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Ihe Guild Shakespeare draws to a close with an aging showman’s
1cellections on the “Magic” that has long enabled him to flourish
a4 @ behind-the-scenes manipulator.

Like a lordly impresario, this purveyor of special effects has
circled the “Globe” for trophies to ornament his crowd-pleasing
c¢xtravaganzas. Like a shrewd carnival proprietor, he has con-
jured up “Music,” “Viands,” and “golden Palaces.” Like a skilled
sorcerer, an alchemist of the imagination, he has exploited all
the secrets of an “Art” that works with “great creating Nature”
to produce a “New World” too wondrous to be regarded as
merely “Natural” (The Témpest, IV.i.153; I11.iii.19, 41; IV.i.152;
V.1.50; The Winter’s Tale, IV .iv.88; The Tempest, V.i.182, 226).

But now this instigator of haunting “Noises” and edifying
"Visions” is compelled to take stock. With the prescience of a
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seasoned astrologer, he divines that his “Charms” are on the
verge of being “o’er-thrown.” He discerns that his “Sails” will
soon depend upon the “Breath” he can solicit from forces be-
yond his ken. And he confides that, like a “Decelver”'whose
devices have been discovered, he will wind up in “Despair” un-
less he “be reliev'd by Prayer” (The Tempest, 1TLii.139; IV.i.151;
Epilogue, lines 1, 7, 15-16). !

For all his magisterial aura, the wizard who orchestrates this
volume’s culminating “Pageant” (IV.i.155) is a self-confessed
fraud: the vulnerable if ostensibly omnipotent human being be-
neath the persona of a domestic and political patriarch, the spar-
ing if stern principal of a drama that repeatedly directs our at-
tention to the ventriloquist on the other side of the rear stage
curtain.

The name he bears is Prospero, and he presides over an
island with analogies to the “Wooden O” (Henry V, Prologue,
line 13), the three-tiered amphitheatre, that accommodated
public performances by His Majesty’s Servants in the suburbs ?f
early seventeenth-century London. Like a manager of the King’s
Men, as these Servants were known to their fellows, he oversees
his attendant ministers as a troupe of “Actors.” He fabricates
subtle illusions out of “thin Air.” He conducts puppet-like play-
things through mazes as intricate “as e’er Men trod.” He wields
fierce “Vexations” and restorative “Dreams.” He erects “solemn
Temples” and fills the Heavens with “Cloud-capp’d Tow’rs.”
And in the process he prompts his audience to ponder the rela-
tionship between the protagonist’s own endeavors and th(‘)se of
the poet who begot him (The Tempest, 1V.i.148-49; V.i.241;
1v.i.5, 157, 151-53).
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happy endings, they differ from the author.’s earlier comedies
and tragicomedies in the earnestness with which they engage the
grim realities of “State and Woe” (Henry VIII, Prologue, line 3).
In Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale, and Henry VIII, for exam-
ple, we either witness or hear reports of the demise of dramatis
personae, and in The Tempest we feel that death is a re?nl danger
until the moment when Prospero’s own ‘“Release” is accom-
plished (V.i.11). :

The term “Romance” might appear to suggest sentimental
escapism. But Shakespeare’s experiments in the genre force us
to confront a universe in which even the most ordinary pil-
grimages are fraught with real peril. As a group these dramatic
works reverberate with a sense of the ominous, and they fre-
quently imply that the only way to evade life’s snares is through
some mysterious suspension of Nature’s usual functions. :

Taken together, these late tragicomedies offer a panoramic
view of the human condition. Often they do so by emphasizing
that the occurrences they depict are widely dispersed in time,
location, and circumstance, as in Pericles, Cymbeline, and The Win-
ter’s Tule. On other occasions they do so by basing their events
upon action that took place in the murky past, as in The Tempest,
or by orienting their action to events that will transpire in some
remote future, as in Henry VIII

Most of them contain incidents that seem wildly implausible,
if not shocking, as when Antigonus exits pursued by a bear in
The Winter’s Tale, and they rely heavily on storms, shipwrecks,
and other “acts of God” to propel the narrative forward. In
patterns that recall The Comedy of Errors, a proto-Romance from
Shakespeare’s earlier years, families are separated on land or at
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When Shakespeare penned Prospero’s lines, he was nearing
the terminus of a distinguished career as England’s foremost
knitter of riddling “Distractions.” He was shortly to bid adieu to
the “Cell” in which he had plotted so many thespian diversions,
and he no doubt pined for the tranquility he expected to repos-
sess when he retired to the “Dukedom” of his birth. He may
have known that he would enjoy his reclaimed state only briefly
before he too commended his soul into the hands of a higher
authority. He may have intuited that he would be wise to devote
“Ev’ry third Thought” to his “Grave.” The only thing we can
assert with certainty is that, whatever his motive, he took the
occasion to produce a drama that gives eloquent expression to
Everyman’s yearning for a “Sea-change,” a “second Life,” to
gainsay “the Dark-backward and Abysm of Time” and preserve
his spirit for eternity (IILiii.89-90; V.i.300; Epilogue, line 6;
V.i.311; Lii.398; V.i.194; Lii.50).

The Tempest is by no means unique in its preoccupation with
the quest for an answer to the anxieties provoked by mutability
and mortality. The same concern pervades Love’s Labor’s Lost,
King Lear, and Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Variations on it animate
Richard I1, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, Hamlet, Antony and Cleopa-
tra, and several other plays. But the strain resonates with great-
est intensity in Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tule, and Henry
VIII, the four late works that commentators now link with the
drama a venerable tradition interprets, rightly or wrongly, as the
playwright’s farewell to his profession.

The tragicomedies with which Shakespeare rounded out his
tenure as a man of the theatre are normally classified today as
“Romances.” Though they all have what can be defined as

ixX

EDITOR’S INTRODUGTION

i, doomed to wander for seemingly interminable sieges of dis-
tress, and then astonishingly reunited at the close. Terrible ca-
limitics are but narrowly averted, and then only because of re-
versals that stem from sudden changes of heart or from
unprecedented visitations by “the Pow’rs above” (Cymbeline,
V.v.167). Cordelia-like daughters, maidens with symbolic names
ol pseudonyms (Marina in Pericles, Fidele in Cymbeline, Perdita in

Ihe Winter’s Tale, Miranda in The Tempest), intervene as instru-
ments of special grace, restoring hope and perception to fathers
who have lost their bearings and would otherwise perish in their
puilt and grief.

Rather than conceal or disguise their improbability and arti-
lice, Shakespeare’s Romances tend to revel in it, on the one hand
reminding theatregoers that what they are witnessing is only
tike-believe, on the other hand laying the foundation for some
¢lhmactic marvel that will turn out to have been the raison d’étre of
the drama. In these works what initially appear to be opaque
"I'nmes,” impenetrable obstacles to “Clearer Reason” (The Tem-
pest, V.i.67-68), suddenly transfigure themselves into designer
clouds with silver linings. “Things Dying” there may be, but in
(he cosmos of these latter-day miracle plays they almost always
lhiecome metamorphosed into, or serve as precursors of, “Things
New-borne” (The Winter’s Tale, 111.i1i.117).

Like the Tragedies, the Romances are suffused with suffer-
ing; but unlike most of the Tragedies, they depict pain as purga-
live and even beautifying. In these plays “the Seas threaten” and
they sometimes drown; but in the last analysis they show them-
selves to be “Merciful.” For if there is a first principle of Ro-
mance ecology, it would seem to be this: that anything that can
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be made “Rich and Strange” will be recycled and refined until it
emerges as an emblem of the Providence that burnished it and
made it lustrous (The Tempest, V.i.177, 1ii.399).

Shakespeare probably began serious thinking about' the
work that opens this volume shortly after he completed Per:zc?es,
the earliest of his mature tragicomedies, in 1607-8. A physician
and astrologer named Simon Forman recorded a Court.pe{rfor-
mance of Cymbeline in April 1611, but there is nothing to indicate
that this was the first time the play had been acted. The King’s
Men had begun using their small, exclusive Blackfriars theatre
in the City in 1609, and it is more than likely that Shakespeare’s
second Romance was written around that time with an eye to the
tastes of an aristocratic clientele that could afford the higher
admission prices the company charged in its new indoor venue.
Meanwhile the playwright and his colleagues continued to cater
to popular audiences at the larger, unroofed Globe soth of the
Thames, at least during the warmer months, and there is a good
possibility that Cymbeline, in common with Pericles and the other
Romances, was also offered in that setting. ; ‘

Along with the texts that follow it in the present Guild edi-
tion, Cymbeline made its debut in print in 1623 in the commemo-
rative collection now referred to as the First Folio. There, unlike
The Tempest and The Winter’s Tale, which opened and closed the
“Comedies” section at the front of the tome, it was situated at the
end of the third and final section, the one designated for “Trage-
dies.”

To the extent that it partakes of the qualities we associate
with grave historical drama, Cymbeline evokes the same legend-
laden epoch of early Britain as does Shakespeare’s tragedy about
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mously rescinds the policy that has occasioned the conflict: of his
own accord he pledges to renew Britain’s annual remittances.
Then, since “Pardon’s the Word to all” (V.v.422), the King re-
Jeases the noble general of the Emperor’s defeated army and
dismisses a host of other detainees. _

The dynastic theme implicit in Cymbeline is the dawning of
Britain’s consciousness of herself as a nation ordained for great-
ness. As in King John and in Henry VIII (where a later King
achieves his destined majesty only after corrupting elements
have been removed from his counsel), Shakespeare hints at de-
velopments that will bear fruit in the fullness of time. Whil_c do-
ing so he suggests that at the inception of the Christian era it was
still too early for a “Scepter’d Isle” in the west (Richard II, II.1.4.O)
to declare its independence from a Rome that was centuries
away from the decline that would eventually compel it to relin-
quish its hold on smaller and less mature polities. s

But if Cymbeline is another Shakespearean exploration of the
roots of British patriotism, it is also, and perhaps more funda-
mentally, a work about the trials of love and personal honor.
The King’s daughter Imogen must endure several tests of h‘er
fidelity before she is ultimately rewarded with the marital bliss
her admirers wish for her in the speeches that introduce the
drama. With a perseverance that earns her a niche alongside
such previous heroines as Julia in The Two Gentlemen of Verona,
Rosalind in As You Like It, and the Helenas in A Midsummer Night's
Dream and All’s Well That Ends Well, she proves equal to an ordeal
that calls for unusual resourcefulness. She stands by her princi-
ples; she surmounts odds that would overwhelm a character of
meaner mettle; and in a denouement that pulls together all the
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another irascible ruler who drives a loving daughter into exile. It
i conceivable that as the playwright was perusing Raphael
I'olinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1587 edi-
(lon) in preparation for the writing of King Lear and Macbeth in
[605~6, he came upon his favorite source’s account of a mon-
arch whose name had been rendered “Cunobelinus” by the first-
century Roman historian Suetonius and “Kymbelinus” by the
twelfth-century English chronicler Geoffrey of Monmouth.

A contemporary of the “Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6),
(ymbeline had been reared in Rome as a protege of the Caesar
who as Augustus would establish the “Pax Romana,” the “Uni-
versal Peace” (Antony and Cleopatra, IV .vi.4), that prevailed when
i child named Jesus was born in one of the Empire’s minor
provinces. Shakespeare teases the audience with veiled allusions
(0 this transhistoric moment, and as his treatment of Cymbe-
line’s reign approaches its astounding “at-one-ment” a British
magistrate whose wrath has appeared almost tyrannical becomes
i peacemaker in his own right.

At the outset the title character operates under the spell of a
wicked Queen who aspires to position upon the throne her lout-
ish son from a previous marriage. Before the play attains its
climax, however, both Cloten and his mother undo themselves.
I'teed from their pernicious influence, the King quickly becomes
reconciled to a son-in-law he has banished, a virtuous daughter
who has fled from the Court to join her twice-abused husband,
and an old soldier who had kidnapped Cymbeline’s infant boys
when the King unjustly ostracized him some twenty years previ-
ously. Having just won a battle with Rome over his country’s
refusal to pay further tribute to Caesar, Cymbeline magnani-

xiii

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

strands of an extraordinarily complicated plot she exposes the
intriguer who has tried to beguile her out of a husband (catalyz-
ing o heartfelt confession from a Iachimo whose only prior indi-
cation of eligibility for redemption has been his awe at the radi-
ant Imogen’s unassailable chastity), forgives and embraces the
spouse who has been gulled into seeking her destruction, and
exemplifies the “Deliv'rance” that highlights a concluding scene
ol near-celestial “Harmony” (Cymbeline, V.v.370, 467-68).

At the beginning of the play the youth who has garnered
Imogen’s affection is defined as worthy merely by virtue of “her
I'lection” (1.i.53). But subsequent events will make it obvious
(hat Posthumus Leonatus is not yet ready for a woman of this
I'rincess’ elevation. Like Protheus in The Two Gentlemen of Verona,
Bertram in Alls Well That Ends Well, and Angelo in Measure for
Veasure, but even more like Claudio in Much Ado About Nothing,
lic is deficient in knowledge of himself, of his beloved, and of a
world that frequently cozens men by appearances and by crafty
appeals to their pride. As a consequence, Posthumus is fated to
lipse into error, behave foolishly and shamefully, and then de-
plore his mistakes so devoutly that he seeks to sacrifice his own
life in recompense for the one he believes he has stolen from his
dear wife.

In due course he finds himself in prison awaiting execution
at the hands of the victorious British forces. Having welcomed a
“Bondage” he regards as his means to “Liberty,” Posthumus is
stunned by a visionary embassy from Jupiter, who descends
from the Heavens to announce “Whom best I love I cross, to
make my Gift, / The more delay’d, delighted.” Shortly thereaf-
(er, to his amazement, the young man is proclaimed the “Lord
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