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Using this guide


Why read this guide?


The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the text, to deepen your understanding of key features and aspects, and to help you address the particular requirements of examination questions and non-examined assessment (coursework) tasks in order to obtain the best possible grade. It will also prove useful to those of you writing an NEA piece on the play as it provides a number of summaries, lists, analyses and references to help with the content and construction of your assignment.


Note that teachers and examiners are seeking above all else evidence of an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the text and form your own opinions, and it can suggest areas to think about – but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed and autonomous reader.


All line references/quotations used in this guide are taken from the Penguin edition of the play (2005), edited by Ernest Schanzer.


How to make the most of this guide


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it through from start to finish. For example, you may find it helpful to read the ‘Contexts’ section before you start reading the text, or to read the ‘Scene summaries and commentaries’ section in conjunction with the text – whether to back up your first reading of it at school or college or to help you revise. The section relating to the Assessment Objectives will be especially useful in the weeks leading up to the exam.





Key elements


This guide is designed to help you raise your achievement in your examination response to The Winter’s Tale. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English literature course. It will help you when you are studying the play for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the play:
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Context


Context boxes give contextual evidence that relates directly to particular aspects of the text.
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Build critical skills


Broaden your thinking about the text by answering the questions in the Build critical skills boxes. These help you to consider your own opinions in order to develop your skills of criticism and analysis.
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CRITICAL VIEW


Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that is relevant to an aspect of the main text. This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of a text.
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TASK


Tasks are short and focused. They allow you to engage directly with a particular aspect of the text.
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Taking it further


Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the text.
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Top ten quotation


A cross-reference to Top ten quotations (see pages 89–93 of this guide), where each quotation is accompanied by a commentary that shows why it is important.


All top ten quotations are in red.
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Introduction


That The Winter’s Tale is about mutability and transition is artistically significant and dramatically profound. Historical and theatrical evidence indicates that Shakespeare was a risk-taker, an experimenter; he was not in the business of slavishly following an eternal and unchanging set of dramatic blueprints. His creative and fluid approach to the play’s construction has baffled and annoyed as many critics as those it has delighted and entertained. Classicists such as John Dryden and Alexander Pope found much fault with The Winter’s Tale. Dryden’s claim in 1672 that the language of the play lacked ‘vigour and maturity’ and that the plot suffered from ‘lameness’ became the common notion for the next seventy-five years or so. Dryden’s view that the play was ‘ridiculous … incoherent’ and ‘grounded on impossibilities’ was neatly complemented by the opinion of Pope who, when editing his Works of Shakespeare between 1723 and 1725, felt the whole play to be so insubstantial that Shakespeare could only have had a hand in several of the play’s more poetic passages. By 1747, however, William Warburton in his Observations and Composition of ‘The Winter’s Tale’ praised the play for its ‘naturalness’ of ‘sentiment and character’. By 1817 William Hazlitt in Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays claimed the play to be among the playwright’s best works: ‘The Winter’s Tale is one of the best-acting of our author’s plays.’


The Winter’s Tale is an experimental theatrical tour-de-force that resists easy classification. The play:





•  shows the effects of the passage of time on human lives



•  portrays a world of jealousy that is as irrational as it is dangerous



•  presents complex themes on the spiritual and literal death of innocent individuals and of innocence itself



•  portrays strong and independent femininity in the face of male vacillation and acquies’cence, yet also celebrates the redemptive kindness shown by a poor old man to a defenceless baby girl



•  demonstrates a world where the guilty sometimes go unpunished and where our deaths can be as much the result of warped irrationality as natural catastrophe.





After doing all of this, the play goes on to show how all that has been twisted and destroyed in the first phase of the tale, is not only regenerated but also in a sense resurrected in the play’s second phase. The structure of the play revolves around the cyclical nature of life as well as the seasons, and in its miraculous dénouement it represents a level of art to which Shakespeare had not previously aspired.


The structure of the play is still perhaps best described as tragi-comic: in an article in Shakespeariana (October 1890), T.R. Price put forward the proposition that the play is a ‘diptych’, with a tragic element followed by a comic element.
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It is also, fused into a satisfying whole, a romantic play. Romances, in the minds of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, were texts that: presented love affairs of people from the higher levels of society; portrayed events controlled by hazard and the supernatural (and so foreshadowed gothicism and looked back to Classical myth); and featured in their plots heroic adventure in both courtly and pastoral settings. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century romances possess a peculiar kind of bipolarity: virtue, beauty and truth all feature, but so too do evil, ugliness and duplicity. They contain elements of the classic fairy story and steer close to tragedy, but end happily in true comic style. In most romances of the era the idea of time features prominently, and so Shakespeare in The Winter’s Tale introduces Time as a Chorus to inform the audience that the action of the play has moved on by sixteen years between Acts III and IV, and that we are now in ‘fair Bohemia’ to concentrate on the grown-up Perdita. In romances, the disquiet and misery sown by vices and human frailties such as jealousy and treachery are defeated – in the course of time – by love and courage. Against these benchmarks, The Winter’s Tale is clearly a romance but it is not mere romance; it is not frothy confection: The Winter’s Tale is a poetical and philosophical exploration of the impact of time and of the importance of forgiveness and reconciliation. It is tragic and comic by turns; it contains elements of the serious and the frivolous; it makes us think and it makes us wonder.
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Context


A diptych (pronounced diptick) is a work made up of two hinged wooden panels that may be closed like a book, such as an altarpiece painted or carved on two hinged tablets.
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The play is fascinating to study. It is a testament to his genius that in The Winter’s Tale Shakespeare creatively adapts his sources, making the play not only an experiment but a fascinating set of metamorphoses. To view The Winter’s Tale as a continually evolving experiment is to accept the play as a brilliant metaphor for drama itself.





Synopsis


The play begins in the Sicilian court. Two civil servants, Archidamus and Camillo, discuss the state visit of King Polixenes of Bohemia to his childhood friend King Leontes. Archidamus fears that when the state visit – already nine months long – is reciprocated next summer, Bohemia will not be able to provide the same level of ‘magnificence’ for the Sicilians as the Sicilians have provided for their guests. The audience learns that Leontes’ young son Mamillius is very popular and that great things are expected of him when he reaches maturity. Polixenes declares he will travel home tomorrow, but Leontes begs him to stay longer. Polixenes remains adamant, however, so Leontes tasks his heavily pregnant wife, Hermione, with the job of persuading Polixenes to stay. After Hermione’s intervention, Polixenes eventually relents, agreeing to stay another week. Leontes then becomes overwrought with a sudden and terrible jealousy, believing that Polixenes and Hermione must be lovers, and he orders Camillo to poison Polixenes. Camillo tries to dissuade him but Leontes is so determined to arrange the assassination that Camillo warns Polixenes of the danger, after which they and the Bohemian entourage flee the Sicilian court to save their lives.


Leontes, now furious, convinces himself that Polixenes’ and Camillo’s escape is evidence of a plot against him. He publicly accuses his wife of both treachery and infidelity, declaring that the child she is bearing must be Polixenes’. Leontes throws his wife into prison, despite the opposition of his council, and sends to the Oracle of Delphos for what he is sure will be confirmation of his suspicions. While incarcerated, Hermione gives birth to a girl. Her loyal friend Paulina takes the baby to Leontes, hoping that the sight of the innocent child will make him see reason. Paulina’s intervention only enrages further the increasingly unhinged Leontes, who first considers having the baby ‘burnt’. He then orders Paulina’s husband, Antigonus, to take the child and abandon it in some desolate place where ‘chance’ will decide its fate. Should Antigonus refuse this awful task, he will be executed and so will his ‘lewd-tongued wife’.


While Antigonus is gone, Leontes organises a public show-trial of Hermione, so convinced is he that the Oracle will prove her guilt. During the trial the answer comes from Delphos: ‘Hermione is chaste, Polixenes blameless, Camillo a true subject’ and Leontes, a ‘jealous tyrant’, will have no heir until his lost daughter is found. Leontes blasphemes against the Oracle, claiming that there is no truth in its judgement, and orders the trial to proceed under his jurisdiction as king. At this moment, however, word comes that Mamillius has died following a sudden illness brought on by the accusations against his mother. Leontes now realises that Mamillius’ death has been brought about by Apollo as a punishment for his ‘injustice’. Hermione, overwhelmed by events and by the news of her son’s death, collapses and is carried off, attended by Paulina. Leontes promises to make amends but Paulina re-enters, telling the shocked court that Hermione is dead. The chastened and repentant Leontes asks to be taken to view the bodies of his dead wife and son and promises to build a chapel to their memory, which he will visit once a day.


The action next turns to Antigonus. He abandons the baby on the Bohemian coast, reporting that Hermione appeared to him in a dream instructing him to name the girl Perdita and to leave gold and other tokens about her person. After placing the baby on land Antigonus is killed by a ravenous bear, and Perdita is found and taken up by a kindly Shepherd and his son, Clown.


Sixteen years pass. We learn that Prince Florizel, Polixenes’ son, has been keeping away from his father’s Court because he has fallen in love with Perdita. Knowing, however, that his father would disapprove of a match with a ‘shepherdess’, and not wishing to frighten Perdita by revealing his true identity, Florizel has conducted his wooing in the guise of Doricles, a country gentleman. Concerned by Florizel’s neglect of his princely duties and his growing attachment to Perdita, Polixenes and Camillo decide to follow him into the countryside to spy on him. The audience is then introduced to the ‘rogue’ Autolycus who, in order to gain the sympathy of Clown, pretends he has been set upon and robbed. As Clown helps Autolycus, the rogue steals his possessions and the money he was given to buy provisions for an impending sheep-shearing festival. On the day of the feast, Polixenes and Camillo, both disguised, join in the celebrations, where they observe Florizel’s and Perdita’s betrothal. Tearing off his disguise, the angry Polixenes complains bitterly at his son’s duplicity and, before he storms off, orders Florizel never to see Perdita again on pain of disinheritance. Camillo intervenes and advises Florizel and Perdita of a solution: Camillo, now homesick after his sixteen years in Bohemia, suggests Florizel and Perdita take ship for Sicilia. To avoid detection Florizel exchanges clothes with Autolycus, who has been at the festival selling trifles and knick-knacks and singing entertaining songs. Shepherd and Clown try to find Polixenes to tell him the truth about Perdita’s history as a foundling baby, but instead bump into Autolycus. Sensing an advantage, Autolycus persuades them to join the ship taking Florizel and Perdita to Sicilia.


In Sicilia, Leontes – still mourning Hermione and Mamillius after sixteen years and now under the personal guidance of Paulina – greets the newly arrived Florizel with all courtesy. Florizel pretends to be on a diplomatic mission from his father, but his lies are exposed when Polixenes and Camillo arrive at Leontes’ Court. Due to adverse weather conditions and sickness on board ship, Perdita and Shepherd were unaware of each other’s presence and so did not meet on the voyage. What happened next is revealed by a Sicilian courtier: after having disembarked, Shepherd told everyone that Perdita was a foundling and that he had adopted her. Leontes thus realises that Perdita is his long-lost daughter. The news leads to joyous and widespread celebrations. The entire company then goes to Paulina’s house some distance from the royal court, where a ‘statue’ of Hermione has recently been finished. The sight of his wife’s image overwhelms Leontes but then, to everyone’s amazement, under Paulina’s influence the statue appears to come to life. In a spectacular climax the audience learns that Hermione has not been dead but has preserved herself, waiting for the miracle of her daughter’s return. As the play ends, Paulina and Camillo – on Leontes’ prompting – are betrothed, and the characters – ‘happy winners all’ – leave the stage to piece together what has happened over the last sixteen years.





Scene summaries and commentaries
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Target your thinking





•  How does Shakespeare develop his themes and characters as the drama progresses? (AO1)



•  What dramatic impact does each scene have on an audience? You should keep a scene-by-scene diary to note the dramatic features that Shakespeare uses. (AO2)
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Act I scene 1


The play begins in the Sicilian Court in winter, during a visit by King Polixenes of Bohemia to his childhood friend King Leontes. Archidamus, a Bohemian dignitary, tells Camillo, a Sicilian lord, that when a reciprocal visit occurs next summer the Bohemians will not be able to equal the Sicilians’ generosity. Camillo claims that Leontes’ generosity is because of his ‘great love’ for Polixenes, which nothing can threaten. Archidamus heaps praise on Leontes’ son, Mamillius, as the most promising young man he has ever met. Camillo agrees, claiming that he brings joy to the Sicilian people and that great things are expected of him when he comes of age.


Commentary: Like many of Shakespeare’s play openings, this short but vital exchange begins in the middle of a conversation. It introduces the opposing Sicilian and Bohemian contexts of the play and establishes that the hospitality of the Sicilians has perhaps been excessive: it has certainly made Archidamus uneasy about the Bohemians’ abilities to reciprocate. The audience learns that Leontes and Polixenes have been friends since childhood and that, perhaps, a part of Leontes’ nature is extreme: if his entertainments are overzealous, we wonder whether other aspects of his nature also likely to be excessive. In terms of its imagery, much of the language of this opening scene describes estrangement: love is presented as between persons who ‘shook hands, as over a vast; and embrac’d, / as it were, from the ends of opposed winds’ (lines 21–22). Leontes and Polixenes are presented as living poles apart, both emotionally and physically.


Act I scene 2


Polixenes announces that after nine months in Sicilia he must leave the next day. Leontes urges Polixenes to stay but he refuses, claiming that if any tongue in the world could persuade him to stay it would be Leontes’. After four failed attempts to change Polixenes’ mind, Leontes prompts his heavily pregnant wife, Hermione, to persuade Polixenes. When Polixenes continues to resist, Hermione cleverly manipulates him into staying, either as her ‘guest’ or as her ‘prisoner’. Not wishing to cause offence, Polixenes agrees to stay one more week before reminiscing about his boyhood with Leontes. Polixenes recalls that as ‘lads’ they were as innocent as lambs. When teased about their subsequent loss of innocence as adults, Polixenes explains that neither he nor Leontes had yet met the women that they would eventually marry. Hermione then asks if their wives made them sinners or if they had sinned with others. Perhaps overhearing snippets of their conversation, or noticing its vivacity, Leontes asks ‘Is he won yet?’ (line 86) Hermione confirms that Polixenes will stay, to which Leontes responds with the ominous ‘At my request he would not’ (line 91). Leontes congratulates his wife on her persuasive powers, reminding her that only ‘once’ before has she spoken to better purpose and that was when she agreed to marry him. Hermione and Polixenes withdraw to another part of the stage and Leontes tortures himself over every small gesture they each make, seeing sexual impropriety everywhere. Leontes begins to examine Mamillius for signs of possible illegitimacy. Noticing the sudden change in Leontes’ demeanour, Polixenes and Hermione enquire if he is well. Leontes lies, saying that while he was looking at Mamillius, he was transported back 23 years and reminded of his own ‘lost’ childhood.
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CRITICAL VIEW


Some directors, for instance Jane Howell in the 1981 BBC version, elect to make Leontes middle-aged when the play opens. Leontes says, however, that Mamillius reminds him of his ‘unbreech’d’ self of 23 years ago. J.H.P. Pafford (Arden Shakespeare edition, 1963) argues that Mamillius is about seven, although he could be as old as ten, which makes Leontes between 30 and 33. Shakespeare clearly intended Leontes to be a vigorous younger man, not a tired older specimen.
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Leontes asks Polixenes if he is fond of his son; Polixenes replies that his son means everything to him. Leontes concurs and says Mamillius means everything to him too; he then announces that he will walk with his son, encouraging Polixenes and Hermione to walk elsewhere. Hermione says they will walk to the garden, and they depart. Leontes admits he is ‘angling’ now, trying to catch his wife and friend in their adultery. Leontes sends Mamillius away and reveals his suspicions to the dumbfounded Camillo. Implacable and unable to listen to reason, Leontes orders Camillo to poison Polixenes. Camillo agrees that the task would be easily accomplished, especially since he is Polixenes’ ‘cupbearer’. He promises to poison Polixenes if Leontes promises to treat Hermione as if nothing sinister has happened – for the sake of Mamillius and for the purpose of maintaining Sicilia’s international reputation with its allies. After Leontes agrees, Camillo urges him to join Polixenes and Hermione and outwardly to appear friendly towards them.
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Context


British historian and Liberal politician Lord Acton (1834–1902) famously wrote in a letter of 1887 that ‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men.’ Other writers were aware of the idea before Acton and many had said similar things, but since the late nineteenth century Acton’s words have become popular with leftist thinkers of all shades.
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In soliloquy, Camillo reveals the impossibility of his dilemma: he must either disobey a king or murder one. When Polixenes enters, feeling confused about the change in Leontes’ behaviour, Camillo cautiously admits that he has been ordered to murder Polixenes. Nothing, Camillo claims, can ‘shake / The fabric of [Leontes’] folly’ (lines 447–48), so the appalled Polixenes accepts Camillo’s plan for the pair of them and the Bohemian entourage to secretly slip away in twos and threes, and he promises Camillo asylum and to treat him as a father in return for his courage. Polixenes praises the rare qualities of the gracious Hermione and expresses his fear that Leontes’ unfounded suspicion of Polixenes will result in bitterness and violence.


Commentary: This scene propels the play from apparent harmony and goodwill to broken friendships, madness and danger. Perhaps the first psychological rupture in the play is Camillo’s: in the previous scene he was praising Leontes’ unbreakable bond to Polixenes and here he is now tasked with his assassination. Some critics find Leontes’ sudden descent into jealous madness psychologically unbelievable, and all students of the play – as well as all actors who play Leontes – will need to reach a decision about this element of the play. Shakespeare, however, does give us a hint that after ‘nine changes of the watery star’ (line 1) Polixenes wants to leave, and that consciously or subconsciously Leontes links his friend’s sudden departure to his wife’s pregnancy. Furthermore, the conversation between Hermione and Polixenes is, in many ways, somewhat strange: she seems keen to learn about Leontes’ boyhood behaviour but is also keen to find out about the onset of Leontes’ sexual life. This duologue sets up an uneasy theatrical dynamic: the audience is invited to question the appropriateness of the conversation; also it shows that Hermione is unaware of important parts of her husband’s past, indicating his reluctance to speak about sex. We also see the gulf between the innocence of childhood and the knowingness of adulthood. Dramatically the exchange is vital: how much of it has Leontes’ overheard – none of it? Some of it? He clearly has not heard the whole exchange or he would not need to ask ‘Is he won yet?’


(A detailed analysis of Leontes’ language and behaviour between lines 101 and 206 of this scene is given in the ‘Analysing texts in detail’ section, pp. 82–85.)


In his illness Leontes orders an assassination, believes the worst of his innocent wife and puts his most trusted councillor in an impossible situation. Mamillius too is caught in the epidemic. Camillo and Polixenes are here shown as sensible and realistic, but helpless. Though they both acknowledge that Leontes is ‘diseased’, they have to flee before they themselves are infected.
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TASK


Why do you think Shakespeare shows that Polixenes is aware of the danger Hermione is in but does nothing either to warn or to rescue her? Think carefully about plot as well as about themes and characterisation.
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Context


In Shakespeare’s time, madness was frequently linked to the loss of reason and here Leontes, seriously unhinged by jealousy, cannot brook Camillo’s appeals to reason. Hamlet feigns insanity, which leads his uncle King Claudius to comment that ‘Madness in great ones must not unwatch’d go’(Hamlet, III.1.90). Madness in people at the top of the social hierarchy has the potential to be catastrophically dangerous for everyone.
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Act II scene 1


Mamillius entertains Hermione and her ladies with his precocious wit. The birth of Hermione’s baby is imminent. Hermione asks Mamillius to tell her a tale; he decides that ‘A sad tale’s best for winter’ (II.1.25). He whispers the story to her so that the ladies cannot overhear.


Leontes interprets the news of Camillo’s and Polixenes’ departure as proof of their guilt. He believes that, as well as his wife’s infidelity, a plot had been hatched by Polixenes, Hermione and Camillo to steal his crown. Leontes demands that Hermione hand over Mamillius, and orders that the boy be kept from his mother, cruelly adding that Hermione can amuse herself with the child she is now carrying by Polixenes. Hermione protests her innocence but Leontes replies that she may be ‘goodly’ to look at but she is not ‘honest’. Hermione denies the accusations and predicts that Leontes will grieve when he finally knows the truth. Leontes orders her to prison and says that anyone who speaks on her behalf will be judged as guilty as she is. Hermione comments that ‘some ill planet reigns’ (line 110) and stoically decides to be patient until the disorder is corrected.
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