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Rhetorics, Cuckoldry, and Masculinity

in The Winter’s Tale

Ty 3w

Abstract

The 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, the 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.

The thesis aims to analyze the The Winter’s Tale from the perspectives of
rhetorics and 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.

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

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 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, | 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. 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 depicted with horns growing out of his head. The mere suggestion that a
woman was having sexual relations with a man other than her husbhand could

greatly damage not only her reputation but the husband’s as well. Specifically,
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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 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 | come to you again, for you
had determined and vowed that if ever you took me again, you would
keep me shorter than 'ere | was kept, that you [would] lock and pin me
up in a chamber, and that | should not go so much as into the garden to
take the air, without your leave and license. (553)
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
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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).

1.2 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
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 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. 1. 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” (1. i. 249-50). This lurking anxiety arises
again for Claudio when his soldierly obsession with reputation and honor is ignited
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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 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 lago 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 lago as a character impelled purely by
evil—‘motiveless malignancy” in his phrase—leads Mark Breitenberg to read lago
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:

| hate the Moor
And it is thought abroad that ‘twixt my sheets



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. (1. iii. 385-59)
To Iago, Emilia’s kiss confirms his suspicion that she has cuckolded him with other
soldiers. lago 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, lago also confesses that he
“fear[s] Cassio with [his] night-cap too” (Il. 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 lago
himself has learned them” (158). According to Gayle Greene, Othello’s response to
lago’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, lago 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?” (IIL. iii. 333), “Cuckold me!” (IV. i. 200). At lago’s implication,
Othello should attempt to regain honor by suffering as a cuckold, and avenge
himself by murdering his wife. lago 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

27



28

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 lachimo’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 lachimo 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” (Il. v. 2). He
cries and asserts that all of a man’s sins come from the “woman’s part” in him (l1.
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 hath enjoyed
her. / The cognizance of her incontinency / Is this” (1. 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 lachimo 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;

Lust, and rank thoughts, hers, hers... (Il. 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 lago, Posthumus
to lachimo), 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
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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.

In my thesis, | 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.

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 students were trained to develop tactics of oratorical persuasion. According

to Aristotle, rhetorics is the “faculty of observing in any given cause the available
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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, 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.! The constructed gendered disparity in verbal

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



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.

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 ldentity 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.

has it: “Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But | 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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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 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™ 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.

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

As deep as that, though true. (1. 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. Itis; you lie; you lie.

| say you liest, Camillo, and | hate thee;

Pronounce thee a gross lout, a mindless slave. (1. 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.

Chapter 4: Silenced Masculine Authority, Rising Young Generation,
Tactful Acquiescence
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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.

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” (IIL. 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. (111. 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” (IIL. 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
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 (I11. 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, | have deserved all tongues to talk their
bitter’rest” (II1. 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.

4.2 Rising Young Generation

The losses of Mamillius and Hermione and the appearance of the young
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lovers mark the end of one genre and the beginning of the other.? 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
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. 1v. 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

2 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.



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. (1V. 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 (1V. 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).

Chapter 5: 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.
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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’ 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 (L. 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” (L. 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” (1. i. 45-46). In other
words, they would want to live whether Mamillius existed or not; he has nothing to
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. 1i.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 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

41



42

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
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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