. Kirstie Gulick Rosenfield maintains that the text 

identifies female vocality and sexuality with the witch and then reveals these 

associations as “accusations designed to contain the threat of the transgressing woman” 

(95). Cristina León Alfar in her book Fantasies of Female Evil discusses Leontes as 

the embodiment of the tyranny of patriarchal absolute rule and the commoditization of 

women. Furthermore, she points out that Hermione and Paulina represent “fantasies 

of female evil” who threaten the very underpinnings of the patriarchal order through 

their perceived adultery and rebellion (122). Alfar concludes that Shakespeare 

rejected “monarchical and conjugal tyranny” through the transformation of the play 

from a potentially destructive tragedy to a romance that points to an optimistic future 

of reconciliation (235). Peter Erickson, on the other hand, argues in Patriarchal 

Structures in Shakespeare’s Drama against too optimistic a view of Shakespeare’s to 

expose male roles and values to critique. Although he notes in The Winter’s Tale a 

movement from a harsh and violent patriarchal order to a benevolent patriarchy 

capable of including and valuing women (148), he makes a  

distinction between the concern with benign patriarchy and “the attainment of fully 

independent female characters,” stressing that Shakespeare’s concern remains 

centrally with patriarchy (12-13).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

5 
 

While previous critical discussions of the play have brought different and 

enlightening perspectives, certain aspects of the play remain unexplored. 

Commentators have put forth a number of theories to explain Leontes’ irrational and 

intensely malevolent jealousy—the agent which precipitates the dramatic conflict in 

The Winter’s Tale. However, the aspect of discourse analysis is rarely examined, 

specifically on the power of rhetorical eloquence and rumor in relation to male honor 

and confidence during the Renaissance era. The onset of jealousy and the following 

events in the play act as microcosm of the crisis of Renaissance masculine identity. 

As L. C. Knights notes, rather than being regarded wholly as individuals, characters 

should be considered vehicles carrying ideas and themes and so acting as pointers to 

indicate the direction of interest that a play compels (68). Instead of applying specific 

mainstream literary theories such as feminism or new historicism to the overall 

examination of The Winter’s Tale, my approach focuses on close textual analysis, 

with a specific focus on the social and cultural contexts the play was written in. 

Leontes’ jealousy reflects the problematic construction of masculine identity in the 

Renaissance; it is triggered by his lack of rhetorical skills essential to male confidence, 

a lack which is brutally magnified by his wife’s impeccable eloquence, and his 

following accusation of Hermione’s adultery is precipitated and irrevocably executed 

by his fear of rumor and cuckoldry prevalent in his time. This thesis thus aims to 

analyze the discourse of jealousy latent in Renaissance masculine identity by 

examining different aspects on male and female speeches in The Winter’s Tale. 

Furthermore, it will also examine the power of rumor regarding female chastity and 

male honor. 
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1.2 Cuckoldry and Adultery in the Renaissance  

My interest in analyzing the nature of cuckoldry and adultery in this play owes 

much to the previously mentioned Roger Trienens’ 1953 article “The Inception of 

Leontes’ Jealousy in The Winter’s Tale.” Unlike most critics who account for 

Polixenes’ agreement at the solicitation of Leontes’ wife as the beginning of Leontes’ 

insane jealousy, Trienens instead views it as “as the occasion rather than the cause” 

(321). Indeed, many scholars try to account for Leontes’ sudden outburst of jealousy 

and many of them have attributed it to a weakness inherent in his nature. Harold C. 

Goddard, for example, in The Meaning of Shakespeare, illustrates Leontes’ jealousy 

as sprouting from his “emotional instability” (264). Coleridge, in comparing Leontes 

with Othello, describes the Sicilian King as a degraded person with faults such as “a 

disposition to degrade the object of the passion by sensual fancies and images” (9). 

Nevertheless, Leontes’ jealousy seems to defy such one-sided interpretation; instead, I 

view it as the result of a combination of social and cultural factors specific to 

Renaissance England. It is the intricate relations between the social aspects and the 

nature of Leontes’ jealousy that prompt me to delve into the study of such issues as 

cuckoldry and adultery in the Renaissance. 

The issues of adultery and cuckoldry have not gone unnoticed by writers in the 

Renaissance and early modern England. On the contrary, such issues dominate large 

numbers of works in various domains, including politics, religion, and literature, 

whether as a main plot or side story. Such abundance stems from the specific cultural 

and social context of the Renaissance. Indeed, the emergence of constellations of 

events—ranging from sex scandals to legal debates to flurries of satirical 

events—demonstrates an increasing concern with adultery and cuckoldry in this era.  
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However, there is a disproportion regarding the attention paid to adultery and  

cuckoldry respectively. Although cuckoldry is a common topic in literary satire and 

comic theatre, scholarly attention has focused more on the issue of female adultery 

than on the notion of cuckoldry. As Sara F. Matthews-Grieco points out, the 

seriousness with which female adultery was viewed in the Renaissance and early 

modern England was “the more visible face of a coin on which male honor and the 

social stigma of cuckoldry constituted the dark and complex reverse” (1). Cuckoldry 

is the darker reverse because men were not immune from the shame of adultery. 

Under the sexual double standard, the breach of female chastity is considered a most 

shameful crime, whereas the same behavior committed by men has little influence on 

their social status and honor. However, this sexual double standard does not make 

men invincible. They are actually prone to become susceptible to their wives’ 

transgressed behavior. What accompanies the scandal regarding adultery, whether it is 

verified or not, is the fear of cuckoldry. In other words, if the wife violates fidelity or 

is rumored to do such a thing, the husband has to suffer from possible stained honor.  

At the center of the discussion of cuckoldry is the dishonor it can bring to 

men’s masculinity. Masculinity was a political issue in early modern England. 

Phrases such as ‘courage-masculine’ or ‘manly virtue’ took on a special meaning. The 

qualities it evokes include courage, physical strength, prowess in battle, manly honour, 

and defiance of fortune (Wells 2). However, this thesis deals with a different yet 

significant element constituent in Renaissance manhood—male honor associated with 

female chastity. In Jacobean England, a wife’s sexual infidelity was the most 

shameful and emasculating loss of male control that can be imagined, and it reflects 

the cultural fears about what would happen if the structure of marriage was turned 

upside down. The husband of an adulteress was considered a “cuckold” and often  
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depicted with horns growing out of his head. The mere suggestion that a woman was  

having sexual relations with a man other than her husband could greatly damage not 

only her reputation but the husband’s as well. Specifically, female honor and social 

respectability were tied in so closely that death was often preferable to the loss of a 

woman’s chastity.  

The study of masculinity in this thesis with regard to The Winter’s Tale owes 

much to the works of Mark Breitenberg and Elizabeth Foyster. In Anxious 

Masculinity in Early Modern England (1996), Breitenberg aims to expose the 

contradictions and anomalies of the construction of masculine subject in patriarchal 

culture. In the pioneering study in her book Manhood in Early Modern England 

(1999), Elizabeth Foyster offers perceptive insight into the analysis of the gender 

identities of men and women in early modern England in relation to each other. 

Foyster’s principal aim is to explore the workings of patriarchal marriage in 

seventeenth-century England, showing the importance of the dominance over women 

in the formation of men’s identity. Getting married confirmed a man’s entry into 

patriarchal society, conferring new social roles and responsibilities. At the same time, 

however, it was also a testing-ground for manhood, as men’s honor depended greatly 

on not just rational self-control but also the sexual control of women. As a result, men 

who failed to live up to this ideal would easily fall victim to mockery and suffer 

stained honor.  

Foyster in her book provides fictional evidence of a jealous man, sources 

including Shakespeare’s plays and other Early Modern English work. For instance, 

she points out in John Ford’s 1633 work The Broken Heart that male fear about wife’s 

fidelity arises out of a “self-unworthiness” (179). Furthermore, in her discussion of 

William Wycherley’s The Country Wife, published in 1675, she notes that “a cuckold  
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and a jealous husband can be subject to the same degree of public dishonor” (183). 

Consulting various source materials in the field of literature and law, Foyster 

demonstrates the derision and abuse directed against cuckolded husbands, showing 

that although a man’s honour might be damaged by a variety of non-sexual behavior 

(such as dishonesty, theft and drunkenness), cuckold was “the worst name a man 

could acquire” (194). OED defines jealousy as zeal or vehemence of feeling against 

some person or thing; it is a kind of anger, wrath, or indignation. Further definition of 

the concept regarding its romantic aspect is that jealousy is the state of mind arising 

from the suspicion, apprehension, or knowledge of rivalry. In Renaissance England, 

jealousy is repeatedly referred to as “zealous love” in Gabriel Harvey’s Letter-book, 

written between 1573-1580 (95-96). Moreover, in Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), 

Robert Burton cites Jerome Cardan’s definition of jealousy as “a zeal for love, and a 

kinde of envy least any man should beguile us” (28-29). While jealousy is not 

necessarily associated with female infidelity, in the case of marriage, however, 

jealousy implies the fear of being supplanted in the affection, or distrust of the fidelity, 

of a beloved person. Since being jealous implies rivalry with another man, men are 

extremely sensitive to accusations of jealousy. For instance, Foyster points out Sir 

Francis Willoughby’s anger in replying to his wife’s letter in 1585, which he thought 

was full of implication of jealousy. On negotiating coming back to live with her 

husband after separation of ten years, Lady Willoughby’s letter reads:  

that I should take heed and beware how I come to you again, for you had 

determined and vowed that if ever you took me again, you would keep 

me shorter than 'ere I was kept, that you [would] lock and pin me up in a 

chamber, and that I should not go so much as into the garden to take the 

air, without your leave and license. (553) 
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Sir Francis Willoughby angrily replied to this letter, arguing that her letter contained 

much “that may minister occasion of offence” (185). As Foyster notes, the label of 

jealous husband was clearly damaging to male reputation. 

More intriguing is the question of how adultery and related issues affected a 

man’s self-esteem. One of the most interesting sections of Foyster’s book compares 

literary representations of jealousy with the diarist Samuel Pepys’s account of his  

jealous feelings about his wife’s relations with her dancing-master Pembleton. In his 

diaries, he wrote that his jealousy made him “ready to chide at everything,” and he 

also described it as “a devilish jealousy [which] makes a very hell in my mind” (186). 

Even after the dancing lessons were over, the memories of Pembleton still haunted  

him. Only after he was informed of the news of Pembleton’s new marriage did things 

start to improve. It is interesting that Pepys found Pembleton’s marriage reassuring. 

Pembleton’s married status meant that “he shared the concern of all husbands to gain 

honor by keeping his own wife under control” (188).The issue of how cuckolds 

perceived themselves remains an interesting point of analysis not only in this specific 

work but in The Winter’s Tale as well. Furthermore, though men appeared to have 

greater opportunities than women to regain lost sexual reputation, the stigma of 

cuckoldry seems to have been difficult to remove. The best a man could do was to act 

swiftly and decisively to prove that he would not stand the shame of cuckoldry, 

neither would he be a “wittol” – a willing participant in his wife’s adultery (Foyster 

187).  

 

1.3 Shakespeare’s Other Plays That Deal With Defamation Regarding Adultery 

The Winter’s Tale is not the only play by Shakespeare that deals with false and 

malicious imputation of adultery. Many of Shakespeare’s male characters are  
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constantly haunted by the spectre of cuckoldry, whether it be in an entertaining or 

agonizing way; however, few actually have to deal with unfaithful wives. Other 

Shakespearean plays that explore the fear of loss of honor related to supposed female 

infidelity include Much Ado about Nothing, Othello, and Cymbeline, respectively a 

comedy, tragedy, and romance like The Winter’s Tale itself. As Xenia Georgopoulou 

observes while examining the cases of (actual or supposed) female adultery in  

Shakespeare’s plays, where there are real adulteresses, infidelity is not presented as a 

major problem (1). Instead, when female adultery constitutes the main issue of the 

play, the woman accused proves to be innocent. Indeed, the phenomenon of cuckoldry 

has been researched by some scholars in book chapters and journal articles. The issue  

of cuckoldry being the focal point of study on The Winter’s Tale, it is thus important  

to first draw attention to similar issues explored in other Shakespeare’s plays, with 

particular emphasis on the contributing factors to jealousy in each case. The following 

of this part introduces some critical review of these Shakespearean plays relevant to 

the focus of my thesis. 

Much Ado about Nothing is one of Shakespeare’s most popular comedies. With 

the witty jokes and merry wars between Benedick and Beatrice, audiences tend to 

identify more with the couple in the play, although scholars point out that 

Shakespeare intended it as the play’s subplot rather than the primary plot. “The first 

thing to notice about Much Ado about Nothing is that the subplot overwhelms and 

overshadows the main plot,” claims W. H. Auden (113). However, according to Paul 

and Miriam Mueschke, Much Ado about Nothing centers on Hero and Claudio rather 

than on the more likeable Beatrice and Benedick because the troubled lovers more 

clearly illuminate the play’s major theme: honor (58). Significantly, Much Ado about 

Nothing is centered on the motifs of male honor and public shaming. The aborted  
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wedding ceremony, in which Claudio rejects Hero, accusing her of infidelity and 

violated chastity and publicly shaming her in front of her father, is the climax of the 

play. The loss of honor for a woman due to unchaste behavior meant that she would 

lose all social standing, a disaster from which she could never recover.  

Another area of critical interest that is in accord with the thesis’ focus on 

cuckoldry is the characterization of Claudio. P. D. Collington points out in his  

doctoral thesis the intimate association of Claudio’s specific status as soldier with his 

jealousy. The changing social roles, together with the force of specific social context, 

such as misogyny and emphasis on honour, work together to produce explosive result. 

Janice Hays describes Claudio as a man who leaves “the traditionally male sphere of  

war, honors, and triumph” to enter the more feminine world of Messina (79). 

Gradually, Claudio is transformed from a courageous soldier into a cautious suitor 

into a jealous spouse into a social pariah. It is notable that under the influence of 

Benedict’s quibbles on female infidelity, Claudio himself has also internalized this 

idea of misogyny. In the end of Act I, scene i, Claudio asks: “Is she not a modest 

young lady?” (I. i. 153). In response to this, Benedict answers with quibbles: “In faith, 

hath not the world one man but he will wear his cap with suspicion?” (I. i. 183-84). 

And before long, Claudio is paranoid with thoughts of conspiracy and adultery and 

begins spouting cuckold jokes back at his friend: “thou wouldst be horn-mad” (I. i. 

249-50). This lurking anxiety arises again for Claudio when his soldierly obsession 

with reputation and honor is ignited by Don Jon’s malicious trick and subsequent 

slander. The trick succeeds because it impugns the soldiers’ honor and validates the 

conventional wisdom about women’s proclivity to deception, confirming “what they 

already suspect” (Berger 307). As Anne Carroll Parten notes, with no battlefield to 

serve as a proving ground of male honor, misogyny “tends to replace valor as the trait  
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that distinguishes masculinity from femininity” (204-05).  

Unlike Much Ado About Nothing in which the fear of cuckoldry eventually 

dissolves in a merry ending, anxiety of cuckoldry takes on a tragic course in Othello. 

Particularly, Othello’s treatment of Desdemona is at the center of many critical 

studies exploring jealousy. As James Calderwood insists, Desdemona is victimized by 

“a proprietary husband claiming absolute title to his wife’s body” (270). Valerie  

Wayne takes another approach to the topic of gender roles in “Historical Difference: 

Misogyny in Othello”; she argues that misogyny in Othello, for which Iago serves as 

the primary mouthpiece, represents just one of the prevailing views of the Renaissance 

(162). Wayne is not the only person to draw attention to the interwoven relations 

between men’s jealousy and cultural factors. Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

understanding of Iago as a character impelled purely by evil—“motiveless 

malignancy” in his phrase—leads Mark Breitenberg to read Iago not as without 

motive but rather as “articulating and activating the cultural anxieties that produce 

jealousy as a condition of romantic love, indeed, of male subjectivity itself” (176). 

According to Breitenberg, as the play’s initial emphasis with Othello’s racial 

difference gives way to his blinding jealousy, Othello comes to embody the everyman 

of masculine sexual anxiety (183). 

The issue of misogyny and sexual anxiety thus leads to the problem of 

cuckoldry central to this thesis’ concern. Othello is not the only male character in the 

play that is concerned with his wife’s fidelity. Iago first presents this cuckoldry 

anxiety in the first Act of the play, and his agony mixed with hatred is straightforward 

and evil-ridden:  

I hate the Moor 

And it is thought abroad that ‘twixt my sheets  
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He’s done my office. I know not if’t be true,  

But I, for mere suspicion in that kind  

Will do as if for surety. (I. iii. 385-59) 

To Iago, Emilia’s kiss confirms his suspicion that she has cuckolded him with other 

soldiers. Iago states succinctly the essence of what Russ McDonald refers to as 

“imaginary” cuckoldry: “[in] the introspective soliloquy . . . the imaginary cuckold  

sounds the depths of his misery or contemplates the most brutal forms of revenge” 

(55). Aside from the suspicion of Emilia with Othello, Iago also confesses that he 

“fear[s] Cassio with [his] night-cap too” (II. i. 305).  

     As for Othello, his marriage is also shaken by imputation of jealousies. His  

anxieties in love are exacerbated by the fact that he is as old as his new bride’s father 

(Vaughan 76; Kirsch 724). Moreover, it is made worse by pressures exerted by “a 

civilian culture that encourages the misogynous suspicion of women, and by a 

military code that raises honour to a cult-like state” (Collington 193). The swiftness 

with which Othello leaps to Iago’s conclusions indicates that the suspicion has been 

lurking in Othello’s mind; “they are all there”—as Leslie Fiedler puts it— “in his 

head, picked up in the same army camps where Iago himself has learned them” (158). 

According to Gayle Greene, Othello’s response to Iago’s insinuations is a 

“righteously vindicated recognition” that “the forked plague” is “destiny unshunnable” 

(III. iii. 275-6), a certainty possible only because woman has been suspect from the 

start (53). To Othello, Iago seems so wise: “O, thou art wise, ‘tis certain’ (IV. i. 74)— 

because he confirms things Othello has known all along. Othello reveals his anxiety 

that Desdemona has made him appear a “figure … of scorn” (IV. ii. 54) which 

follows from his concern with reputation: “false to me?” (III. iii. 333), “Cuckold me!” 

(IV. i. 200). At Iago’s implication, Othello should attempt to regain honor by  
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suffering as a cuckold, and avenge himself by murdering his wife. Iago introduces 

Othello to “the sophist-cuckold’s traditional and ingenious strategy of 

self-consolation" (Parten 336); namely, that being cuckolded is a socially accepted, 

indeed honorable form of suffering. Before he commits suicide, Othello chants his 

military feat right next to the body of Desdemona in an attempt to leave a better 

impression of him as a warrior instead of a misjudging husband who murdered his  

own wife out of jealousy. Indeed, the final speech in which he evokes his heroic past 

is an attempt of self-justification. Instead of lamenting over the loss of Desdemona, 

Othello cares about his own reputation instead of his wife’s. 

Aside from comedies and tragedies, the issue of cuckoldry also plays an  

important role in Shakespeare’s late romances. Often grouped along with The 

Winter’s Tale in the category of late romances, Cymbeline also incorporates the theme 

of false belief and cuckoldry anxiety. Unlike Much Ado about Nothing, however, 

cuckoldry is a serious business in Cymbeline, as suggested by the high stakes of 

Iachimo’s wager. Posthumus is deeply in love with Imogen but is nevertheless willing 

to think the worst of her when she is accused of infidelity. When Iachimo claims to 

have slept with the princess, Pothumous at first refuses to believe him. But Iachimo 

revealed his “evidence” one piece at a time—the description of Imogen’s chamber in 

details, her bracelet as a token of love from Posthumous, and most importantly, the 

detail of the tiny mole on Imogen’s breast—Posthumus is convinced. He turns over 

the ring that he wagered, and storms out, cursing the treachery of women: “We are all 

bastards” (II. v. 2). He cries and asserts that all of a man’s sins come from the 

“woman’s part” in him (II. v. 20). In contrast to Philario’s role as the voice of reason 

and defender of Imogen, Posthumous himself proves oddly eager to think the worst of 

her. Even before Iachimo’s mention of the mole, Posthumus is ready to declare “he  
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hath enjoyed her. / The cognizance of her incontinency / Is this” (II. iv. 122-128). 

Posthumus displays a remarkable lack of faith for a man so certain of his wife’s 

fidelity that he made a wager on it, which signifies not confidence but a deep sexual 

anxiety. 

Indeed, Posthumous appears to be a problematic character in the play. His 

behavior in the play is often unpleasant, as he does little to live up to the high praise  

he enjoys. He falls into a peculiar and unexpectedly violent jealousy of his wife when 

Iachimo tricks him, but he also makes a willing victim. This character suffers further 

negative review by the audience because of his decision to order his servant to kill 

Imogen for her supposed infidelity. Although Shakespeare allows Posthumous  

contrition later in the play, his guilt for the wrong-doing still fails to qualify him as an 

ideal husband for Imogen. Critic Valerie Wayne focuses on the commoditization and 

objectification of Imogen in Cymbeline. She notes that the wager between Posthumus 

and Iachimo on Imogen’s chastity “permits them to exercise the privilege of their 

gender by debasing women into sexual signs of questionable worth” (5). Another 

critic Collington points out that, unlike Claudio and Othello, Posthumous has another 

status in addition to being a soldier; that is, Posthumous is an orphan and is adopted as 

an illegitimate son by the royal family. This anxiety stems from internal weakness 

triggered by external stimuli: inferiority complex of class difference” (172-73). His 

orphanage drives him to the concept of misogyny. He repeatedly makes such       

statements as the following:  

Could I find out 

The woman’s part in me--for there’s no motion  

That tends to vice in man, but I affirm  

It is the woman’s: flattering, hers; deceiving, hers;  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

17 
 

Lust, and rank thoughts, hers, hers... (II. v. 19-24). 

Torn apart by the perception that women are unfaithful, Posthumous is ridiculously 

ready to fall for the trick and curse his wife. His status depends upon his legitimacy 

and the chastity of his wife. Once the fidelity of Imogen is questioned, cuckoldry 

anxiety works its way as a major dramatic catalyst in Cymbeline. 

There are reasons why among other Shakespearean plays with focus on  

cuckoldry that I have particular interest in The Winter’s Tale. Although all of these 

plays center on the similar issue of male insecurity about female infidelity, certain 

features make The Winter’s Tale distinct from other plays. First, unlike the male 

protagonists in Much Ado, Othello, and Cymbeline who fall prey to slanderous  

tongues and treachery of others (Claudio to Don John, Othello to Iago, Posthumus to 

Iachimo), Leontes is the very person who plants the poisonous idea into his own eyes 

and ears. Without the scheme of a villain, how can the seed of jealousy sprout in his 

mind? Certainly Leontes’ jealousy is not without a cause. In addition, the playwright 

devises different endings for the male protagonists of these plays. While Claudio’s 

punishment is short and he is quick to accept another woman, Leontes suffers and 

remains single for sixteen years. Whereas Othello punishes himself and attempts to 

remerge as a hero instead of a murderer by recounting his heroic war stories and 

committing suicide, Leontes stays alive to suffer the consequence of his own wrong 

doing. Furthermore, all of the above three plays deal with male characters with 

military status. Leontes, unlike Claudio, Othello, and Posthumous, does not live in a 

misogynous culture that values the camaraderie of soldiers over marriage. He does not 

share Othello’s anxiety of race and age issues, nor does he have to fret over identity 

problem as Posthumous has to. He is of royal descent and his marriage with his wife 

has already lasted over ten years. Nonetheless, the anxiety over cuckoldry still finds 

its way into the King’s head.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

18 
 

In my thesis, I argue that speech is an important factor that sparkles Leontes’ 

radical change. The study of the rhetorical skills of gendered speech has remained the 

focal point of my second chapter. The king’s rhetorical inferiority to Hermione in the 

persuasion work resulted in his injured masculinity, which is exacerbated by the 

design of slippery language and Leontes’ sour memories of Hermione’s late  

acceptance to his marriage proposal. Next, not only does Leontes suspect his wife, he 

also denounces her supposed wrong doing publicly and later puts on a show of public 

trial. Fear of loss of honor and its relation to the trial will be the center of my third 

chapter. The fourth chapter examines the last two acts of The Winter’s Tale. With the  

death of Hermione, Leontes’ masculine authority is notably silenced; while the shift 

of the play’s focus to the younger generation and sensual touch between Leontes and 

Hermione seem to bring hope to the misunderstanding that leads to tragic results, 

Leontes’ tactful yet disturbing acquiescence after Hermione’s resurrection indicates 

his inability to come to terms with the stigma of cuckoldry anxiety. This thesis 

proposes to analyze The Winter’s Tale from the perspectives of rhetorics and the issue 

of cuckoldry in cooperation with historical and cultural materials. It aims to shed light 

on the issue of Renaissance masculine anxiety and prove that Leontes’ jealousy is not 

just an unexplainable outburst of emotion, but rather an inevitably collective product 

of the construction of Renaissance masculine identity. 
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Chapter 2 

Rhetorical Contest, Wounded Masculinity, Jealousy 

 

A play focusing on the “myriad forms of human narration,” (Morse 297) The 

Winter’s Tale interrogates the disparity of gendered speech when the two protagonists 

are involved in a persuasion effort that sparkles the following tragedy. Certainly, with 

subtle difference in the tone of speech and body gesture, the opening of The Winter’s 

Tale can be performed in many different ways; however, one could legitimately suggest 

that Leontes’ jealousy does not take flight until after Hermione succeeds in convincing 

Polixenes to stay. The difference in verbal ability between Leontes and Hermione, and 

the effect of such discrepancy on Leontes are too brutally obvious to be ignored. In light 

of what directly triggers the change in Leontes’ attitude and tone of speech, language 

thus demands further study and is the focal point in Chapter Two. This chapter focuses 

on the multi-faceted perspectives of speech in The Winter’s Tale regarding the 

deconstruction of Leontes’ masculine dominance. Leontes’ rhetorical inferiority to 

Hermione in the persuasion work resulted in his injured masculinity, which is 

exacerbated by the design of slippery language and Leontes’ sour memories of 

Hermione’s late acceptance to his marriage proposal, all of which sparkle Leontes’ 

jealousy and stimulate the collapse of his masculinity. 

 

2.1   Verbal Performance as a Confirmation of Masculine Authority 

Rhetorics constitutes an important part of my analysis in The Winter’s Tale. It is 

the art of using language effectively and persuasively, and it began in Ancient Greece 
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where students were trained to develop tactics of oratorical persuasion. According to 

Aristotle, rhetorics is the “faculty of observing in any given cause the available 

means of persuasion” (22). While rhetorical ability in Ancient Greece is not an 

indispensable part of masculinity, in Renaissance England, however, the society 

requires certain verbal abilities from men; that is, male’s rhetorical excellence is 

essential to his masculinity. Nevertheless, the success of Hermione’s tongue instead of 

Leontes’ in the persuasion of Polixenes to extend his stay sets in motion Leontes’ 

jealousy, and Hermione’s unconventional rhetorical eminence further threatens his 

masculine authority. In Renaissance England, there are social discrepancies in 

gendered verbal abilities; rhetorical skills are common social traits of males, 

especially men of higher social classes, whereas females are required “to be seen but 

not heard” (Cloud). As Heinrich F. Plett points out in Rhetoric and Renaissance 

Culture, in the eyes of Renaissance humanists, rhetoric is equivalent to “culture as 

such, the perennial and substantial essence of man, his greatest ontological privilege” 

(14). Indeed, mastery of language is largely a male preserve in Renaissance England.  

As for females in the Renaissance, the topics as well as the places of speech are 

strictly circumscribed. In The English Gentlewoman, Richard Brathwait discusses the 

question of whether and where it is proper for women to speak. He points out that 

young women, in order to avoid immodesty, should keep silent in the company of men 

or their elders (89). Thomas Wilson in The Art of Rhetoricke also declares that female 

silence is the highest virtue of a woman: “What becometh a woman best and first of all? 

Silence. What seconde? Silence. What third? Silence. What fourth? Silence” (400). 

And for a queen with such high virtue and decency, Hermione sticks to the rule of 

female speech in patriarchal society. Female speech, let alone the display of verbal 

acrobatics, is identified as transgression: “Silence in a woman is a moving rhetoricke,  
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winning most, when in words it wooeth least… More shall we see fall into sinne by  

speech then silence” (Brathwait 90). Domestic manuals cite biblical injunction as 

their authority, equating women’s speech with unruliness and insubordination.
1
 The 

constructed gendered disparity in verbal abilities in the sixteenth and seventeenth  

century is further manifested in the standard of harmonious marriage as one where 

“the duties of the man is, to be skillful in talke: and of the wife, to boast of silence” 

(Dod and Cleaver 43). Again and again, we see that for women in the Renaissance 

silence is praised whereas speech is discouraged. This socially constructed 

discrepancy on verbal performance between genders begins to take its toll on Leontes 

when his wife outmatches him in the persuasion result. The failure of Leontes’ tongue 

in his solicitation of Polixenes to extend his stay shakes his male confidence and 

further causes the deconstruction of masculine dominance. In the following part, I 

will propose different contextual evidence to support this argument by juxtaposing 

Leontes’ verbal weakness with Hermione’s strong rhetorical skills.  

In Leontes’ fervent persuasion of Polixene’s extended stay, one can sense his 

affection for his childhood friend, but what strikes the audience with disturbing 

undercurrent is his overbearing manner. It seems that Leontes cares more for the 

triumph of his own hospitality than for the guest’s peace of mind. Polixenes already 

states his fear concerning his absence at home; however, Leontes fails or refuses to 

acknowledge it: 

LEONTES. Stay your thanks a while, 

And pay them when you part. 

POLIXENES. Sir, that’s tomorrow. 

                                                      
1
 St. Paul in Corinthians notes “women are to be silent in the churches. They are not permitted to 

speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says” (1 Corinthians14:34). Another biblical account 

has it: “Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to 

usurp authority over the man; but to be in silence” (1 Timothy 2.11-12). 
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I am question’d by my fears of what may chance 

Or breed upon our absence, that may blow 

No sneaping winds at home, to make us say 

‘This is put forth too truly.’ Besides, I have stay’d 

To tire your royalty. 

LEONTES. We are together, brother, 

Than you can put us to’t. 

POLIXENES. No longer stay. 

LEONTES. One sev’night longer. 

POLIXENES. Very sooth, tomorrow. 

LEONTES. We’ll part the time between’s then; and in that 

I’ll no gainsaying. (I. ii. 10-18)
2 

It is significant that the first line of Leontes in The Winter’s Tale is a strange mixture of 

command and hospitality. The King of Sicilia does not think it is offensive to detain a 

friend who is anxious to leave. On the contrary, he is more concerned about whether 

his persuasion succeeds, and he seems to take offense in his friend’s unwillingness to 

accept his offer.  

With Leontes’ increasingly oppressive manner, Polixenes’ tone also becomes 

gradually harassed and his reply more resolute: “No longer stay”; “Very sooth, 

tomorrow” (I. ii. 16). Nevertheless, he still maintains his manner and politely turns 

down Leontes’ generous offer: 

                                                    Press me not, beseech you, so. 

There is no tongue that moves, none, none i’th’world, so 

                   soon as yours could win me. (I. ii. 19-21) 

                                                      
2
 The version of The Winter’s Tale I use in my thesis is from The Riverside Shakespeare edited by G. 

Blakemore Evans. 
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Polixenes’ speech officially announces the failure of Leontes’ tongue in this effort of 

persuasion, and he also assures him that his decision would not be altered by anyone. 

Unexpectedly, the audience will shortly witness that there is indeed such a tongue that 

“moves” and “wins” him. Polixenes’ current uncompromising attitude and his 

following consent, as can be manifested considering Hermione’s following way of 

solicitation, is not about the request itself but in what manner the request is made. And 

when Leontes finds out that his friend is indeed won by the tongue of his wife with  

relatively effortless ease, he has a hard time accepting his failure.  

The fact that the onset of the King’s jealousy starts right after the queen’s 

successful act of persuasion invites further analysis of the anxiety regarding verbal 

abilities in The Winter’s Tale. After the King of Sicilia failed to convince his 

childhood friend to stay longer, he turns to his queen and order Hermione’s joint 

collaboration in this effort of persuasion: “Tongue-tied our queen? Speak you” (I. ii. 

27). Indeed, up until this moment, the audience do not hear any of Hermione’s 

utterance. She speaks only until after Leontes bids her to: “I had thought, sir, to have 

held my peace until / You have drawn oaths from him not to stay” (I. ii. 28-29). Before 

this request, Hermione, even though a woman of such high status as a queen, remains 

silent in the company of these two kings and their train of courtier. Hermione’s silence 

draws attention to the patriarchal society’s emphasis on the silence of women in the 

company of men, and we can clearly see that Hermione does obey this rule by keeping 

quiet.  

Consequently, the queen’s first speech only comes out when the king asks her to 

speak. The commanding tone in Leontes’ request is too obvious to be taken slightly. 

Hermione, with keen observation, is aware of Leontes’ overbearing manner and 

verbal weakness which lacks consideration and strategies in his request. She then, in  
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her own version of convincing Polixenes to stay, first tries to instruct Leontes on the 

strategies of persuasion: “You charge him too coldly. / Tell him you are sure all in 

Bohemia’s well; this satisfaction the by-gone day proclaim’d. / Say this to him, He’s 

beat from his best ward” (I. ii. 29-32). Hermione clearly has a sharp insight from 

observing Leontes and Polixenes’ conversation and interaction, and she understands 

where Polixenes’ concern lies. Furthermore, she knows well what context of a 

conversation and which tone should be employed to help lesson Polixenes’ anxiety 

about his absence both at home and in the Bohemian court. However, instead of 

resuming his persuasion effort, Leontes’ only utterance is directed towards Hermione. 

To his queen’s kind-hearted and pertinent advice, Leontes only replies with abrupt 

curtness: “Well-said. Hermione” (I. ii. 33). Since there is no sign that Leontes would 

continue in this venture of persuasion, Hermione then has no choice but to continue 

this effort under the encouragement of her husband. In her next speech, she shows 

empathy for Polixenes by drawing on his longing to see his family: “To tell, he longs 

to see his son, were strong” (I. ii. 34). By first showing empathy for Polixenes’ 

situation, Hermione has gained herself a good start in the following solicitation. 

Furthermore, Hermione ingeniously employs the change of perspective. She 

puts herself in the shoes of Polixenes’ wife and lets the Bohemian king know that a 

wife would not feel worried or sore by this decision; instead, she would permit and 

understand such a prolonged visit to a beloved friend:       

Yet of your royal presence I’ll adventure 

The borrow of a week. When at Bohemia 

Thou take my lord, I’ll give him my commission  

To let him there a month behind the gest 

Prefix’d for’s parting; yet, good deed, Leontes, 
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Above thee not a jar o’ th’ clock behind 

That lady she her lord. You’ll stay? (I. ii. 38-43) 

Note that Hermione’s reference of Polixenes changes from the earlier indirect “him” 

to the direct “you.” This shift marks that Hermione has officially taken over this 

persuasion work from Leontes. There is no guarantee that Leontes overhears this 

conversation, yet since he is still on the stage, it is possible that he hears the 

conversation or witnesses the interaction between Hermione and Polixenes. Standing 

nearby and listening to this conversation, Leontes might well by now feel the 

disturbing yet undoubtedly powerful quality of Hermione’s speech. The audience can 

sense the genuine request and soft manner in her tone. And this change of perspective 

manifests not only Hermione’s consideration for the guest but also her verbal abilities 

to integrate it into her solicitation.  

Hermione’s good command of persuasion skills and her eloquence are further 

manifested in her next speech. After her first attempt of speaking from a perspective 

of a considerate queen/wife, she then gently and cleverly makes Polixenes choose 

between being a prisoner or a guest. The eruption of Leontes’ jealousy has its traces in 

Hermione’s final and successful attempt to make Polixenes change his mind about his 

decision:         

Will you go yet? 

Force me to keep you as a prisoner, 

           Not like a guest: so you shall pay your fees 

            When you depart, and save your thanks.  How say you? 

            My prisoner? or my guest? By your dread ‘verily,’ 

One of them you shall be. (I. ii. 51-56) 

In contrast with Leontes’ previous short and clipped sentences of request, Hermione’s  
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playful tone and spirited raillery is clearly a sophisticated and amusing development  

of her husband’s plea to have his close friend share a little more time with him in 

Sicilia. Keenly aware of Polixenes’ desire to return to Bohemia after nearly a year 

abroad, Hermione successfully and ingeniously incorporates the friendly banter of 

being a prisoner in her request to press on him the genuine nature of the affection 

which seeks to claim him for a few days longer. By using the comparison and contrast 

between the images of a prisoner and a guest, she not only shows their hospitality and 

eagerness to receive such a beloved childhood friend, but also strategically leaves 

Polixenes with no choice but to choose between the two options offered. Hermione’s 

wit charms Polixenes into acquiescence. She exaggerates the lengths she would go 

until she has his consent, contrasting his present royal status with the humiliating 

position of being a lowly criminal who would even have to pay for his board and 

lodge at the court. Her demonstration of charm, style and good humour provides, in 

fact, one good reason why it might be enjoyable for Polixenes to prolong his stay and 

remain in Leontes’ court a little longer. 

Since we have already examined Hermione’s speech in the solicitation and 

finds that the reasonable factors for her final success lie in her outstanding verbal 

ability, it is thus required to also analyze Leontes’ verbal performance in his initial 

plea. Leontes’ earlier slightly curt, stiff speech of request has already suggested the 

need for a skillful, delicate approach in order to avoid embarrassing awkwardness and 

prompt Polixenes to accept the generous offer. Leontes’ first speech may well be 

spoken in a dry and abrupt manner: “Stay your thanks a while / And pay them when 

you part” (I. ii. 10). And when Polixenes seems to make up his mind in his departure, 

he further presses: “One sev’night longer” (I. ii. 15). Leontes’ following speech is 

spoken in a similar tone of constraint and taciturnity (Martz 125). It is Hermione who  
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realizes Polixenes’ desire to go home and successfully applies a frisky tone to mitigate  

his anxiety, and finally convinces him to extend his stay. Yet, the expression of the 

genuine nature of affection and fulfillment of a wife’s duty of a husband’s request 

have turned into, from Leontes’ perspective, the display of the lovers’ mockery under 

the guise of the courtly ritual of politely asking a guest to extend his stay. 

Hermione’s success manifests the extent of her eloquence, and it pains Leontes. 

Indeed, Hermione’s quick-witted and polished speech represents the sort of verbal 

adroitness and sophistication usually associated with a gentleman. Her smooth 

rhetoric inevitably makes Leontes’ lack of verbal skills more evident in front of his 

guest and courtier. Perhaps that is why, considering the degree of his hospitality and 

his desire to have his friend stay, his first reaction to the news of Polixenes’ consent to 

an extended visit is nothing like exaltation but something that resembles sour 

bitterness and even resentment:  

LEONTES. Is he won yet? 

HERMIONE. He’ll stay, my lord. 

LEONTES. At my request he would not. (I. ii. 86-87)  

The forward expression and curt sentence cannot hide his resentment. He clearly takes 

offense in his friend’s assent to his wife’s persuasion instead of his. This triggers his 

sense of insecurity and causes the collapse of masculine dominance. As mentioned 

earlier, in Renaissance England, there is a general fear and condemnation of female 

speech. Women who speak are often depicted as “ungrounded and ungodly” (Rogers 

285). To speak is to possess and locate power; however, if the speaker is a female, it 

causes disturbance. As Catherine Belsey points out, for women to speak is to disrupt 

the system of differences which gives meaning to patriarchy (191). Not only does 

Hermione speak, she outmatches her husband in rhetorical skills. Once the line  
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dividing gender difference is breached by female speech, particularly Hermione’s  

eloquence, this disruption can cause Leontes’ masculine authority to disintegrate.  

Hermione is not the only woman in The Winter’s Tale with speech skills; 

Paulina’s outspokenness also disturbs Leontes’ male confidence. Paulina’s direct and 

strong voice poses a sharp contrast to Hermione’s speech in submitting to a husband’s 

request. She is fierce in her defense of Hermione’s virtue. Her unrelenting and 

powerful speech is even condemned by Leontes as a “witch.” Witchcraft was a typical 

accusation leveled against disobedient women in Renaissance England. The 

demonization of women who were seen as voluble, unwomanly and possessed of an 

unauthorized power is prevalent in Renaissance England. Paulina, who embodies 

good sense and natural feeling, is a clear contrast to the now distraught king who is 

maddened by jealousy. During Leontes’ accusation of Hermione, Paulina never 

refrains from her attempt at reasoning with the King. However, Leontes’ rejection not 

only shows the depth of his jealousy but also his determination to reinforce male 

power and dismiss female speech. Again and again, he asks Paulina’s husband 

Antigonus why he “canst not rule her?”(II. iii. 46), and then mocks husband and wife 

both and calls Paulina—“A manking witch!” (II. ii. 67). “Thou dotard,” he says to the 

loyal nobleman Antigonus, “thou art woman-tired, unroosted / By thy Dame Partlet 

here”(II. iii. 74-76). As a male, Leontes sees himself as an enforcer of patriarchal 

discipline; above all, as a king, he holds sovereign power over the whole country. 

Instead of a man who is equipped with eminent verbal ability, Leontes is presented as 

a king whose confidence is constantly challenged by female rhetorical excellence.  

When Hermione is first seen on the stage, her initial speech is to accept her 

husband’s request and aid him by convincing Polixenes to stay. With a genuine heart 

and supreme tactics in speech, she does succeed. However, her husband doesn’t see it  
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that way, neither does he rejoice in the outcome. As the head of sovereignty of a  

country, Leontes is not given a chance to confirm his masculine dominance. The 

Leontes we see from the beginning of the play is a king who, despite all his efforts, 

fails to convince a dear friend to accept his hospitality, which in the eyes of others has 

become the expression of over-surfeited conviviality. Leontes turns the instability of 

his own authority into imagined phantasm that inevitably, and with swift speed, takes 

hold of him and leads him to question the loyalty of his dear friend and beloved wife. 

The failure of persuasion makes evident Leontes’ verbal inferiority to Hermione’s  

eloquence, which issues an alarm about his masculine authority; this alarm will soon 

reach a destructive climax in Leontes’ reminiscence of his proposal to Hermione, a 

point which will be further analyzed in the following part of this chapter.  

 

2.2    Delayed Acceptance to Marriage Proposal 

Leontes’ repression and hostility towards female speech manifest in him a 

disturbing insecurity of masculine identity. This present crisis of masculinity is related 

to Leontes’ bitter memories of his marriage proposal to Hermione. I argue that 

Hermione’s late acceptance to his proposal sows the seed of masculine insecurity and 

it is triggered by his current failure in persuading Polixenes to stay. Not long after 

Polixenes succumbs to Hermione’s request does the audience see the sudden onset of 

Leontes’ jealousy and his festering madness. As a response to Leontes’ question “Is he 

won yet?” Hermione replies, “He’ll stay, my lord.” And Leontes answers with the 

pointed remark, “At my request he would not” and then adds, “Hermione, my dearest, 

thou never spok’st / To better purpose” (I. ii. 87-89). This passage is significant since 

it is where Leontes’ jealousy starts to surface. Hermione’s whole cheerful interaction 

of asking Polixenes to stay is just being obedient and faithful to Leontes’ request.  
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Husband and wife should be one; however, the undercurrent of sarcasm in Leontes’ 

speech demonstrates that he is the one who breaks the bond of the married couple and 

becomes suspicious of his wife. 

Leontes’ concern about Hermione’s unnatural power of persuasion is evident, 

and his queen is now aware of his troubled anxiety. Consequently, she leads the 

following conversation away from such trouble and redirects it at their marriage, 

reminding Leontes of the bond between them. Hermione’s reply to Leontes’ bitter 

remark has a tone of interrogation, ‘Never?’ (I. ii. 88). He seems to be obstinate in  

acknowledging, ‘Never but once’ (I. ii. 89). Hermione’s response, though teasingly, 

urges her husband to specify the once, ‘What! Have I twice said well? When was’t 

before? I prithee tell me’ (I. ii. 90). There can be no mystery about the ‘once’ for both 

of them. However, Hermione can sense Leontes’ reluctance to acknowledge what is 

the occasion of the ‘once;’ hence, she is desperate to confirm her good faith:  

My last good deed was to entreat his stay; 

What was my first? It has an elder sister, 

Or I mistake you. O, would her name were Grace! 

But once before I spoke to th’purpose—When? 

Nay, let me have’t; I long. (I. ii. 97-100) 

From Hermione’s speech, we can sense that Hermione’s tone becomes more agitated, 

compared with her frisky exchange earlier with Polixenes. She is confident that the 

answer is a proof of their firm relationship, not knowing that it actually brings the sour 

memoires back to Leontes and finally sets off the bomb of jealousy.  

In Leontes’ account, it is evident that he thinks his suspicion of Hermione has a 

root in the unique situation of their marriage. Although Leontes and Hermione are 

already a couple when the play begins, and although the scenes of their marriage  
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proposal and ceremony are not staged, from traces of Leontes’ lines, the audience can  

sense that Leontes’ courtship of Hermione is not an effortless one. Instead, he has 

gone through the vicissitude of courtship. Given Leontes’ royal status as a sovereign 

ruler of a country, he is supposed to be free from the ordeals of courting a woman. In 

contrast, it turned out that it took the king three months to finally get Hermione’s 

consent to his proposal: 

Three crabbed months has sour’d themselves to death, 

Ere I could make thee open thy white hand 

And clap thyself my love; then didst thou utter 

‘I am yours forever.’ (I. ii. 102-04) 

Some editors note that three months was long for an Elizabethan courtship,
3
 and 

especially concerning Leontes’ royal status. With Leontes’ choice of words such as 

‘crabbed’ and ‘sour,’ it is not difficult for readers to feel Leontes’ still sour memories 

of his courtship and even slight resentment of Hermione’s late reply. This delayed 

acceptance to Leontes is equal to reluctance. The hand in marriage proposal and 

ceremony is of particular significance, as it signifies consent to marriage and marital 

power. As Sid Ray notes, the gesture of “giving one’s hand in marriage” indicates “ a 

parallel between the bride’s consent to marriage and the subject’s consent to be ruled” 

(24). Hermione’s gesture of giving her hand to Leontes expresses her consent to 

marriage, and her saying yes is a form of verbal consent, both of which Leontes holds 

sour memories and resentment against and tries to dismiss their existence.  

Despite the obvious tone of bitterness in Leontes’ reminiscence of the courtship, 

the final remark of his speech seems promising in reverting the previously-shown 

bitterness: “then didst thou utter / ‘I am yours forever’” (I. ii. 104). At this point, the 

                                                      
3
 See “Marriage and Courtship” by Eric Rasmussen on the website of British Library 

www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles 
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audience might feel slightly relieved seeing Leontes still remembers the initial vow 

his wife makes, which poses a great chance to save him from the lethal drift sand of 

suspicion. However, the ‘then’ in his response overshadows the rest of his speech 

since it suggests his suspicion that the wife’s vow is not as firm as it was in the past. 

Leontes seems to insinuate the fickleness inherent in women, as is the stereotypical 

trait of female in the Renaissance. Suggestion such as Hermione’s regret for her 

previous decision, though unspoken, is resonant in Leontes’ speech. In response to 

Leontes’ now overflowing suspicion, Hermione again employs her command of 

language in an effort to reassure her husband: 

Why, lo you now, I have spoke to th’purpose twice: 

The one for ever earn’d a royal husband; 

Th’other for some while a friend. (I. ii. 106-08) 

Right after Hermione finishes this speech, Leontes’ jealousy explodes, and he is 

convinced that Hermione has an affair with Polixenes. In spite of the emphasis 

Hermione has made on the contrast between the ‘for ever’ of marriage and the ‘some 

while’ of friendship, Leontes still refuses to catch the significance of it. The word 

‘friend’ in his ear, with his increasing doubt and jealousy, already loses its meaning 

and reaches his ear as an “obscene euphemism” (Sanders 20).  

The main reason why the memories of Hermione’s delayed consent was so 

painful might be it reminded Leontes of his lack of rhetorical ability then. The 

bitterness regarding the proposal years ago has planted the feeling of insecurity deep 

in his heart, and now seeing his queen’s eloquence displayed in front of him sets off 

the alarm for the dynamite to explode into the outburst of jealousy that will come in no 

time. Courting is itself an art because wooing comes to be regarded as a “highly 

complex, tactical, and strategic rhetorical procedure” (Bates 11). Elizabethan  
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courtship requires a major degree of man’s language ability and tactic maneuver in  

employing such skills, Hermione’s last reply could be a sign of Leontes’ weak verbal 

performance. As Catherine Bates suggests, “strategies of persuasion, knowing, testing 

were designed to bridge an emotional, epistemological, and psychological gap that 

had opened up between the two partners in love” (11). Without successfully 

employing such strategies of persuasion, the king failed to receive an immediate 

answer to his marriage proposal. Even though Hermione eventually accepts his 

proposal, the “gap” is forever planted in Leontes’ mind and resists to be “bridged.” 

Traces of his frustration and thwarted confidence as a king can still be seen in his 

reminiscence of the “three crabbed months” which “has sour’d themselves to death” 

(I. ii. 102). The absence of the cycle of immediate reciprocity pains Leontes. 

Courtship is manifestly a social transaction, since it involves a “complex interplay of 

giving and receiving, offering and responding, asking and replying” (Bates 12). And 

Leontes’ unrelenting memories of the late reply seem understandable, concerning 

Hermione’s possession of an “elasticity and largeness, a free ‘play’ of spirit” which he 

cannot command and cannot rise to (Sanders). Memories of Hermione’s late 

acceptance to his proposal reminds Leontes of his verbal weakness, which combined 

with his present failure in the persuasion effort maim his masculinity and lead to 

jealousy. 

 

2.3   Willful Perception of the Ambiguity of Language 

The outbreak of Leontes’ jealousy is the direct result of his injured masculinity 

caused by his rhetorical weakness; however, Hermione’s slippery language and 

Leontes’ distortion of her words also account for his paranoid suspicion. In the 

beginning stage of his jealousy, Leontes asks Camillo whether his wife is slippery:  
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Ha' not you seen, Camillo,-- 

But that's past doubt, you have, or your eye-glass 

Is thicker than a cuckold's horn,--or heard,-- 

For to a vision so apparent rumour 

Cannot be mute,--or thought,--for cogitation 

Resides not in that man that does not think,-- 

My wife is slippery? (I. ii. 329-35) 

However, it is not the woman but the meaning of her words which can seem fickle, 

elusive and difficult to pin down. Femininity and the ambiguous quality of language 

seem to coalesce in The Winter’s Tale, as the play’s opening words imply in the 

evocation of the ‘watery’ moon, in its waxing and waning, of female changeability. 

Leontes confuses and imposes, intentionally or not, the ambiguity of language and 

‘watery’ quality of female onto his wife and convicts Hermione of sexual infidelity. 

Ironically, Leontes fails to recognize that the ‘slippery’ lies within the “unstable, 

uncertain, insecure” nature of his “diseased ... muddied” perceptions of reality 

(Sutcliffe 5). His distortion of Hermione’s words and his belief that her words are 

slippery act as stimulants for male jealousy.  

Although Hermione’s loyalty is never a question to other characters and the 

audience, in the ear of a mind like Leontes’ which seeks to confirm already held 

suspicions, the ambiguity of language is at work in every speech. It is possible that 

Leontes is already suspicious of his wife in the beginning of the play. The situation is 

suddenly urgent because Polixenes plans to leave Sicilia and return to his home in 

Bohemia, and this seems to be Leontes’ last chance to take some kind of action and  

prove his doubt. This alternate interpretation allows us to examine the slippery 

language in The Winter’s Tale and Leontes’ willful distortion of it to confirm his  
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doubt. In the opening of the play, Leontes imposes a love test, which unfortunately 

backfires and leads to his later repentance. ‘Tongue-tied, our Queen? Speak you” 

turns out not the innocent offering of an opportunity to please; instead, it becomes a 

sinuous invitation to lure Hermione into a trap. Leontes leads his wife into apparently 

displaying the “private badinage of lovers’ mock arguments under the guise of the 

courtly/friendship ritual” of politely asking a guest to extend his stay (Sutcliffe 7). 

Leontes may willfully mishear a lot of Hermione’s speeches as an attempt to 

confirm his suspicion. For instance, Hermione’s originally kind-hearted suggestion 

“You, sir, / Charge him too coldly” suffer distortion (I. ii. 29). She chides Leontes 

before engaging in the persuasion work. If we presume that Leontes is already 

suspicious in the beginning of the play, this sentence might be twisted as the hint at the 

heat of a woman’s passion which would make a lover stay. Moreover, after Polixenes 

gives in to Hermione’s request, their conversation switches to the days before both 

lords meet their wives. The dialogue of the “boy eternal” reminiscence is filled with 

ambiguities (I. ii. 65). For instance, in response to Polixenes’ claim of innocence in 

their childhood, Hermione answers: “By this we gather / You have tripped since” (I. ii. 

75). This can appear to be a bold reference to their present liaison which makes a 

cynical mockery of the talk of childhood as a stage of lost pastoral innocence.  

Judging from Leontes’ growing suspicion by the end of the long speech 

between Hermione and Polixenes, it is highly likely that Leontes already starts 

distorting the meaning of Hermione’s words. In this willful perception of the 

ambiguity of language, a wife’s duty to fulfill her husband’s request slips into the 

possessiveness of a lover, which is shown in the sentence “Force me to keep you” in 

the prisoner’s image (I. ii. 52). Hermione’s rhetorical skill in forcing Polixenes to 

choose between “my prisoner? or my guest?” is indeed impressive (I. ii. 55);  
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however, not only is the prisoner image disturbing to Leontes, the use of the pronoun 

“my” instead of “our” again arouses his insecurity. As Joe Sutcliffe comments, to the 

jealous husband, the “rhythm of friendly repartee sounds like the exciting thrill of 

playing a game with one’s secret lover” as the husband innocently watches by the side 

(8). Hermione’s friendly banter and playful tone are, in Leontes’ view, playing the role 

of dutiful wife while speaking in an erotic code. 

Since Hermione’s initial utterance only comes out of request, her act of speech 

should not be taken as a transgression on the female part; however, her expression of 

eloquence runs the danger of being considered so. In Hermione’s effort to help her 

husband in his request, a certain degree of female eloquence and authority arise and 

are shown in her speech: “Verily, You shall not go; a lady’s ‘verily’ is as potent as a 

lord’s” (I. ii. 49-50). Although this speech may not be intended as a powerful 

announcement of female voice, such utterance, with a hint of gender equality, 

inevitably causes disturbance to the ear of a male, particularly on the part of the 

husband, and most important of all, a king. The eloquence, wit, and implied authority 

in Hermione’s speech, shake Leontes’ male confidence. Nevertheless, considering 

that such speech is made only to comply with Leontes’ request, it is thus difficult for 

the audience to conclude that these words are spoken consciously in a manner of 

subversion and defiance to male authority. Instead of speaking to make demands and 

protest to exert one’s subjectivity, Hermione only speaks to succumb to her husband’s 

request. However, the successful consequence does not please or appease him; rather, 

it poses a threat to his male confidence as a husband and a king, and sows the seed of 

anxiety and suspicion in his heart.  

Although Leontes sins with his failure to grab the reality, the slippery nature of  

language in Hermione’s speech might to some degree, if not entirely, accounts for  
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Leontes’ unreasonable obsessive belief in Hermione’s disloyalty. Keats famously  

defined Shakespeare’s genius as ‘Negative Capability’ – “the capacity for being in 

uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason” 

(Keats 193). Although the design of slippery language seems to provide some basis 

for Leontes’ suspicion, Shakespeare challenges this masculine anxiety about female  

rhetoric by staging Leontes’ suspicion as paranoia. As audience and reader off the 

stage, we can pleasurably engage in questions as to the exact nature of Hermione’s 

relationship with Polixenes. Leontes, however, is watching on the stage, and in his 

paranoid obsession with jealousy, he cannot help but let every word slip through the 

twists and turns of language. Leontes’ wounded masculinity as a result of rhetorical 

weakness is made worse by the ambiguity of language, which inevitably brings about 

his paranoid suspicion and jealousy. 

To conclude this chapter, I will hereby again draw on the significance of 

rhetorical skills in The Winter’s Tale. Leontes’ lack of eloquence is manifested in his 

failure of persuading Polixenes to prolong his stay. This defeat by his wife in this 

rhetorical contest results in his wounded masculinity. What’s worse, Hermione’s 

mention of their marriage proposal doesn’t affirm Leontes of their relationship as she 

intends it to be. Instead, it brings back the sour memories of Hermione’s late 

acceptance. Since rhetorical skills are essential to marriage proposal, Hermione’s 

delayed reply is a sign of his rhetorical weakness. His already challenged confidence 

was shaken again by the humiliating memories of Hermione’s delayed reply. Indeed, 

his verbal insecurity is reignited when he is outmatched by Hermione’s eloquence. 

The situation is exacerbated by the ambiguity of language, which the paranoid 

husband is ready to distort to confirm his suspicion. Leontes’ rhetorical inferiority, 

fueled by the ambiguity of language and the sour memories of Hermione’s late reply  
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to his marriage proposal, leads to the outbreak of his destructive fit of jealousy.  
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Chapter 3    

Cuckoldry Anxiety, Public Trial, Masculinity Restored 

 

Anxieties of cuckoldry loom over the households in Renaissance drama. 

The aberration of fidelity on the wife’s part, even if it appears in the form of suspicion 

or rumor and has not yet been proved true, has destabilizing power over the husband. In 

The Winter’s Tale, the image of the cuckold’s horn constantly hovers in Leontes’ 

imagination and is manifested in his soliloquy. As Coppélia Kahn observes in her book 

Man’s Estate: Masculine Identity in Shakespeare, Leontes claims to have the “rough 

pash, and the shoots,” (I. ii. 127) which inevitably gives a visual form to “what’s unreal” 

and his nihilistic speech of “nothing” (128). As examined in Chapter One, The Winter’s 

Tale is not the only Shakespearean play that deals with cuckoldry anxiety. In 

Renaissance England, cuckoldry is prevalent in literature work and social events. 

Particularly in Shakespearean plays, the significance of cuckoldry lies in its “masculine 

fantasy of female betrayal” (Kahn 120). The pervasiveness of male sexual anxiety is 

not so much a product of literary creativity as a reflection of contemporary social issue. 

Due to the menace of cuckoldry, a pre-existent, latent anxiety inherent in the 

construction of masculinity in Renaissance England, Leontes manipulates the public 

trial as an utmost performance to retain absolute dominance over his wife Hermione. 

 

3.1  Obsession with the Imagined Horn of Cuckoldry  

In The Winter’s Tale, Leontes’ irrational jealousy and false accusation culminate 

in the scene of the public trial, the false appearance and theatricality of which brings out  
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the cuckoldry anxiety in Leontes. Cuckoldry anxiety is closely connected with the 

idea of property in patriarchal marriage, and the loss of ownership leads to dishonor. 

The overwhelming shame of being cuckolded brings about interpretative crisis and 

anxiety over the legitimacy of his heir. Before analyzing the issue of cuckoldry in The 

Winter’s Tale, it is necessary to first clarify the word “cuckold” itself. OED defines 

cuckold as a derisive name for the husband of an unfaithful wife, dating its earliest use 

in The Owl and the Nightingale, written around the 13
th

 century. However, the OED 

traces the word to the cuckoo, the bird who lays his eggs in another’s nests. Given the 

origin of the term, the word “cuckold” befits the male seducer more than the 

cuckolded husband. It is thus ironical that the word cuckold later is associated with the 

victim husband rather than the wife’s extramarital lover.  

As the embodied symbol of the cuckolded husband, the horn also has its 

contradictory origin. On the ambivalence of the cuckolded horns, Kahn notes,  

Virile animals, such as bulls, stags, and the traditionally lecherous goat 

have horns and are associated with cuckoldry. Horns would thus seem 

inappropriate for the cuckold who has not been able to keeps his wife in 

his own bed: not him, but the sexually successful cuckolder should wear 

them. (122) 

With its conflicting origin, however, the horn comes to represent the cuckolded 

husband instead of the cuckolder. Indeed, the horn was the unequivocal sign of the 

cuckold, and even the mere appearance of a set of antlers near a man’s home was 

considered defamatory in early modern England.
4
 The cuckold’s horns distinguish 

him from other men as “inhuman and impotent” (Balizet 66). As a husband who is 

                                                      
4
 See D.E. Underdown, “The Taming of the Scold: The Enforcement of Patriarchal Authority in 

Early Modern England,” Order and Disorder in Early Modern England, ed. Anthony Fletcher and 

John Stevenson (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985) 128; and Susan Dwyer Amussen, An Ordered 

Society: Gender and Class in Early Modern England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) 131.  
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afflicted with jealousy, Leontes also fears the shame of cuckold’s horns. Not long 

after the inception of his feverish jealousy, Leontes makes reference to the imagined 

horns: “’Twere / The mort o’ the deer / O, that is entertainment / My bosom likes not, 

nor my brows” (I. ii. 119-120). At first, Leontes makes allusion to different animals 

with horns, including steer, heifer, and calf. Later, Leontes gets rid of this distant 

allusion and centers on the metaphors of horn specifically linked with cuckoldry. The 

obsessive imagination of a horn spurring obtrusively from a cuckold’s head makes 

clear Leontes’ anxiety of cuckoldry and the effect of a wife’s infidelity could have on 

the husband’s public image.  

On the Renaissance stage, the ubiquity of cuckold jokes, insults, and fears 

suggest that men constantly suffer from cuckoldry anxiety. Furthermore, the image of 

the husband was often “subject to elaborate degradation, violently transformed from 

an idealized ‘head’ or ‘king’ to a grotesque monstrosity.”
5
 As Kahn notes, the 

prevalence and controversy surrounding the issue of cuckoldry result from the 

following three social factors: misogyny, sexual double standard, and patriarchal 

marriage. Compared with the adulteress’ male lover, the husband suffers greater scale 

of scorn and ridicule. The cuckold, though a victim of the wife’s adultery, has to bear 

everlasting shame, while the cuckolder as seducer only has to sustain disapproval, 

which only lasts for a period of time. According to Keith Thomas, the source of this 

puzzling disproportion of the consequence has its roots in patriarchal marriage at that 

time. Central to the doctrine of patriarchal marriage is “that men have property in 

woman, and that the value of this property is immeasurably diminished if the woman 

at any time has sexual relations with anyone other than her husband” (203-04). The 

violation of fidelity on the wife’s part thus becomes the loss of property for husband. 

                                                      
5
 Ariane M. Balizet, “The Bleeding Husband,” Blood and Home in Early Modern Drama: Domestic 

Identity on the Renaissance Stage. New York: Routledge, 2014. 53-88, especially 65-68. 
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Indeed, the prevalence of the account of jealousy addresses a more material and 

economic aspect of early modern England, especially in terms of property and 

ownership. In Breitenberg’s analysis of “The blazon of jealousie” by Benedetto 

Varchi, the emphasis on women as property and the consequent fear of adultery are 

evident: “Jealousie springth from the Propertie or Right that wee have, when we 

(enjoying our Lady or Mistresse) would have her soly and wholy unto our selves, 

without being able (by any means) to suffer or endure, that another man should have 

any part or interest in her, any way, or at any time” (19). The possessive individual’s 

exclusive ownership of property is clearly noted by Varchi: the husband has a sense of 

entitlement to his wife as a private property.
6
 

Aside from the influence of patriarchal marriage, Leontes’ anxious 

masculinity is derived from the crisis of interpretation that he is going through. When 

the audience witness the enactment of Leontes’ suspicion of Hermione’s infidelity, it 

is clear that Leontes “reads” through not only speech but gesture of the suspected 

female character. Several Renaissance books record women’s words and behavior as 

signs to be interpreted by men. For instance, The Court of Good Counsell documents 

the aspects of women as “text” to be read by men and warns women against providing 

doubts of infidelity: “a woman should take heede, that she give not men occasion to 

thinke hardly of her, either by her Deeds, Wordes, Lookes, or Apparell” (25). A man’s 

reason and action are susceptible to women’s behavior and words. And the ambiguity 

of Hermione’s words frustrates Leontes. Indeed, Leontes’ cuckoldry anxiety is 

engendered by his desperate drive to “read” his wife and further fueled by his inability 

to do it with certainty.  

 

                                                      
6
 For further analysis on Varchi’s perspective on jealousy, please see Natasha Korda’s Shakespeare’s 

Domestic Economy: Gender and Property in Early Modern England. Philadelphia: U of 

Pennsylvania P, 2002. 
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With jealousy activated by such uncertainty, it thus gives rise to obsessive 

interpretation. In examining how the fluid of the corporeal body wields influence on 

the mind in his Anatomy of Melancholy, Robert Burton describes the jealous 

melancholic, which is fitting in the case of Leontes: “he hunts after every word he 

hears, every whisper, and amplifies it to himself…he pries into every corner, follows 

close, observes to an hair” (84). To a man suffering from insecurity, this leads to 

interpretative obsession over women’s speech and behavior. Breitenberg examines 

Nicholas Breton’s “Pasquil’s Mistresse,” which portrays this kind of interpretative 

tyranny engendered by jealousy: 

It works, and watches, pries, and peeres about, 

          Takes counsell, staies; yet goes on with intent, 

          Bringes in one humour, puts another out, 

          And finds out nothing but all discontent,  

          And keeps the spirit still so passion-rent, 

          That in the world, if there be a hell, 

          Asks, but in love, what jalousie can tell. (379) 

Although men find nothing but discontent in this obsession, they are trapped by 

jealousy. In Mark Breitenberg’s discussion of jealousy, he also notes that this 

“panoptical regulation” of female bodies and behavior is an anxiety-producing 

interpretative crisis (177). Such interpretative tyranny reveals not only the obsession 

but also the self-inflicted affliction men has imposed on oneself.  

This dilemma is poignantly explored in The Winter’s Tale as well. Leontes also 

experiences the discrepancy between speculation and reality when he witnesses the 

colloquy between Hermione and Polixenes from aside: 

Is whispering nothing? 
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Is leaning cheek to cheek? is meeting noses? 

Kissing with inside lip? stopping the career 

Of laughing with a sigh?--a note infallible 

Of breaking honesty--horsing foot on foot? 

Skulking in corners? wishing clocks more swift? 

Hours, minutes? noon, midnight? and all eyes 

Blind with the pin and web but theirs, theirs only, 

That would unseen be wicked? (I. ii. 284-92) 

As a looker-on, the King of Sicilia painfully offers his commentary as he indulges in 

obsessive interpretation. In the beginning stage of his jealousy, Leontes already 

manufactures “evidence” that Hermione and Polixenes are having an affair: “But to be 

paddling palms and pinching fingers, / As now they are, and making practised smiles, 

/ As in a looking-glass, and then to sigh, as 'twere / The mort o’ the deer” (I. ii. 115-18). 

To him, the image derived from his obsessive interpretation is concrete proof of 

Hermione’s infidelity. 

After analyzing the background of cuckoldry anxiety prevalent in Renaissance 

England, it is also important to examine the influence of such anxiety on men. As 

discussed in the earlier section of this part, sexual jealousy is constituent in the 

construction of masculine identity. Consequently, Leontes could not escape this 

cuckoldry anxiety, which is made worse when his rhetorical skills are severely 

challenged by a female tongue as analyzed in Chapter 2. In the outburst of his jealousy, 

Leontes cries: 

Too hot, too hot! 

To mingle friendship far is mingling bloods. 

I have tremor cordis on me; my heart dances, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

45 
 

But not for joy; not joy. (I. ii. 108-11) 

Leontes is apparently tormented by this cuckoldry anxiety. As Breitenberg notes, the 

self-consuming anxiety and violence of the jealous man are not an aberration but 

rather a “‘logical’ response to the inequalities of the same patriarchal economy that 

has engendered his very identity in the first place” (182). According to Harold 

Goddard, Leontes’ mind is like a “fiery furnace at such a temperature that everything 

introduced into it—combustible or not—becomes fuel” (266). Leontes’ jealous-filled 

soliloquy is ridden with rage and confusion: 

Affection! thy intention stabs the centre: 

          Thou dost make possible things not so held, 

          Communicatest with dreams;--how can this be?-- 

          With what's unreal thou coactive art, 

          And fellow'st nothing: then 'tis very credent 

          Thou mayst co-join with something; and thou dost, 

          And that beyond commission, and I find it, 

          And that to the infection of my brains 

          And hardening of my brows. (I. ii. 137) 

His obsession with affection and suspicion has made him see things that are originally 

impossible to be credible. Possessed by jealousy, Leontes is in a fanatical and 

self-consuming state of mind, and he is impervious to suggestion, incapable of 

admitting the possibility of error (Wells 341). 

Closely connected with the idea of property in the case of adultery is the loss of 

honor for man, which is often considered irrevocable. According to Mark 

Breitenberg’s examination of a treatise written in 1599 called Fancies Ague-fittes, or 

Beauties Nettle-bed, the reason why jealousy does much more harm to men than  
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women is because “thereby he looseth his honor” (189). What’s worse, this blemish 

on male honor is “in no way or at any tyme, repayreable agayne” (189). In light of the 

idea of possession and emphasis on female chastity essential to patriarchal marriage 

in the Renaissance, it is clear that male honor requires female chastity for 

confirmation. Consequently, women are granted the power to cuckold men by an 

economy that has already “constructed male honor as contingent upon female chastity” 

(Breitenberg 189). To this point, the contradiction in patriarchal ideology has been 

made clear: men are constantly haunted by the possibility of female adultery, the 

concomitant dishonor of which comes from a system grounded on the objectification 

and disempowerment of women. And it is within such emphasis on female chastity as 

constitutive of masculine subjectivity that gives rise to the anxiety and fear of 

cuckoldry.  

As a result, if a wife commits adultery, even if it is only supposed in the form of 

rumor, the husband is irrevocably dishonored, a stigma on his reputation that is hard 

to wipe out completely. The indelible stigma weakens the husband’s masculine 

identity. A cuckolded husband may pine over the loss of a wife’s affection for a while, 

but what constantly troubles him and will last forever is his loss of status in the 

community, not his wife’s supposed loss of chastity. Considering the shame and 

dishonor a cuckolded husband has to endure, Leontes’ unnecessary and unreasonable 

comprehension about his reputation and legacy expressed in his soliloquy seems to 

accord with Renaissance male anxiety: 

               … so disgraced a part, whose issue 

Will hiss me to my grave; contempt and clamor 

Will be my knell. (I. ii. 188-90) 

What this passage reveals is not his mourning over Hermione’s supposed loss of  
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chastity and loyalty but rather his obsessive concern of how his wife’s infidelity will 

affect his reputation and haunt him till his death. To Leontes, the cuckold’s stain is 

symbolized and imprinted through the visual imagination of the horn. 

The fear of cuckoldry also extends to the anxiety regarding the next generation. 

With the rise of Leontes’ jealousy, the traditional male fear of illegitimacy 

increasingly troubles the Sicilian King. The anxiety of an illegitimate child gives rise 

to his several questions to Mamillius as an attempt to confirm his son’s identity as his 

legitimate heir. Among his feverish bouts of suspicion, Leontes makes several 

attempts to see his own likeness in Mamillius’s face: “Mamillius, / Art thou my boy?” 

(I. ii. 119-20). Mamillius assures him that he is indeed his boy, and the father sees in 

him a “copy” of himself: 

They say it is a copy out of mine. Come, captain, 

We must be neat; not neat, but cleanly, captain: 

And yet the steer, the heifer and the calf 

Are all call'd neat.--Still virginalling 

Upon his palm!—How now, you wanton calf! 

Art thou my calf? (I. ii. 122-126) 

As Leontes horses around with Mammilius, he keeps one eye on his wife and friend 

and speaks in veiled terms about being cuckolded. In spite of his son’s reassurance, 

Leontes’ doubt persists: “Yet they say we are / Almost as like as eggs. Women say so, 

/ That will say anything” (I. ii. 129-31). The doubt of illegitimate child leads Leontes 

back to the attack on women’s unfaithfulness. If Hermione does commit adultery, not 

only the child she is bearing will be regarded as a bastard, the legitimacy of Mamillius, 

Leontes’ only male heir, will also be questioned.  

After first questioning Mamillius’ legitimacy, Leontes turns again to his son  
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and notes that the boy resembles him, and this reassures him that Mamillius is, in fact, 

his son and not someone else’s:  

Looking on the lines  

Of my boy's face, methoughts I did recoil  

Twenty-three years, and saw myself unbreech'd,  

In my green velvet coat, my dagger muzzled,  

Lest it should bite its master, and so prove,  

As ornaments oft do, too dangerous:  

How like, methought, I then was to this kernel,  

This squash, this gentleman. (I. ii. 153-60) 

Despite the physical resemblance, the agitated tone in Leontes’ speech suggests his 

anxiety. Leontes’ apprehension is undoubtedly associated with the political aspects of 

adultery. If the legitimacy of the presuming male heir is questioned, it not only brings 

shame to the husband, the overall stability of a country is also under its influence. In a 

time when male heirs were critical to dynastic survival, wifely adultery was a great 

fear.
7
 As Catherine Belsey summarizes, “female sexuality, kept under male control, 

guarantees masculine supremacy over nature and over time, ensuring the stability of 

the family and the legitimacy of heirs. Women’s sexuality unleashed is seen as able to 

destroy all control, undermining the institutions of society by threatening their 

continuity” (165). In Leontes’s festering suspicion, Hermione’s present “improper” 

behavior arouses in him the anxiety of raising and passing the crown to an illegitimate 

heir. Despite Mamillius’ physical resemblance to him (being “as like as eggs”) and his 

son’s verbal assurance of their blood-tie, Leontes cannot prove his relationship as 

father to Mamillius. With all the power and control men have over women, women 

                                                      
7
 Marilyn French notes the potential threat women’s regenerative power has in causing social 

dissolution in The War Against Women. New York: Ballantine, 1992. (204). 
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were the only authority that could affirm the legitimacy of men’s offspring. 

According to Kirstie Gulick Rosenfield, pregnancy, birthing, and nursing were 

instances of “temporary but genuine female empowerment” (107). The uncertainty 

regarding the progeny’s parentage lurks in marriage; when wife’s fidelity is 

questioned, this concern reappears to fuel the husband’s jealousy and anxiety.  

Aside from the concern of heir’s legitimacy, the cuckolded husband also fears 

the influence of the adulteress on the child. As Joyce Sexton points out in The 

Slandered Women in Shakespeare, women’s improper social behavior is damaging to 

both physical and mental wholeness of her offspring (86). As a result, when the wife’s 

chastity is under question, the husband becomes concerned about his wife’s influence 

on the children. In The Winter’s Tale, once Leontes is convinced by his imagination of 

Hermione’s adultery, he orders to have Mamillius removed from his mother: “Give 

me the boy. I am glad you did not nurse him. / Though he does bear some signs of me, 

yet you / Have too much blood in him” (II. i. 56-58). To the cuckold husband, a wife’s 

adultery is contagious to the children around her, and an immediate and complete 

separation is a necessary call. Furthermore, the King also interprets the prince’s later 

ailment as related to Hermione’s supposed crime: 

To see his nobleness! 

Conceiving the dishonour of his mother, 

He straight declined, droop'd, took it deeply, 

Fasten'd and fix'd the shame on't in himself, 

Threw off his spirit, his appetite, his sleep, 

And downright languish'd. (II. iii. 12-17) 

To everyone except Leontes, Mamilius’ illness obviously results from his anxiety and 

fear regarding the current situation and what might become of his loving mother.  
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However, Leontes is determined that Mamillius’ sudden disease comes from 

Hermione’s shame and is a further proof of Hermione’s adultery. Indeed, the crisis 

regarding the legitimacy of the heir is a direct result from Leontes’ anxiety. To sum 

up, the menace of cuckoldry has its root in patriarchal marriage and interpretative 

crisis; and it gives rise to the anxiety of loss of honor and the legitimacy of an heir. 

 

3.2  The Function of the Public Trial 

The fear of an illegitimate heir and the loss of honor prompt Leontes to take 

action against his wife’s supposed adultery. Since his irrational jealousy has already 

left stigma of his reputation, Leontes is in desperate need for honor, the restoration of 

which requires public witness, hence the open trial. Merely charging women with 

infidelity provides an “enabling function” for men. If a man suspects his wife of 

adultery, the act of accusing her of such crime, whether it is proved true or not, 

functions to “pre-empt and thus compensate for the impotence and dishonor; in other 

words, men exercise false accusation in advance of the disempowerment he 

anticipates (Breitenberg 184). In The Winter’s Tale, Leontes also takes on the role as 

the first accuser in an attempt to avoid the ultimate dishonor of the discovery of a 

wife’s infidelity by others. Paradoxically, he also has to endure the counterforce of 

such false accusation: by accusing Hermione of her crime publicly, Leontes has no 

choice but to be either a cuckold or a king with bad judgment. Indeed, his 

self-torturing misery comes not only from suspecting his wife, but also from making 

his private suspicion known to others and even to the degree of publicly denouncing 

her. When Camillo first becomes aware of the King’s ungrounded jealousy, he 

already notes the danger of repeating such suspicion:  

You never spoke what did become you less 

          Than this; which to reiterate were sin 
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          As deep as that, though true. (I. ii. 282-84) 

Camillo’s warning of the danger of Leontes’ reiteration of his doubt and diseas’d 

opinion is apparently to no avail: 

CAMILLO. Good my lord, be cur’d 

of this diseas’d opinion; and bedtimes; 

For ‘tis most dangerous. 

          LEONTES. Say it be, ‘tis true.  

          CAMILLO. No, no, my lord.  

          LEONTES. It is; you lie; you lie. 

          I say you liest, Camillo, and I hate thee; 

          Pronounce thee a gross lout, a mindless slave. (I. ii. 296-302) 

Leontes is furious at any hint of disagreement. Apparently, he is not asking for advice. 

Instead, he wants his suspicion confirmed. At this stage, only Camillo knows Leontes’ 

festering jealousy. However, to make matters worse, Leontes in the following scene 

even accuses Hermione in public, that is, in front of his courtier and her 

lady-in-waiting.  

In the beginning of Act II Scene I, having just learned of Polixenes’s escape and 

Camillo’s role in accomplishing it, Leontes storms into Mamillius’ room where 

Hermione is. To his infected and twisted mind, their escape is proof that his 

suspicions were correct—he decides that Camillo must have been Polixenes’ 

accomplice from the beginning, and Hermione must have a part in this vicious scheme. 

He orders Mamillius to be taken away from Hermione, and then publicly accuses his 

wife of being pregnant with a bastard child from Polixenes: “let her sport herself / 

With that she’s big with; for ‘tis Polixenes / Has made thee swell thus” (II. i. 60-62). 

As if such outrageous accusation is not enough to shame his wife, he then calls for  
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everyone’s attention to his wife’s “fake chastity”: “You, my lords, / Look on her, 

mark her well; be but about / To say ‘she is a goodly lady,’ and / The justice of your 

hearts will thereto add / ‘Tis pity she’s not honest, honourable / Praise her but this her 

without-door form.’” (II. i. 64-68). This open accusation did not mitigate his rage and 

concern. Instead, Leontes would not alleviate his censure until he has succeeded in 

convincing everyone of his doubt.  

Following this first speech of open accusation, Leontes then further exacerbates 

the severity and violence in his reprimand:  

I have said  

She’s an adulteress; I have said with whom:  

More, she’s a traitor and Camillo is  

A federary with her, and one that knows  

What she should shame to know herself  

But with her most vile principal, that she’s  

A bed-swerver, even as bad as those  

That vulgars give bold’st titles, ay, and privy  

To this their late escape. (II. i. 89-95) 

In response to such sudden blemish on her reputation, Hermione denies it vigorously 

yet with dignity. Amidst her mixed grief and rage, she also points out for Leontes the 

severity of his reckless indictment in the public: 

How will this grieve you, 

When you shall come to clearer knowledge, that 

You thus have publish’d me! (II. i. 96-98) 

However, her pleas are fruitless, since everything she says now only contradicts her 

accusation. The already jealous King, whose anger is now fueled by his wife’s  
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negation to her infidelity, orders her to be taken away to jail, along with her 

ladies-in-waiting. After “publishing” Hermione, there is no turning back for Leontes 

since whether Hermione proves to be innocent or guilty, the result for Leontes would 

be harmful and destructive. If his accusation proves true, Leontes becomes a hapless 

cuckold who has to endure endless shame; if Hermione’s fidelity is confirmed by the 

oracle, the King turns out to be an irrational tyrant who falls to the trap of illusion 

himself. Either way, the burden of shame on himself will not be subdued once the 

result is clear, since he is the one who publishes his own wife’s adultery. But he 

realizes that it will be more deadly for him if his accusation is wrong, since poor 

judgment will jeopardize his sovereignty as a king. It becomes clear to this stage that 

the act of public accusation comes with a more powerful and darker undercurrent that 

draws the accuser into an intractable dilemma. Since the public accusation is 

irrevocable, Leontes has no choice but stick to his belief of Hermione’s adultery 

despite the firm opposition by everyone around him.  

The false accusation leveled against Hermione seems to find a turning point 

when Leontes orders that Hermione should receive an open trial, a trial that will 

determine whether her crime is true or not. He announces publicly, 

This sessions, to our great grief we pronounce, 

            Even pushes ‘gainst our heart: the party tried 

            The daughter of a king, our wife, and one 

            Of us too much beloved. Let us be clear’d 

            Of being tyrannous, since we so openly 

            Proceed in justice, which shall have due course, 

            Even to the guilt or the purgation. (III. ii. 1-7) 

The audience might feel relief at this point, since there is a chance that under the  
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watch of the public eye, Leontes’ madness will be checked and Hermione’s innocence 

will eventually be restored. However, it turns out that the public trial of Hermione is 

actually manipulated by Leontes to serve his own purpose: the reinstatement of his 

power. Hermione’s adultery, as Leontes accuses her of, is degradation to his 

reputation, not only as a husband but also as a king. To avoid shame and dishonor, a 

husband will try to stop the news of adultery from spreading out as a rumor. In The 

Winter’s Tale, Leontes suffers great dilemma. Since he is himself the accuser, and his 

accusation does not win the support from his courtiers, and most of all, he fears that 

Hermione’s supposed adultery may already be public knowledge.  

Didst perceive it?  

They’re here with me already; whisp’ring, rounding;  

“Sicilia is a so-forth:” ’Tis far gone,  

When I shall gust it last. (I. ii. 116-19) 

In his questioning with Camillo and his later soliloquy, Leontes imagined that his 

cuckoldry is made known to everyone but him. Indeed, one may wonder why Leontes 

dares to accuse Hermione publicly since by doing so, he also makes his own shame 

known. However, the fear that his dishonor is already known is a constant fear that 

troubles him; therefore, he has to engage himself in the act of public accusation. This 

act, nevertheless, fails to win him favor. With everyone’s defense of his queen and 

even hint at his madness and tyranny, Leontes has no way but to resort to a public 

trial.  

As Xenia Georgepoulou notes, the aim of casting on oneself such roles as 

public accuser and judge like Leontes in The Winter’s Tale is primarily not the 

conviction of the supposed adulteress, but rather the clearance of his own name (142). 

Although in the Renaissance a man’s reputation did not rest solely on his sexuality, an  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

55 
 

adulterous wife was a great threat to his very manhood. “Though the husband may be 

said to ‘own’ his wife’s sexual favors, while under the double standard she has no 

exclusive claim to his, he is under a certain obligation to keep her sexually satisfied, If 

she remains faithful, she in effect certifies his virility; if she strays, she calls it into 

question” (Kahn 121). As a result, if a man’s masculinity is threatened by his wife’s 

dubious sexual behavior, the husband would not stand tolerating it by doing nothing. 

Instead, husbands are expected to take action if their wives shame them by 

committing adultery (Foyster 177). That is to say, the husband will resort to a certain 

kind of method as an attempt to save honor. Furthermore, the necessity of publicity is 

essential in the husband’s action of restoring their besmirched manhood. As Elizabeth 

Foyster points out in her discussion of manhood in early modern England, the main 

condition for the recovery of male honor was that “its restoration be witnessed by 

others” (148). In other words, men need their contemporaries to witness and 

recognize the restoration. This attempt of reinstating power can take place both 

informally in front of neighbors and servants, or formally in the courtroom, as is the 

case in The Winter’s Tale.  

Among other Shakespearean plays that also involve the issue of female adultery, 

similar “public or private court set-up” has been adopted by the supposed cuckolds to 

examine and eventually punish the alleged adulteresses (Georgopoulou 147). In Much 

Ado About Nothing, Hero’s public defamation recalls the procedures of an open trial 

(Habermann 11). In Othello, the jealous Moor avoids publicizing his dishonor by 

acting secretly; however, his examination of witness and proof and final verdict is 

resonant of the series of proceedings of a trial. As for Leontes in The Winter’s Tale, he 

is the only supposed cuckold in Shakespeare’s plays that strictly follows proper legal 

procedures (Kaplan and Eggert 105).  
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An open trial of Hermione’s supposed adultery, as Leontes firmly believes, can 

restore his reputation as a rational king by confirming Hermione’s crime. He orders 

his courtier to bring Apollo’s oracle, the most trustworthy evidence to determine 

one’s innocence or guilty state. However, it is not difficult to find that Hermione 

already loses the case in the beginning with Leontes’ role as both the judge and the 

jury. While Cleomenes and Dion are making their way back from Delphi with the 

Oracle, Leontes in Sicilia convenes a court, with himself as judge, to take charge of 

the trial concerning Hermione’s adultery. The process of legal trial can be seen on 

stage, with the officer’s call for “Silence,” followed by the entrance of the prisoner, 

the wrongly-accused queen: 

OFFICER. It is his highness’ pleasure that the queen 

            Appear in person here in court. Silence!  

Enter HERMIONE guarded; PAULINA and Ladies attending 

(III. ii. 9-10) 

This scene is prevalent with theatricality, which magnifies the King’s conscious 

manipulation of the trial as a clearance of his name. The stage direction of Hermione’s 

entrance can be performed in various ways, but what cannot be missed is Hermione’s 

frail body after just giving birth to a baby girl and now being “guarded” to a court trial. 

However, Leontes’ next line after his queen’s entrance only shows his indifference: 

“Read the indictment.” (III. ii. 11). It is clear that his role now as a judge stands as a 

priority over his love for Hermione. And the indictment, charging her with adultery 

and conspiracy in the escape of Polixenes and Camillo, is read to the entire court.  

Following the process of a proper trial, Leontes fashions himself as a righteous 

judge. Nevertheless, he abuses his authority to invalidate any utterance that mars his 

show of power, that is, all utterance except his own (Gourlay 381-82). In response to  
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the King’s sudden and irrational accusation, Hermione defends herself with 

eloquence and dignity, saying that she loves the Bohemian king “with a love even 

such,/ So and no other, as yourself commanded: / Which not to have done I think had 

been in me / Both disobedience and ingratitude” (III. ii. 64-66). Hermione’s love for 

Polixenes is based only on the friendship between her husband and his childhood 

friend, but no more, certainly not in a sexual fashion. However, Leontes, paying little 

heed to her words, declares that she is guilty, and that her punishment must be death. 

Not only does this final verdict betray the impartiality necessary of a legal case, 

Leontes as a judge has already been arbitrary in his judgment earlier in this trial scene. 

He does not resort to any valid evidence, nor does he tolerate any statement that 

contradicts the verdict which he has already decided long before the trial: “I ne’er 

heard yet / That any of these bolder vices wanted / Less impudence to gainsay what 

they did / Than to perform it first,” (III. ii. 57-58); “You knew of his departure, as you 

know / What you have underta'en to do in's absence” (III. ii. 81-82). Indeed, all the 

audience feels is the relentless and aggressive manner in his firm conviction, not 

granting the accused any chance to prove one’s innocence.  

Although he creates a scene of legal trial, his original intention and his 

following deeds are clearly distorted. In a desperate effort to resume his status as a 

king and prove he is right, he in effect becomes a king who abuses his power: 

Your actions are my dreams; 

You had a bastard by Polixenes, 

And I but dream'd it. As you were past all shame,-- 

Those of your fact are so--so past all truth: 

Which to deny concerns more than avails; for as 

Thy brat hath been cast out, like to itself, 
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No father owning it,--which is, indeed, 

More criminal in thee than it,--so thou 

Shalt feel our justice, in whose easiest passage 

Look for no less than death. (III. ii. 86-95) 

Leontes neither provides valid evidence nor any eye witness to support his accusation; 

all he has is his own words and the undertone of malicious warning. He demands not 

rational justification but submissive assent. Blinded by his jealousy and anxiety, he 

dismisses everyone who speaks in favor of his queen. He even goes so far as to defy 

the power and authenticity of Apollo’s oracle: “There is no truth at all i’ the oracle / 

The sessions shall proceed / This is mere falsehood” (III. ii. 149-50). The King 

apparently intends to reinstate his own honor while exposing the queen’s dishonor 

(Kaplan and Eggert 105). Indeed, in a desperate attempt to restore his honor, Leontes 

takes the initiative to accuse Hermione and makes no attempt to conceal his wife’s 

supposed crime. As Sexton notes, “the truth of falsity of Leontes’ accusation is less 

important than the open shame of his victim” (85). 

The significance of the open trial as a reinstatement of male honor can be 

manifested in two parts. First, it is of note that no evidence of Hermione’s alleged 

infidelity, not even the “ocular proof” that Leontes so firmly believes to have seen, is 

brought up in the open trial. Indeed, although the audience hears Leontes’ claim to 

have witnessed a multitude of improper acts between Hermione and Polixenes in 

earlier scenes, Leontes in the public trial seems to consciously avoid citing this 

evidence to support his accusation. The “paddling palms, the kiss with inside lips, and 

pinching fingers,” the source of Leontes’ sudden onset of jealousy and evidence that 

could possibly assist his allegation, are not once mentioned in the court trial scene. 

Instead, what appears in the trial is Leontes’ empty accusation, adorned with repeated  
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threat and disparagement. The King’s decision to withhold his alleged evidence of the 

queen’s supposed infidelity comes from his concern that the shaming details will 

result in a bigger stain on his already undermined reputation. With his reputation 

already in peril, he consciously tries to avoid any detailed description of the queen’s 

dubious behavior with another men, which will consequently weaken his masculinity 

to the public eye. In spite of the repeated references to the slandered queen’s infidelity, 

what threatens Leontes most is its impact on his male reputation. And this public trial 

is his attempt to reinstate his smirched name.  

The King’s concern about his reputation can also find trace in Hermione’s 

verdict in the trial. The queen’s supposed adultery is dealt with high treason, whereas 

earlier in Act II, Hermione’s supposed disloyalty as a wife clearly takes the major part 

of the King’s unofficial slander. As Hermione enters the court, the officer reads her 

indictment:  

Hermione, queen to the worthy 

Leontes, king of Sicilia, thou art here accused and  

arraigned of high treason, in committing adultery 

with Polixenes, King of Bohemia, and conspiring 

with Camillo to take away the life of our sovereign 

lord the King, thy royal husband. (III. ii. 13-17) 

The wife’s alleged infidelity has shifted to the alleged threat and conspiracy against 

the King’s life. With the potential result of crumbling the safety of the whole kingdom, 

the charge of treason will definitely raise more concern among the lords in court. 

However, Leontes’ concern about his safety is not seen or expressed before the trial. 

What monopolizes Leontes unofficial slander is his embarrassment caused by his 

wife’s supposed adultery. In the official trial, however, her indictment has been  
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“upgraded” from private offence to public offence against the whole kingdom. 

Although the anxiety of the possibility of illegitimate child disturbs him, it seems too 

fast and arbitrary for the King to accuse his own wife of scheming against his life. 

Plotting against the King is a major matter, one that demands the greatest attention 

and involves the worst punishment—death. The reasons why Leontes combines 

political with marital jealousy in this accusation is because only by doing this can 

Hermione’s crime be brought under public scrutiny and condemnation. By bringing 

the issue of treason into the trial, Leontes makes Hermione’s supposed adultery an 

official crime.  

In the open trial, Hermione’s sexuality and body has gone through deliberate 

examination, which is resonated by Leontes’ first remarks in publicizing Hermione’s 

supposed infidelity: “You may my lords, / Look on her, mark her well” (II. i. 65-66). 

By reducing Hermione to social anatomy, Leontes tyrannically appropriates the law 

and legal procedure to his own benefits. Indeed, the ultimate goal of public trial is not 

justice as Leontes claims it to be, but rather a clearance of the husband’s honor by 

repeatedly attacking the wife’s good reputation. The king intends to be “cleared / Of 

being tyrannous, since we so openly / Proceed in justice” (III. ii. 4-6). Indeed, the trial 

constitutes a public display of power, employed by the king to counter his supposedly 

known shame. As Georgopoulou points out, Hermione is also aware of her husband’s 

display of power to magnify her humiliation and clear his reputation (148). To her, 

this open trial is “devised / And played to take spectators” (III. ii. 34-36). As a 

husband who is constantly haunted by the anxiety of cuckoldry, Leontes falls to his 

own trap of illusion and convinces himself of Hermione’s adultery. By publishing his 

illusion of Hermione’s disloyalty, he also mars his own reputation and has to face the 

result of his reckless behavior. And his manipulation of the public trial is an utmost  
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performance to retain absolute dominance over his wife and restore his stained 

honor.  
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Chapter 4:  

Silenced Masculine Authority, Rising Young Generation,  

Tactful Acquiescence 

 

Although the previous two chapters in this thesis focus on how male insecurity 

turns rancid against women, an analysis of the positive interaction of the younger 

generation and the final scene of reconciliation is indispensable since it provides a 

new form of reconciliation, which in many ways resonates with previously-staged 

masculine anxiety. Arguably the bulk of criticism concerning The Winter’s Tale 

focuses on the statue scene in which Hermione is, depending on one’s perception, 

either miraculously revivified or finally brought out of hiding by Paulina. This final 

scene is also widely considered one of the most moving scenes in Shakespeare’s 

works. As Robert G. Hunter contends, “The scene in which the ‘statue’ of Hermione 

comes to life is Shakespeare’s most inspired moment of reconciliation and 

forgiveness” (170). However, Leontes’ sixteen-year repentance does not seem to 

convince the audience when he tactfully dodges the chance to publicly confront his 

sin. What is peculiar about this scene is that it is without the presence of Leontes’ 

masculinity. With the death of Hermione, Leontes’ masculine authority is notably 

silenced; while the shift of the play’s focus to the younger generation and sensual 

touch between Leontes and Hermione seem to bring hope to the misunderstanding 

that leads to tragic results, Leontes’ tactful yet disturbing acquiescence after 

Hermione’s resurrection indicates his inability to come to terms with the stigma of 

cuckoldry anxiety. 
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4.1 Silenced Masculine Authority 

After the death of Mamillius, Leontes’ acknowledgement of his own mistake 

comes immediately: “Apollo’s angry, and the heavens themselves do strike at my 

injustice” (III. ii 147). The Sicilian king now comes to realize that the death of the 

heir is Apollo’s punishment for his wrongdoing. However, such tragic consequences 

do not stop here, for Hermione faints away at the news of Mamillius’ sudden death, 

and Leontes is now overwhelmed with guilt:  

                             Take her hence; 

Her heart is but o’ercharg’d; she will recover.      

I have too much believ’d mine own suspicion. 

Beseech you tenderly apply to her 

Some remedies for life. (III. ii. 149) 

Unfortunately, although Leontes promises to “new woo” his queen, he could not 

save Hermione from dying upon the news of her son’s death. When Paulina 

announces Hermione’s death, her anger and grief move her to call the king a tyrant: 

“Thy tyranny / Together with the working of the jealousies / (Fancies too weak for 

boys, too green and idle / For girls of nine), O, think what they have done, / And 

then run mad indeed--stark mad! for all / Thy by-gone fooleries were but spices of it” 

(III. ii. 179-184). To Paulina, Leontes’ tyrannical deeds coincide with his jealous 

paranoia. She also refers to his jealousy as fancies, which symbolize that his 

suspicions regarding Hermione’s virtue and threat against his crown are merely 

“phantasmatically imbued” (Alfar 171).  

     In contrast to the previous scenes when his absolute authority is at its highest  
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in accusing his wife, now his pose of masculine authority is silenced, for it is that 

authority that is responsible for the ongoing chaos and the tragic consequences. 

Therefore, Paulina can say with impunity that the crimes Leontes commits are 

“heavier / than all your woes can stir; therefore betake thee / to nothing but despair. 

A thousand knees, / Ten thousand years together, naked, fasting, / Upon a barren 

mountain (III. ii. 208-210). Overwhelmed with a strong sense of grief and guilt, 

Leontes does not silence Paulina but rather encourage her in her castigation: “Go on, 

go on; thou canst not speak too much, I have deserved all tongues to talk their 

bitter’rest” (III. ii. 214-16). Indeed, the loss of his heir and wife provokes Leontes’ 

contrition, and Hermione’s death testifies to her innocence and underscores his own 

brutality and paranoia.  

Despite Leontes’ agreement with Paulina’s sharp criticism, a Lord of the 

council chamber attempts to silence her: “Say no more; / Howe’er the business goes, 

you have made fault / I’ th’ boldness of your speech” (III. ii. 216-17). Many critics, 

as Huston Diehl has recently noted, have offered similar interpretations of her 

speech.
8
 Rather than taking a milder approach to the Lord’s rebuke, Paulina even 

goes so far as to forswear her role as Leontes’ counselor:  

                    Do not receive affliction 

At my petition; I beseech you, rather  

Let me be punished, that have minded you  

Of what you should forget. Now, good my liege, 

Sir, royal sire, forgive a foolish woman.  

 

                                                      
8
 In "'Does not the stone rebuke me?': The Pauline Rebuke and Paulina's Lawful Magic in The 

Winter's Tale," Huston Diehl notes “Paulina's vehement, biting, and relentless rebukes seem so 

assaultive that many scholars and readers today, like Sicily’s courtiers, find them excessive and 

distasteful, despite Paulina’s claims that her speaking is medicinal and intended to ‘do good’” (72). 
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The love I bore your queen--lo, fool again!  

I'll speak of her no more, nor of your children. (III. ii. 224-29) 

Paulina’s self-deprecation serves to mask her intentions and indicates that she wants 

Leontes to remember his sins and her conviction that she should assume this role.  

Furthermore, her offer to “say nothing” pressures Leontes either to support or 

overrule the Lord. Here, Leontes’ masculine authority is notably silenced, and 

Paulina has symbolically taken over the role as an authority figure. Paulina’s new 

role of authority and outspokenness is a sharp contrast to Leontes’ silenced 

masculinity: she uses the greater male authority (in this case Leontes) as leverage 

against the King’s previous attempts to stifle and silence her.
9
 Now Leontes 

authorizes Paulina’s speech by saying, “Thou didst speak but well / When most the 

truth” (III. ii. 232). Likewise, she waits silently for Leontes to establish his 

penitential regime and for him to command: 

                                Once a day I’ll visit 

The chapel where they lie, and tears shed there 

Shall be my recreation. So long as nature 

Will bear up with this exercise, so long 

I daily vow to use it, (III. ii. 238-42) 

Before the curtain falls to end the first part of The Winter’s Tale, Leontes has 

changed from a paranoid tyrant who wrongly accused her wife of adultery to a 

guilt-stricken king who vows to be repentant for the rest of his life. Self-accused, he 

welcomes the power of Paulina’s strong voice to punish his tyranny and his mistake of 

letting his reason be overwhelmed by masculine anxiety. 

 

                                                      
9
 On this perspective, see D.J. Enright, Shakespeare and the Students. (London: Chatto and Windus, 

1970) 182. 
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4.2 Rising Young Generation 

The losses of Mamillius and Hermione and the appearance of the young lovers 

mark the end of one genre and the beginning of the other.
10

 The play’s shift from the 

tragedy in Leontes’ kingdom to the fertility of the pastoral landscape signals a 

revision of the forms of power. The sheep-sheering festival is a celebration of 

everything earth and fertile. Furthermore, the love between Florizel and Perdita 

brings positive light to the former destructiveness of love in the form of jealousy. 

Florizel, son of Polixenes and heir to the throne of Bohemia, stands as a sharp contrast 

to Leontes as a lover. Florizel’s name suggests the union of male and female: “zell” is 

an archaic form of zeal, ardent love, and “Flora,” goddess of the springing flowers. 

Florizel, in comparison with Leontes, is a remarkable lover. His courtship, unlike 

Leontes’ “crabbed” one, is joyous and confident (I. ii. 102). He rejoices at Perdita’s 

likeness to the goddess of flowers: 

These your unusual weeds to each part of you 

Does give a life; no shepherdess, but Flora 

Peering in April’s front. This your sheep-sheering  

Is as a meeting of the petty-gods, 

And you the queen on’t. 

(IV. iv. 1-5) 

Unlike Leontes’ manic anxiety in the face of Hermione’s fertility, Florizel pays 

tribute to Perdita’s affinity with corporeal recreation. According to Cristina Leon 

Alfar, Florizel’s embrace of everything procreative signifies “a breakdown in the 

patrilineal dread of the unknowable, uncontrollable Feminine” (171). Instead of 

                                                      
10

 Several critics have noted the shift in The Winter’s Tale from tragedy to romance. See Adelman, 

Suffocating Mothers, 193-238; Gourley, “‘O, my most sacred lady,’”258-79; and Ronk, “Recasting 

Jealousy,” 50-77. 
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fearing females’ fertility power, Florizel rejoices at the life force he sees in Perdita.    

What’s more, Florizel acknowledges Perdita’s sexuality and his own, 

identifying himself with the gods who have “taken / The shapes of beasts upon them” 

(IV. iv. 26-27). However, the prince can control his burning “lusts” and desire with 

honour and faith (IV. iv. 32-34). As a crown lover, Florizel puts love over his position 

as a king’s heir, and hoping to commend and condemn his force and knowledge all “to 

her service / Or to their own perdition” (IV. iv. 378-79). Florizel is indeed an heir to 

affection, crowning his love for Perdita prior to everything else. Moreover, he delights 

in Perdita’s frankness, her beauty, her wit, and her doing: 

Each your doing, 

So singular in each particular, 

Crowns what you are doing, in the present deeds, 

That all your acts are queens. (IV. iv. 143-46) 

Florizel’s insistence that all her acts are “queens” both praises the grace of Perdita’s 

performance as mistress of the feast and represents a promise for their future (IV. iv. 

146). As Carol Thomas Neely points out, Florizel praises not her looks, but her 

“deeds”—each of them—reversing Leontes’ disgust at Hermione’s second “good 

deed” and purifying the word’s sexual implications (“Women and Issue” 183). 

Perdita’s female strength grows with Florizel’s love. The audience has already 

noted Perdita’s concern that her lover may fall under his father’s censure for his 

masquerade in the festive dress (IV. iv. 18-22). On stage she and “Doricles” are 

matched in the costumes that are for her above, for him below, the proper social 

station. She also feels abashed at the very thought that the king might surprise her in 

her “borrowed flaunts,” a festive finery above her station; although she 

straightforwardly accepts her current status in the social hierarchy, she knows that  
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discovery will threaten “this purpose” of their love and may do so with special force if 

her garments seem presumptuous. She is concerned about things that will harm the 

prospect of them together in the future. Within the fiction, she does not know who this 

aristocrat may be, but she stands her ground against Polixenes on matters of both 

intellect and morality. The audience, knowing her noble heritage, sees her as fit 

consort to a prince; however, no character in the play is aware of her noble heritage. 

Perdita, unaware of her real identity as a princess, spurns the courtship of bribery 

(Dusinberre 238); her pure love for Florizel can be manifested in the following lines 

by Florizel: 

She prizes not such trifles as these are. 

The gifts she looks from me are pack’d and lock’d 

Up in my heart. (IV. iv. 358-59) 

The lines from Florizel show that Perdita demands no other things such as gifts but 

only Florizel’s love, the deepest affection from his heart. As Catherine Belsey points 

out, Florizel himself inhabits a realm of pure love, independent of social obstacles 

(72): 

           Or I’ll be thine, my fair, 

           Or not my father’s. For I cannot be 

           Mine own, nor anything to any, if 

           I be not thine. To this I am most constant, 

           Though destiny say no. (IV. iv. 42-46) 

Florizel rejects the filial duty that compels him to be the heir to the country and fulfill 

his duty as a son to his father. His refusal implies a loss of power, and it suggests that 

he privileges his bond with Perdita over that of his position as the prince of Bohemia. 

Strengthened in her own self-assertiveness by Florizel’s declaration of his selfhood in  
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the mutuality of love, Perdita can match Polixenes gracefully in the ironic debate on 

the breeding of flowers. 

Perdita and Florizel’s love pointedly contrasts with Leontes’ love and his 

treatment of Hermione. “A ruler who rejects his counsellors and accuses everyone 

else of ‘ignorant credulity’ is self-isolated” (Vickers 199). Indeed, Leontes rules so 

vigorously as to be tyrannical, understanding his own actions as unquestionable and 

therefore right. In this one important dimension, the play represents Leontes’ quest for 

a new understanding of himself as a ruler and also as a husband and a father, “of 

others in the relationships they bear toward him, and of the place of ruler and ruled in 

a transformed system of values” (Bieman 86). In Act 5 in Sicilia, Cleomenes pleads 

with Leontes to forgive himself—his long years of penance have more than “paid 

down” his trespasses. Mamillius’s death, confirming the oracle’s support for 

Hermione’s innocence, alters Leontes’ responses. Leontes, remembering Hermione 

with longing, cannot forget his guilt. Touched by Perdita and Florizel’s fresh beauty 

and mutual love, Leontes resists Polixenes’ letter asking that he arrest Florizel and 

promises to intercede for them: 

Your father’s image is so hit on you, 

His very air, that I should call you brother, 

As I did him, and speak of something wildly 

By us perform’d before. Most dearly welcome! 

And your fair princess,—goddess!—O, alas! 

I lost a couple, that ’twixt heaven and earth 

Might thus have stood, begetting wonder, as 

You, gracious couple, do: and then I lost— 

All mine own folly. (V. i. 125-33) 
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Leontes’ realization of his mistake prepares him for a renewed relationship with his 

lostdaughter Perdita, with Florizel, and with Polixenes who he has wronged (Neely 

190). Discovering that Perdita and Florizel have eloped, he breaks with Polixenes to 

become “friend” to the couple’s “desires” (V. i. 230-31). Florizel begs him: 

“Remember since you owed no more to Time / Than I do now; with thought of such 

affections / Step forth mine advocate” (V. i. 217-20). It is significant that the repentant 

Leontes is willing to identify his own affections with the young couple. This passage 

also signals that Leontes is ready for reunion with his wife to confront his wrongdoing, 

and prepares the audience for the final reconciliation scene. 

 

4.3 Tactful Acquiescence 

      After the news of Hermione’s death, Leontes vows prayers of repentance as 

his daily “recreation,” never expecting that he would one day has a chance to see 

Hermione again and to amend for what he has wronged. What follows in the final 

act varies greatly from the original source of this play. The main plot of The 

Winter’s Tale is taken from Robert Greene’s pastoral romance Pandosto, published 

in 1588. There are minor changes in plot details, but the most evident changes lie in 

the survival and reconciliation of Hermione and Leontes at the end of the play. The 

character equivalent to Hermione in Pandosto dies after being accused of adultery, 

while Leontes’ equivalent looks back upon his deeds (including an incestuous 

fondness for his daughter) and slays himself. Shakespeare, by contrast, sets in the 

foreground the restoration of the older generation in the reunion of Leontes and 

Hermione. Leontes not only lives, but seems to insist on a happy ending. However, 

the cursory and even forced ending of the final reconciliation also exposes Leontes’ 

inability to deal with his resurfaced masculinity. In what follows I will examine the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Greene_(16th_century)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pastoral
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romance_(heroic_literature)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandosto
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device of Hermione’s resurrection; next, I will focus on the significance of sensual 

touch in rebuilding the lost human connection. Last, I will center on Leontes’ 

disturbing reticence after the resurrection of Hermione. With the reunion of the royal 

family as its center, the final scene seems to provide a new form of reconciliation. 

However, Leontes’ sixteen-year repentance fails to convince the audience when he 

tactfully dodges the chance to publicly confront his sin against his wife.  

The reunion scene between Leontes and Hermione is undoubtedly the climax 

of The Winter’s Tale; nevertheless, it is not the only reunion scene in this play. As a 

matter of fact, the reunion between Leontes and his long-lost daughter Perdita has 

taken place previously. The play’s first recognition takes place in the beginning of 

Act V, when the old shepherd reveals to Leontes and Camillo how he found Perdita. 

Significantly and perhaps surprisingly to the audience who expect to witness a 

moving reunion on stage between father and long-lost daughter, the recognition is 

told secondhand — the first gentleman describes their reaction: "They looked as 

they had heard of a world ransomed, or one destroyed. A notable passion of wonder 

appeared in them [...] " (V. ii.15-17). The fact that Leontes’ reunion with his 

long-lost daughter is not performed on stage and instead is reported by courtiers sets 

a contrast to the following choreographic staging of Hermione’s reappearance. As 

Ruben Espinosa observes, throughout The Winter’s Tale, the action “is often 

described rather than performed” (168). The scene which would otherwise be 

performed with dramatic tension—the revelation of Perdita as Leontes’ long-lost 

daughter, the reunion between Polixenes and Leontes, Polixenes’ acceptance of 

Florizel’s marriage to Perdita—are all only recounted by three gentlemen. However, 

such absence is not so much a failure in dramatic structure as a design by the 

playwright to focus on the emotional force evoked by the last magical yet vivid 
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reunion of the family with Hermione. In other words, the design of Hermione’s 

resurrection is to highlight the dramatic tension other characters undergo when they 

witness Hermione come back to life from a statue under magical spell. The whole 

weight of the finale is thus given over to the scene with Hermione’s statue, its 

metamorphosis into the living woman, and her restoration to her husband and 

daughter. 

Usually when the playwright devises an unexpected outcome to trick his 

characters, the audience will be informed of it through various stage performances. 

However, it is rare that in The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare does not include the 

audience of his dramatic design of Hermione’s reappearance. Indeed, Hermione’s 

quasi-resurrection is the only moment in Shakespeare’s plays where first-time 

audiences are not privy to the fact that she has apparently been alive all this time. 

One cannot help wondering the reasons behind this dramatic deployment. The 

playwright makes the audience believe, like other characters in the play except 

Paulina, that the queen has indeed died of sorrow and agony inflicted upon her by 

her husband’s false accusation, and he excludes the audience from all knowledge of 

what happened to Hermione during those sixteen years. The design is to highlight 

the dramatic tension other characters undergo when they witness Hermione 

seemingly come back to life from a statue under magical spell. Although earlier in 

Act III Hermione’s death report is only confirmed by Paulina, her rage, agony, and 

solemnity at the news exclude any doubt that people might otherwise have. In Act 

III, Paulina twice declares her dead, and then avouches, "I'll swear't. If word nor 

oath / Prevail not, go and see" (III. ii. 203- 04). She then challenges Leontes to 

display his own prowess at raising the dead:  

If you can bring  
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Tincture or luster in her lip, her eye.  

Heat outwardly or breath within, I'll serve you  

As I would do the gods. (III. ii. 204-07)  

The bereaved Paulina mocks Leontes in such a way that no hope of Hermione’s life  

remains. The purpose is to add dramatic tension to the final act and invite the 

audience to experience the mixed feelings of confusion, awe, guilt, and ecstasy that 

perplex all the other characters on stage.  

Pervaded with the theme of masculine anxiety and its aftermath, The Winter’s 

Tale incorporates a quasi-resurrection of the wrongly slandered queen. Nevertheless, 

Hermione’s return defies a plain and easy reading. Instead, it is infused with 

complicated themes and tension. The most poignant design is that the reconciliation 

of Hermione and Leontes is not as fervently undertaken by the couple as would 

others who have been wrongly set apart after a span of sixteen years, particularly in 

the aspect of rhetorics. However, the absence of language does not indicate a 

repudiation of rhetorcics; instead, the absence of their active speech allows the 

audience to shift the focus of the play from verbal speech and masculine insecurity 

to the performance of sensual touch which serves as the bridge to rebuild human 

connection between husband and wife. Since rhetorics is the direct stimulant that 

triggers Leontes’ masculine insecurity, a lack of active speech allows him to 

comprehend this reunion in a different perspective. Indeed, their reunion is ushered 

in through a silent embrace symbolizing their re-marriage and renewed bond as 

Leontes recognizes his estranged wife and their newly-found child.
11

  

Although it is significant that Hermione’s only speech in her reappearance is  

directed to her daughter Perdita instead of her husband and accuser Leontes, her 

                                                      
11

 The importance of rhetorics will again be examined on page 76 of this thesis with the focus on 

Leontes’ final disturbing reticence in his long speech. 
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silence should not be mistaken for sullenness or resistance. Her silence exceeds 

beyond surface reading and is made more delicate with the focus on gesture and 

sense of touch prevalent in the final scene. Wilbur Sanders points out that the most 

important discovery in The Winter’s Tale is Leontes’ “discovery of warm”: the most 

visceral human need whose adversary is numbness (118). Sanders excels in 

describing how the dialectic of warmth and numbness propels Act V, scene iii to its 

happy conclusion. Significantly, words such as ‘wet,’ ‘kiss,’ ‘sweet,’ and ‘warm’ 

permeate this scene. The reunited couple is overwhelmed by the mixed feelings of 

delight, regret, guilt, and forgiveness, and seem to fail to show them through verbal 

expression. Despite the lack of verbal speech and interaction, they find it in the 

language of touch and embrace.  

When Leontes first witnesses the revelation of Hermione’s sculpture, he 

immediately recognizes the warmth in her and contrasts it with his courtship:        

                      O, thus she stood, 

Even with such life of majesty—warm life, 

As now it coldly stands—when first I woo’d her! (V. iii. 38-40) 

Even though the statue is coldly displayed in front of him, Leontes can still sense the 

warm life flowing underneath it. What’s more, the striking resemblance of 

Hermione with the statue reminds Leontes of his pure love for his queen when he 

first courted her, a time before he allowed his mind to be swallowed by his ingrained 

male insecurity. Together with it, seeing the statue also conjured the evil doing that 

he has done so wrongly. Leontes’ longing for his supposedly deceased queen is so 

strong that when Paulina hints to draw the curtain for fear of the affliction it stirred 

in the king, he even pleads earnestly for more time with the statue:  

PAULINA. Indeed, my lord, 
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If I had thought the sight of my poor image 

Would thus have wrought you,—for the stone is mine— 

I’ld not have show’d it. 

LEONTES. Do not draw the curtain. 

PAULINA. No longer shall you gaze on’t, lest your fancy 

May think anon it moves. 

LEONTES. Let be, let be. (V. iii. 63-70) 

The King desires to view and admire Hermione’s statue so much that the he 

condescends to be wielded under the power of Paulina’s words.  

After Paulina’s instructions to the characters to “awaken your faith,” the stony 

figure of Hermione descends from the pedestal. What is more surprising is that 

Hermione presents her hand to Leontes. Hermione’s act of reaching out her hand to 

the King in the final scene is symbolic. It reminds the audience of Leonte’s 

courtship of Hermione. As Hermione descends from her display stand, Paulina must 

not only work to restore her queen, but to reinstate Leontes as well, coaching him: 

“Nay, present your hand. / When she was young, you wooed her; now in age / Is she 

become the suitor?” (V. iii. 133-35). Hermione’s willingness of actively presenting 

her hand is a “sublime travesty” of the supposedly unresponsive Queen (Sanders 

120). It contrasts sharply with the Hermione who, before the play began, was so 

slow to open her white hand and clap herself his love. As Leontes overcomes the 

fear and uncertainty of Hermione’s presence that almost made him withdraw from 

the impulse to contact his long-lost wife again, he tremblingly takes the hands that 

reach out to him. Immediately, the audience can almost feel Leontes’ ecstatic cry,  

his intake of breath: “O, she’s warm!” (V. iii. 109). Previously when the sculpture is  

first presented, Leontes can sense the warm life flowing under the majesty of the  
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cold stony statue, now after the physical bond is finally reconnected through their 

touch of hands, this warmth is confirmed, and it is expressed by Leontes in an 

involuntary but most natural human expression.  

The examination of the newly discovered warmth in the returned Hermione  

brings attention to images such as hand and embrace. In the final scene, the audience  

witnesses Shakespeare’s dramatic skills in playing with recurring images, slightly 

modifying the denotation of each to “reiterate the trope of the uncertainty of 

appearances” (Jansen 92). Whereas in Act I Leontes is suspiciously obsessed over 

Hermione’s hands, fretting over her “paddling palms and pinching fingers” (I. ii. 

146), now in the resurrection scene, he takes Hermione’s hand, a sign not only of 

re-establishment of their marriage, but of restoration of trust and faith. Leontes can 

now feel the warmth in the hands of Hermione which he takes into his touch. The 

discovery of warmth is significant in that it is reminiscent of the very first words in 

Leontes’ expression at the outburst of his jealousy:  

Too hot, too hot! 

To mingle friendship far is mingling bloods. 

I have tremor cordis on me; my heart dances, 

But not for joy; not joy. (I. ii. 108-11) 

‘Hot’ here not only represents Leontes’ simmering suspicion and madness, but also 

his outrageous indictment against Hermione’s adultery. However, the sense of hot is 

maliciously brewed from his paranoid imagination. One stage direction is 

particularly significant in this analysis. Before Leontes’ expression of jealousy 

erupts in Act II, he severs his bond with Hermione by giving the hands of his wife to  

Polixenes. His suspicion and anxiety had been ‘too hot’ because he had stopped  

holding Hermione’s hands, and become a spectator of the interaction between  
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Hermione and Polixenes—the adultery couple of his imagination. Charles Frey, for 

instance, emphasizes the import of Leontes’ touching of Hermione’s hand, 

suggesting that “everything is in this line [“O, she’s warm!]: the red blood in 

winter’s pale, returning spring, restored sanity after ‘Too hot, too hot!’ It is the 

crowning proof of his own rebirth, for he, too, is touched alive like the new waking 

Adam” (164). The return of the blood and the feeling of warmth in the other’s body 

symbolize a restored connection between the estranged couple.  

Aside from the revision of the hand image in the final scene, the ambiguity of 

hanging about one’s neck appears again, but with an ingenious twist. In the 

beginning stage of Leontes’ simmering suspicion, Leontes imagines Polixenes wear 

Hermione “like her medal, hanging about his neck, Bohemia” (I. ii. 308). Later in 

the scene of Hermione’s revivification, Shakespeare bestows this vicious image with 

a more positive twist. As the onlookers marvel at Hermione’s embrace of Leontes, 

Camillo gasps, “She hangs about his neck” (V. iii. 112), a phrase that recalls Leontes’ 

heated jealousy in the first act. Not only does the returned Hermione take the 

initiative in presenting her hand, but she embraces Leontes by hanging around his 

neck. Once again, the previously immoral image is reformed with a more positive 

perspective. Indeed, the image of hanging about one’s neck is previously regarded as 

a solid evidence of adultery in the eyes of an anxiety-stricken husband; however, as 

there comes the second chance with the return of one’s beloved, Loentes must now 

overcome his initial suspicion and resume his belief in his wife. In other words, he 

has to actually feel Hermione’s embrace instead of letting the image of his wife 

being distorted by imagination and false interpretation. Without actual touch of  

sensation, Leontes allowed his imagination to turn rancid and run wild without  

constraint. The separation of the interpersonal connection and psychological  
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bounding turns out to be catastrophic. Leontes must take Hermione’s hand again and 

feel her warmth in the embrace.  

While the shift of the play’s focus to the younger generation and sensual touch 

between Leontes and Hermione seem to bring hope to the misunderstanding that 

leads to tragic results, Leontes’ tactful yet disturbing acquiescence after Hermione’s  

resurrection indicates his inability to come to terms with the stigma of cuckoldry and 

misjudgment. After Hermione’s death, Leontes does not restrain from admitting his 

past wrong-doing. When Leontes sees Hermione’s statue, the guilt-stiricken King 

even remembers his evils the statue conjured. The guilt and sorrow that the statue 

inspires is enough to make Leontes confess, “I am ashamed . Does not this stone 

rebuke me / For being more stone than it?” (V. iii. 37). Herein we see the affective 

power of the returned Hermione to lead the grieving Leontes toward 

self-understanding in the hope of self-recovery. Moreover, he is desperate to see the 

statue brought to life. However, later on his actions appears to contradict his words. 

After Hermione’s resurrection, he finally has the opportunity to speak face to face  

with the supposedly deceased queen. Ironically, when he has the opportunity to 

apologize to Hermione publicly, he is peculiarly reticent. Although they hold hands 

and embrace each other, it is still disturbing that Leontes remains silent about the 

hardship he has put his wife through. That is, he does not utter a word with any signs 

of apology to his wife.  

In the end of The Winter’s Tale, Leontes does give a long speech which ends 

the play. And it is necessary that these lines be examined before a conclusion is 

drawn to this chapter.  

LEONTES. O, peace, Paulina! 

Thou shouldst a husband take by my consent, 
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As I by thine a wife: this is a match, 

And made between's by vows. Thou hast found mine; 

But how, is to be question'd; for I saw her, 

As I thought, dead, and have in vain said many 

A prayer upon her grave. I'll not seek far-- 

For him, I partly know his mind--to find thee 

An honourable husband. Come, Camillo, 

And take her by the hand, whose worth and honesty 

Is richly noted and here justified 

By us, a pair of kings. Let's from this place. 

What! look upon my brother: both your pardons, 

That e'er I put between your holy looks 

My ill suspicion. This is your son-in-law, 

And son unto the king, who, heavens directing, 

Is troth-plight to your daughter. Good Paulina, 

Lead us from hence, where we may leisurely 

Each one demand an answer to his part 

Perform'd in this wide gap of time since first 

We were dissever'd: hastily lead away. 

Exeunt  

(V. iii. 135-55) 

Judging from the passage above, it is clear that Leontes addresses mostly to Paulina, 

Camillo and Polixenes. He makes a match between Paulina and Camillo, and  

clarifies that it is his ill-suspicion that drifts Polixenes and Camillo apart from him.  

With all these deeds to make amends for his past, what is striking is that Leontes  
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only spends a few lines addressing Hermione in his last speech. Out of the twenty 

one lines, only five lines are addressed to Hermione. For the first time since her 

return, Leontes speaks to his wife, asks her to exchange “holy looks” once more 

with his “brother,” and introduces her to her future son-in-law Florizel (V. iii. 

147-51). However, it is difficult to imagine these lines are uttered in a grieving or 

rejoicing manner by Leontes. On the contrary, he seems to end this reunion scene in 

a rush and demands that Paulina lead them away. He only mentions that he said 

many prayers upon Hermione’s grave as a signal of his regret. Nevertheless, all the 

remarks of penitence and confessions of sin he previously made do not appear in the 

resurrection scene, nor do the audience witness his willingness to address his past 

fault in the public. It seems that the King is only willing to admit his fault in the 

private;
12

 however, in a public space as the resurrection scene is set in, he is 

reluctant to make a formal apology.   

Indeed, some see the awakening of Hermione’s statue as completing the 

sixteen-year correction of Leontes’ desire to control and deaden her. Shelley Jansen, 

for instance, argues in “The Economy of Appearance” that the reconciliation  

performed between the couple is “ostensibly compromised by Hermione’s silence 

and Leontes’ re-appropriation of his role as the Authority figure,” taming Paulina’s 

shrewish tongue with the bonds of marriage to Camillo (67). She further points out 

that these acts negate the apparent psychological influence that these two women 

seemed to have over the penitent king, one through her silent absence and the other 

through her vociferous reproach. With Hermione restored to her wife status and 

                                                      
12

 When Paulina and Ladies exeunt after Hermione swoons in the end of Act III, Scene iii, Leontes 

gives the following apologetic speech: “Apollo, pardon / My great profaneness 'gainst thine oracle! / 

I'll reconcile me to Polixenes, / New woo my queen, recall the good Camillo, / Whom I proclaim a 

man of truth, of mercy; / For, being transported by my jealousies / To bloody thoughts and to revenge 

(III. ii. 154-59). It is evident that Leontes only admits his fault in his inner thoughts when he is not 

surrounded by people. 
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Paulina also silenced, the old tale seems to have ended, set and staged to be told 

again (Jansen 68). 

Previously when Leontes is anxious to see what Paulina can make his wife’s 

statue do, Paulina requires those at the scene to awaken their faith, and Leontes 

himself seems to thereby help bring life back to her. But now forty lines later he 

thinks only of how mistaken he has been in ever believing Hermione to have died at 

all. Indeed, in his long speech at the end, a sense of deception is implicated. Instead 

of exulting over the resurrection of Hermione, Leontes unbelievably utters that he 

has “in vain said many a prayer upon her grave” (V. iii. 140). It seems that Leontes 

is more concerned about the fact that he is tricked rather than feeling blessed that he 

has a chance to atone now that Hermione returns to him. It makes the audience 

wonder whether his penitence previously presented is sincere or it is merely a show. 

The incongruency in Leontes’ characterization might be a sign of declining ability in 

Shakespeare’s writing, or one might argue that the Bard actually leaves spaces for 

interpretation. Indeed, the lingering effect of the ending scene persists long after the 

characters disappear from the stage.  

With the death of Hermione, Leontes’ masculinity in the context of marriage 

is clearly silenced and his authority becomes absent. He has vowed to be penitent 

and remember this tragedy as a punishment to himself. And this seems to be the only 

way to make amends for his past ill-suspicion and misjudgment. The play then shifts 

to the young love between Perdita and Florizel, whose deep bonding stands as a 

sharp contrast to Leontes’ easily aroused anxiety. After Hermione’s resurrection, the 

lost connection between husband and wife seems to be successfully rebuilt. While 

Hermione’s return brings joyful surprise to the audience and the characters as well,  

Leontes’ masculine anxiety is distinctly present. His reluctance and avoidance of a  
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formal apology in the public to his wife arouse concern. With all the words and 

promise of atonement, his unsettling silence towards Hermione manifests his 

resurfaced endangered masculinity and his inability to come to terms with the stigma 

of cuckoldry anxiety. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

     Much effort of this thesis is exerted to shed light on the interrelation of the 

construction of masculinity and cuckoldry anxiety in the Renaissance. It explores the 

destructive, violent potential of cuckoldry anxiety in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, 

particularly as that potential is embodied by the plays’ insanely jealous husband 

Leontes. Indeed, masculine anxiety of cuckoldry is featured heavily in The Winter’s 

Tale. In the early stage of the play, the audience already witness the destructive power 

of such obsession. However, Shakespeare presented layered aspects of masculine 

anxiety that goes beyond simple representation of maddened jealousy. It meticulously 

traces different stages of a man’s changed speech and behavior under the influence of 

cuckoldry anxiety. Since its publication, commentators have put forth a number of 

theories to account for Leontes’ irrational and intensely malevolent jealousy—the 

agent which precipitates the dramatic conflict in The Winter's Tale—yet his 

motivations continue to defy critical analysis. Drawing on the historical and cultural 

backgrounds specific to masculinity in the Renaissance, the thesis proposes to prove 

that Leontes’ cuckoldry anxiety is a collective product of the problematic construction 

of masculine identity.  

     Language occupies a crucial part in my analysis of Leontes’ jealousy and 

anxiety. The importance of rhetorical skills and the impact on the formation of 

masculine identity in the Renaissance have already been examined in Chapter 2. One 

of the most essential part in Chapter 2 is how verbal performance influences Leontes’ 
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masculine authority. Rhetorical skills are required from men in Renaissance society. 

Leontes’ inferiority to Hermione in terms of verbal abilities is manifested in the 

result of the persuasion work. The King’s failure in persuading Polixenes to stay is 

humiliating enough; however, the queen’s eloquence and the successful result 

further highlight his verbal weaknesses. Consequently, it diminishes his male 

confidence and brings about the destruction of masculine dominance. In addition to 

verbal performance as a confirmation of masculine authority, the situation of their 

marriage proposal is also examined. Leontes’ suspicion and eruption of jealousy 

have root in his marriage proposal to his wife. Hermione’s late acceptance to his 

proposal sows the seeds of insecurity in Leontes. And this anxiety is triggered by his 

current failure in persuading Polixenes to stay and his witness to the interaction 

between Polixenes and Hermione.  

     Aside from verbal performance, the limit of language is also revealed in the 

play. Although the outbreak of Leontes’ jealousy is the direct result of his injured 

masculinity, the ambiguities of language also accounts for his diseased suspicion. 

Specifically, the absurdity that language can lead to is hinted in the early dialogue 

between Archidamus and Camillo (I. i. 33-46). When the two lords from Sicilia and 

Bohemia meet, they engage in a conversation which quickly disintegrates into 

confusion. Archidamus admits, “I know not what to say” (I. i. 13), and soon 

afterward Archidamus and Camillo both begin hyperbolically praising the prince. 

Nevertheless, the more they talk, the more we see the failure of language to express 

meanings clearly. Camillo suggests that the old and crippled desire to continue their 

lives only to see Mamillius grow up. Archidamus then replies: “If the king had no 

son, they would desire to live on crutches till they had one” (I. i. 45-46). In other 

words, they would want to live whether Mamillius existed or not; he has nothing to  
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do with their will to endure. These extremely confusing lines in the opening 

anticipate the upcoming chaos related to ambiguities of language and verbal 

performance. As Peter Platt points out, it is on this “shifting, illogical ground that 

Leontes builds his fortress of reason” (154). As Camillo and Archidamus reveal in 

the first scene, ambiguities of language is at work in The Winter’s Tale; together with 

Leontes’ already impaired masculinity caused by his rhetorical weakness, every 

word can be twisted to confirm his suspicion. In particular, the complexities of 

supposedly rational language are foregrounded in some of Leontes notoriously 

tortured speeches. The audience can often find themselves in the position of 

Polixenes, asking “What means Sicilia?” (I. ii.146) because Shakespeare often has 

Leontes’ speech and logic break down as Leontes tries to describe his fervent belief 

that he has been made a cuckold. This linguistic uncertainty continues to influence 

the protagonist, and it is in the “syntactical chaos” (Platt 157) of Leontes’ speeches 

that we are presented with a king who is tragically misguided. 

     Renaissance men are constantly haunted by the possibility of female adultery, 

the shadow of which they cannot escape since it comes from a system that constructs 

male honor upon female chastity. The concomitant dishonor of adultery is 

irrevocable, and the possibility of an illegitimate heir makes Leontes’ paranoid 

suspicion even worse. One fatal mistake Leontes makes is to make his suspicion 

public, which in turn leaves him no grounds for turning back. Leontes takes on the 

role in first accusing his wife of adultery in case he has to bear the ultimate dishonor 

should his wife’s infidelity is discovered by others. With a view to proving his 

judgment right, he calls for a public trial. The trial, however, only serves the purpose 

of clearing Leontes’ name. Since his irrational jealousy compromised his good 

reputation, Leontes now seeks to regain honor, the restoration of which requires  
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public witness. By publishing his imagination of Hermione’s infidelity, he has 

drawn himself into an inextricable dilemma. In desperate need to regain his 

dominance over his wife and to restore his stained honor, Leontes’ last resort is to 

dominate the trial to serve his own purpose.  

     The last part of Act Three serves as the climax when we see Leontes denies 

the authenticity of Apollo’s oracle. Apollo’s oracle renders verdict in favor of 

Hermione and against Leontes. Immediately after Leontes’ blasphemy comes the 

news of Mamillius’ death from the shame at the accusation of his mother. The news 

shatters Leontes’ imagined world of adultery. However, to make matters worse, soon 

afterward comes the news of Hermione’s death. With the death of Hermione, 

Leontes’ judgment proves evidently wrong. In contrast to the previous scenes when 

his absolute authority is at its highest in accusing his wife, now his masculine 

authority is silenced. Overwhelmed with a strong sense of grief and guilt for his 

tyrannical accusation, Leontes does not shun from Paulina’s fierce reprimand; 

instead, he encourages Paulina in her castigation. After this devastating tragedy, the 

playwright brings positive light to the play by introducing the young lovers Florizel 

and Perdita. Their mutual and deep love pointedly contrasts with Leontes’ maddened 

fit of jealousy and his cruel treatment of Hermione. With the reunion between 

Leontes and his long lost daughter Perdita, the sense of reconciliation pervades the 

scene. Nevertheless, Leontes’ tactful yet disturbing acquiescence after Hermione’s 

resurrection indicates his inability to come to terms with the stigma of cuckoldry. 

His reluctance and avoidance of a formal apology in the public is a proof of his 

endangered masculinity. 

     This thesis centers on the problematic construction of masculine identity in 

The Winter’s Tale, and it analyzes this literary work by providing perspectives of  
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rhetorics and cuckoldry in cooperation with historical and cultural materials. It is the 

aim of this thesis to shed light on the issue of Renaissance masculine anxiety and to 

prove that masculine anxiety as represented in the fit of Leontes’ maddened jealousy 

is not just an unreasonable explosion of emotions. Instead, Leontes’ cuckoldry 

anxiety is an inevitable combination of the Renaissance demands for male rhetorical 

skills and idea of property central to the construction of Renaissance masculine 

identity. 
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