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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life; but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  Cymbeline is one of Shakespeare's final plays. Composed and performed around 1609-10, probably on the indoor Blackfriars stage rather than at the more famous Globe, it joins Pericles,The Winter's Tale, and The Tempest in the list of genre-defying later plays that are usually referred to as romances or tragicomedies. The happy ending of each of these productions distinguishes them from earlier histories and tragedies, but each play emphasizes the danger and power of evil in the world, and death, while never victorious in the end, looms as an ever-present force in the stories. Indeed, the plot of Cymbeline bears a striking resemblance at various points to a number of the great tragedies: the Imogen-Cymbeline relationship suggests Lear and Cordelia in King Lear, while Iachimo plays a role similar to that of Iago in Othello, and the sleeping potion taken by Imogen reminds us of a similar device in Romeo and Juliet. In Cymbeline, however, disaster may threaten but it never strikes: Only the wicked characters die, and the end of the play treats us to a joyous reconciliation.


  There is no obvious source for Cymbeline. The titular king and his sons Guiderius and Arviragus are quasi-historical figures; Cymbeline, according to a dubious source available during Shakespeare's time, ruled in Britain around the time of Christ. (The same source was used for the title character in King Lear, another play set in pre-Christian Britain.) The Iachimo plot, in which a seduction is attempted on a virtuous wife, may have its roots in the celebrated Decameron, a collection of stories by the Renaissance author Boccaccio. And the scenes in the Welsh wilderness, especially Imogen's death-like slumber, bear a striking resemblance to fairy tales like "Snow White." The bulk of the plot and most of the characters, however, can be attributed directly to Shakespeare's imagination; such pure originality was rare for the playwright, who adored lifting and reworking plots from other authors, writing in dialogue with older stories.


  Summary


  Imogen, the daughter of the British king Cymbeline, goes against her father's wishes and marries a lowborn gentleman, Posthumus, instead of his oafish stepson, Cloten. Cloten is the son of Cymbeline's new Queen, a villainous woman who has made the king her puppet. Cymbeline sends Posthumus into exile in Italy, where he encounters a smooth-tongued Italian named Iachimo. Iachimo argues that all women are naturally unchaste, and he makes a wager with Posthumus that he will be able to seduce Imogen. He goes to the British court and, failing in his initial attempt to convince the princess to sleep with him, resorts to trickery: He hides in a large chest and has it sent to her room; that night he slips out, observes her sleeping, and steals a bracelet that Posthumus once gave to her.


  Cloten, meanwhile, continues to pursue Imogen, but she rebuffs him harshly. He becomes furious and vows revenge, while she worries over the loss of her bracelet. In the meantime, Iachimo has returned to Italy, and, displaying the stolen bracelet and an intimate knowledge of the details of Imogen's bedchamber, convinces Posthumus that he won the bet. Posthumus, furious at being betrayed by his wife, sends a letter to Britain ordering his servant, Pisanio, to murder Imogen. But Pisanio believes in Imogen's innocence, and he convinces her to disguise herself as a boy and go search for her husband, while he reports to Posthumus that he has killed her.


  Imogen, however, soon becomes lost in the wilds of Wales, and she comes upon a cave where Belarius, an unjustly banished nobleman, lives with his two sons, Guiderius and Arviragus. In fact, the two young men are not his sons but Cymbeline's; Belarius has kidnapped them to avenge his banishment, though they themselves are ignorant of their true parentage. They welcome Imogen, who is still dressed as a boy. Meanwhile, Cloten appears, having come in pursuit of Imogen; he fights a duel with Guiderius, who kills him. Imogen, feeling ill, drinks a potion the queen has given her. Although the queen told her it was medicinal, the queen herself believed it to be a poison. However, the draught merely induces a deep sleep that resembles death. Belarius and his adoptive sons come upon Imogen and, heart-broken, lay her body beside that of the slain Cloten. Awaking after they have left the scene, she mistakes the body of Cloten for that of Posthumus, and she sinks into despair. A Roman army has invaded Britain, seeking the restoration of a certain tribute Britain has ceased to pay. (A "tribute" here is a payment given to one nation by another in return for a promise of non-aggression.) The disguised Imogen hires herself out to them as a page.


  Posthumus and Iachimo are traveling with the Roman army, but Posthumus switches to the garb of a British peasant and fights valiantly for Britain. Indeed, in his combat he actively seeks death: He believes his servant to have carried out his orders and killed Imogen, and he regrets his actions. The Romans are defeated, thanks to the intervention of Belarius, Guiderius, and Arviragus, and Posthumus, still trying to punish himself, switches back to Roman garb and allows himself to be taken prisoner. That night, the god Jupiter promises the spirits of Posthumus's dead ancestors that he will care for their descendant. The next day, Cymbeline calls the prisoners before him, and the confusion is sorted out. Posthumus and Imogen are reunited, and they forgive a contrite Iachimo, who confesses his deception. The identity of Guiderius and Arviragus is revealed, Belarius is forgiven, and the Queen dies, leaving the king free of her evil influence. As a final gesture, Cymbeline frees the Roman prisoners and even agrees to resume paying the tribute.


  Characters


  
    Imogen - Cymbeline's daughter, the British princess. Wise, beautiful, and resourceful, she incurs her father's displeasure when she chooses to marry the lowborn Posthumus instead of Cymbeline's oafish stepson, Cloten.

  


  
    Posthumus - An orphaned gentleman, he is adopted and raised by Cymbeline, and he marries Imogen in secret, against her father's will. He is deeply in love with her but is nevertheless willing to think the worst of her when she is accused of infidelity.

  


  
    Cymbeline - The king of Britain and Imogen's father. A wise and gracious monarch, he is led astray by the machinations of his wicked Queen.

  


  
    Queen - Cymbeline's wife and Imogen's stepmother. A villainous woman, she will stop at nothing--including murder--to see her son Cloten married to Imogen and, thus, made the eventual king of Britain.

  


  
    Cloten - The Queen's son, he was betrothed to Imogen before her secret wedding to Posthumus. Her unwillingness to marry him is understandable, since he is an arrogant, clumsy fool.

  


  
    Iachimo - A clever and dishonest Italian gentleman. He makes a wager with Posthumus that he can seduce Imogen, and when his attempt at seduction fails, resorts to trickery to make Posthumus believe that he has succeeded.

  


  
    Pisanio - Posthumus's loyal servant, he is left behind in Britain when his master goes into exile, and he acts as a servant to Imogen and the Queen.

  


  
    Belarius - A British nobleman, unjustly banished by Cymbeline. He kidnapped Cymbeline's infant sons to revenge himself on the king, and, under the name of Morgan, he has raised them as his own sons in the Welsh wilderness.

  


  
    Guiderius - Cymbeline's eldest son and Imogen's brother, he was kidnapped and raised by Belarius under the name of Polydore.

  


  
    Arviragus - Cymbeline's younger son and Imogen's brother, he was kidnapped and raised by Belarius under the name of Cadwal.

  


  
    Philario - An Italian gentleman. Posthumus stays at his home during his exile from Britain.

  


  
    Caius Lucius - The Roman ambassador to Britain and, later, the general of the Roman invasion force.

  


  
    Cornelius - A doctor at the court of Cymbeline

  


  
    Soothsayer - A seer, in the service of Caius Lucius

  


  
    Jupiter - The thunder-god and king of Olympus in Roman myth

  


  


  Act I, scenes i-iv


  Summary


  In Britain, two noblemen discuss recent events at King Cymbeline's court. We learn that his daughter, Imogen, was betrothed to Cloten, the son of Cymbeline's new Queen. However, the princess secretly married Posthumus, an Italian-born orphan who was raised as a ward of the king. Infuriated by the young people's disobedience, Cymbeline banished Posthumus and imprisoned Imogen--an action made even more tragic considering that she is his only child: his two sons, Guiderius and Arviragus, were kidnapped years ago.


  The Queen meets with Posthumus and Imogen, and she promises to be kind to them, not "evil-eyed" as most stepmothers would be in such circumstances. She swears that she will work to convince Cymbeline to relent and then allows them to take one last walk together around the garden before Posthumus goes into exile. When she has gone, Imogen declares that she sees through the Queen, whose kindness is all an act. The two lovers then agree to be faithful to one another, and they exchange love-tokens--a ring and a bracelet--and promise to wear them forever. As they speak, however, Cymbeline enters with his court, and Posthumus departs in haste. The king begins berating his daughter for her conduct, and while she defends herself vigorously, he orders her locked away, despite the Queen's protests. Pisanio, Posthumus's servant, comes in then, bringing word that as his master departed he was assaulted by Cloten; however, the two men were separated before anyone was hurt. He now offers his services to Imogen, saying that Posthumus wished him to serve the Princess during his exile.


  Outside, Cloten boasts to two gentlemen of the court about how he would have cut Posthumus to pieces had they been allowed to fight. The lords flatter him to his face, but their conversation with each other makes it clear that the Queen's son is a strutting fool and a poor swordsman who would have had no chance against Posthumus. Meanwhile, Pisanio tells Imogen of how much Posthumus will miss her, and he promises that they will hear from him soon. Then, Imogen goes to attend to the Queen.


  The scene now shifts to Italy, where Posthumus has gone as an exile. In the home of his friend Philario, he debates with a large company of men from around Europe on the respective virtue of their countries' women. One of the company, Iachimo, declares that there is no woman born who cannot be seduced. Posthumus angrily disagrees and declares that his Imogen is invulnerable--that she would never betray him with another man. Iachimo says that he will take this as a challenge and go to England to attempt the seduction, and he convinces Posthumus to make a bet with him: If Imogen succumbs to Iachimo, Posthumus will give him his ring; if Imogen chastely refuses, Iachimo will pay Posthumus 10,000 ducats.


  Commentary


  The early scenes in Britain serve primarily to introduce the major characters and the predicament of Imogen and Posthumus. Shakespeare returns to an oft-used device of having the main characters and their plight introduced by observers: in this case, two gentlemen of the court, who quickly lay the groundwork for the play's two plots strands, the one involving Posthumus and Imogen, the other dealing with the king's missing sons. One of the structural weaknesses in Cymbeline lies in the fact that the latter plot, once introduced, languishes until Act III, when the playwright finally takes it up again--this is a sharp contrast to other Shakespeare plays, notably King Lear, in which dual plots enjoy graceful integration from the beginning.


  The early scenes, then, focus entirely on Imogen and Posthumus, who appear as a rather generic pair of lovers, at least for now. Their exchange of tokens and professions of fidelity are significant, if trite, since they lay the groundwork for Iachimo's deception later on. During these scenes, we also briefly meet Cymbeline, the Queen, and Cloten. King Cymbeline, although the title character, remains an opaque and uninteresting figure throughout the play, blustering at his daughter and seemingly completely subservient to his wife, who quickly shows herself to be exactly what she denies being--the stereotypical evil stepmother. Cloten (pronounced, appropriately enough, "Clot-ten") proves himself a boorish fool from the beginning; later on, we will wonder what Imogen sees in the lackluster Posthumus, but if Cloten is the alternative, then her choice is understandable.


  The shift in scene to Italy gives the play a much-needed jolt of life, since it allows for the appearance of Iachimo, one of Cymbeline's most entertaining characters. (Posthumus's place of exile is also significant for its utter ahistoricity--we have gone from Roman Britain to Renaissance Italy: Thus, the play's fairy-tale rules are established early; we already know ourselves to be in a sort of Never-Never-Land, once upon a time.) To a large extent, Iachimo embodies the characteristics of the stereotypical Italian villain of Elizabethan tragedies, and his name and behavior hearken back to Iago in Othello--but he makes a more sympathetic figure than the stock villain and a less powerful specimen of evil than Othello's nemesis. His behavior is wicked but not terribly so, as we shall see later on--and he never loses his sense of fun, displaying a zest for life that contrasts with Posthumus's stodgy ways. The wager that the two make in this scene seems to stem less from Iachimo's desire to do evil, than from his genuine (if misplaced) belief that no woman could possibly resist him. It may also have its roots in envy, since when Iachimo and Philario first come in, the text suggests that Philario has just been praising Posthumus, and Iachimo may have overheard him. This praise of Posthumus reappears throughout the play as a sort of refrain--two gentlemen, in the first scene, also comment on Posthumus's great worth--and one of Cymbeline's shortcomings as a play is that Imogen's husband never seems to merit the high praise he receives.


  Act I, scenes iii-iv; Act II, scenes i-ii


  Summary


  In Britain, the Queen has ordered a doctor named Cornelius to prepare her a deadly poison, which she claims will be used for scientific purposes, on small animals and the like. Cornelius is suspicious of her, however, and tells the audience that he has given her not a poison, but a sleeping potion that will effect the appearance of death. When he has gone, the Queen confirms his suspicions of her by giving the "poison" to Pisanio and telling him that it is a soothing medicine. She hopes that he will take it and die: Pisanio, as Posthumus's servant, supports and champions his master, and when he is dead, it will be easier to convince Imogen to marry Cloten. Thus, we see that her earlier, honeyed words to Imogen and Posthumus were indeed nothing but lies, just as Imogen thought, concealing her malicious and selfish purposes.


  Meanwhile, Iachimo arrives from Italy and gives Imogen a letter from Posthumus. He immediately begins to compliment her grace and beauty, and when she asks about her exiled husband, Iachimo tells her that Posthumus has all but forgotten her, and is enjoying himself--and, he implies, enjoying other women-- while in Italy. Imogen is horrified, and Iachimo attempts to play upon her injured feelings by suggesting that she might revenge herself on the unfaithful Posthumus by being unfaithful herself--with him, naturally. The princess, taken aback, rebuffs him, and declares that she does not believe his malicious stories about her husband's conduct. Iachimo quickly admits that it was all a lie and says that he only attempted to seduce her because he loves Posthumus so much and wanted to test Imogen to make certain that he had a faithful and worthy wife. After begging her pardon profusely, he offers to carry her letters to her husband, and he then asks her permission to store a large trunk in her chambers--he claims that it contains his most valued possessions--and she grants his request.


  Meanwhile, Cloten is behaving typically, complaining about his poor luck in a game of bowling, while the two gentlemen who attend on him make fun of him behind his back. When he has gone, one of them remarks on how peculiar it is that such a crafty mother should have borne such a foolish son, and he then expresses his sympathy for Imogen's predicament and hopes that she will weather her current predicament and find happiness with her husband.


  That night, when Imogen goes to bed, Iachimo's trunk sits stored in her room. After she has fallen asleep, the trunk opens and Iachimo himself slips out. He watches her as she sleeps and then makes careful note of all the furnishings in her bedchamber, as well as a particular birthmark on her left breast. Then, he slips from her wrist the bracelet that Posthumus gave to her and slips back into the trunk, planning to present the item of jewelry, as well as his new familiarity with her chamber, as evidence of a successful seduction.


  Commentary


  A number of critics have remarked on the way Shakespeare, in this late play, recycles elements from a number of his earlier works, rendering Cymbeline a kind of compendium of Shakespearean plot devices. The pairing of Cymbeline and Imogen--a tyrannical father and a virtuous, unfairly treated daughter-- clearly parallels the Lear-Cordelia relationship in King Lear, while Iachimo plays a dwarfed version of Iago to Posthumus's unconvincing rendition of the Othello character. The idea of the sleeping draught that effects the appearance of death parallels a similar potion in Romeo and Juliet. In the tragedies, however, just one of these situations suffices to call down destruction, while in Cymbeline, the characters show a remarkable ability to avoid the snares that Shakespeare strews liberally throughout the plot.


  The plot moves along briskly in these scenes--Iachimo's journey from Italy to Britain seems to have taken no time at all--and Iachimo, thus, goes to work on Imogen immediately. The princess displays a remarkable strength of character in her conversations with the Italian rogue, and her refusal to doubt Posthumus's constancy makes a sharp contrast with her husband's ready jealousy later on. But the scene really belongs to Iachimo, who displays a remarkable adaptability: His cheerfully brazen attempt at seduction having failed, he quickly shifts gears and makes the equally brazen claim that he was only testing Imogen. He then launches into a ridiculously overblown account of Posthumus' virtue. "He sits 'mongst men like a descended god (I.vi.169)," Iachimo declares, keeping a straight face. Thus, the key to his character becomes clear: He is an actor, constantly performing, though his deceptions can be somewhat amateurish. We are immediately struck by the obvious contrast between this man and his fellow Italian villain, Othello's Iago. There is nothing amateurish about Iago, who derives his malicious delight not from the acting itself, but from the havoc this performance wreaks.


  Iachimo is not interested in real havoc, and the scene in Imogen's bedchamber reinforces his status as a sympathetic villain. The scheme with the trunk is absurd--it is impossible to imagine a great Shakespearean villain stooping to such a clumsy trick--and it leads to a scene that in another play might be terrifying, rich as it is with overtones of rape. But Iachimo's imagination, while somewhat fiendish, is not wholly depraved: He looks at the half-naked Imogen only in order to find a birthmark that he can use later in his deception. The contrast here is with the play's real villain, the savage, stupid, and lustful Cloten, whose main goal is to possess Imogen by whatever means necessary. Iachimo here is offered the opportunity that Cloten desires, but he does not take it; he pursues his schemes for the sheer thrill of living dangerously and not for any darker motives.


  Act II, scenes iii-v


  Summary


  The following morning, Cloten orders musicians to play under Imogen's window, in the hopes of winning her heart. While the musicians play, Cymbeline and the Queen pass by, and they advise Cloten to be persistent--Imogen will forget Posthumus eventually, they promise. At that moment, a messenger comes in, bringing word that ambassadors from Rome have arrived. The royal couple goes to greet the Romans, asking Cloten to join them once he has bid Imogen good morning.


  Cloten then knocks on Imogen's door, and when one of her ladies-in-waiting comes out, he clumsily attempts to bribe her. Then, Imogen herself appears and treats her suitor coldly, telling him that she will never accept him as a husband. Cloten replies that she is being disobedient to her father and for no better reason than for the sake of Posthumus, whom he calls a second-rate, lowborn fool. Imogen retorts that Cloten is far inferior to Posthumus--indeed, that he is not fit to be Posthumus's servant and that Posthumus's "meanest garment / That hath ever but clipped his body is dearer / In my respect than all the hairs above thee, / Were they all made such men (II.iii.133-36)." This last insult cuts Cloten to the quick, and he swears that he will be revenged on Posthumus--but Imogen is no longer paying attention to him. She has noticed that her bracelet is missing and orders Pisanio to have her servants look for it, since it was given to her by Posthumus.


  Meanwhile, Iachimo has returned to Italy and comes to Philario's house, where Philario and Posthumus are discussing the prospects of war between Rome and Britain over the tribute that Cymbeline's kingdom owes to the Romans. ("Tribute" here means a payment of one nation by another in exchange for a promise of non-aggression.) Iachimo bears letters from Imogen and declares that he won the bet, claiming to have slept with the princess. Posthumus refuses to believe him, but Iachimo proceeds to describe Imogen's bedroom in detail and displays the bracelet as a token of his triumph. Posthumus, heartbroken, begins cursing his wife, but Philario tries to calm him, pointing out that this is not perfect proof: The bracelet might have been stolen. But when Iachimo adds the detail of the tiny mole on Imogen's breast, Posthumus is convinced, turns over the ring that he wagered, and storms out, cursing the treachery of women: "We are all bastards (II.v.2)," he cries and asserts that all of a man's sins come from the "woman's part (II.v.20)" in him.


  Commentary


  The scene between Cloten and Imogen serves mainly to heighten our appreciation for the heroine, whose clever wordplay reduces the blundering prince to spluttering imprecations against Posthumus. But here, too, the plot is being furthered (indeed, Cymbeline has more plot than any other work of Shakespeare): For Imogen's last insult--that Cloten matters less to her than a scrap of Posthumus's garments--plants in Cloten's mind an absurd, sick plan; he decides to rape her while wearing her husband's clothes. And in the background of the scene, we have a reference to the Roman ambassadors, which serves as an introduction to the third plot strand in the play--the political conflict between Rome and Britain.


  Meanwhile, Iachimo has managed to return to Italy as quickly as he arrived in Britain--Cymbeline may be plot-heavy, but the plots themselves are fleet- footed. The Italian knave toys skillfully with Posthumus, revealing his "evidence" one piece at a time, but his virtuosity seems unnecessary, since Imogen's husband is oddly eager to believe in her infidelity. The scene is a peculiar one, with Philario acting as the voice of reason and Imogen's defender, while her own husband proves ridiculously ready to think the worst of her. "Have patience, sir (II.iv.113)," Philario pleads, and he repeatedly suggests alternate explanations for how Iachimo may have come by his evidence. In contrast, even before Iachimo's mention of the mole, Posthumus is ready to declare definitively, "Hark you, he swears; by Jupiter he swears. / 'Tis true-- nay, keep the ring--'tis true... he hath enjoyed her. / The cognizance of her incontinency / Is this (II.iv.122-128)." Posthumus displays a remarkable lack of faith for a man so certain of his wife's fidelity that he made a wager on it; perhaps the willingness to wager signified not confidence but a deep sexual anxiety.


  But while we receive hints of such an anxiety, it never manifests itself explicitly, nor has it reared its head prior to this scene; rather, Posthumus remains almost deliberately two-dimensional throughout--rendering his remarkably venomous speech against women and his subsequent decision to kill his wife all the more unexpected. In a sense, Posthumus is a parody of Othello; like Othello, he represents a jealousy-crazed husband; yet, unlike Othello's distrust of Desdemona, Posthumus's frantic distrust is neither understandable nor accessible. Posthumus 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...(II.v.19-24)." Yet the play never shows us any reasons for him to think this way. And he goes on; we hear line after line of vitriol from a man who otherwise seems the epitome of plodding decency. It is an amazing speech, and Posthumus risks forfeiting our sympathy entirely, especially since Shakespeare gives him such a wonderfully sympathetic wife. Following the speech, the action shifts away from Imogen's husband for a long time, and when we return to him, his madness will have passed--but the peculiar anger of these scenes remains with the audience, leaving a bitter aftertaste when Imogen and Posthumus are reunited.


  Act III, scenes i-iv


  Summary


  In Britain, Cymbeline, the Queen, and Cloten meet with Caius Lucius, the Roman ambassador, who demands the continuation of a tribute that was begun in Julius Caesar's time. Britain pays this tribute in exchange for Rome's promise not to invade. Supported by his wife and stepson, Cymbeline refuses to pay it, declaring that Britain is an independent isle and will remain so--which leads Lucius to say, regretfully, that a state of war must exist between Rome and Britain.


  Meanwhile, Pisanio has received a letter from Posthumus, accusing Imogen of infidelity and asking his servant to lead her away from London and murder her. Pisanio is horrified and cannot believe what he is being asked to do. Nevertheless, he begins to carry out his master's orders: He gives Imogen another letter, also from Posthumus, in which her husband asks her to meet him at Milford Haven, on the coast of Wales. Imogen is transported with joy at the thought of seeing him again, and she immediately makes preparations to slip away from her father's palace.


  The scene now shifts to the wilderness of Wales, where an old shepherd named Belarius instructs his two sons, Guiderius and Arviragus, in the wonders of nature. The young men are restless because they have never been allowed to leave their wilderness home and see the wilder world; Belarius insists, however, that there is nothing in the city but treachery and wickedness, and he recounts how he was once a nobleman in Cymbeline's court but was banished for crimes he did not commit. When his sons exit the stage, he tells the audience that the boys are actually the sons of Cymbeline himself; Belarius kidnapped them when they were very young in order to avenge his unjust exile. They remain ignorant of their true identity, and they believe that Belarius's name is Morgan and that they themselves are named Polydore and Cadwal.


  Imogen and Pisanio arrive in Milford Haven, and the Princess, seeing no sign of her husband, becomes perturbed. The unhappy servant then reveals the deception, and he shows her Posthumus's letter accusing her of infidelity. Imogen falls to weeping, cursing her husband's lack of trust in her, and she then begs Pisanio to follow his master's orders and kill her, since her life is no longer worth living. He refuses, however, and she asks why he bothered to bring her to Milford Haven if not to kill her. Pisanio replies that by maintaining the appearance of having followed through with the plan--by faking Imogen's death-- they may instill guilt in Posthumus and restore his love for her. Posthumus must have been deceived by some villain into thinking Imogen unfaithful; perhaps the villain, too, will become contrite upon hearing of Imogen's "death" and turn himself in. He, thus, suggests that she disguise herself as a boy, with clothes that he has brought for this purpose, and enter the service of Caius Lucius, who will soon be leaving England from the Milford Haven port. In this way, she can make her way to Italy, where Posthumus resides. She agrees to his plan, and she changes clothes--and as a parting gift, he presents her with the potion that the Queen gave to him, telling her what he believes to be true: It is a soothing cordial that will help her if she grows sick on the voyage.


  Commentary


  The discussion between Cymbeline and Caius Lucius poses difficulties in interpretation: Shakespeare has his two villains, the Queen and Cloten, express what are typically considered noble sentiments. Both argue passionately for British independence from Rome, with a stirring patriotism that, in a different play, would make them sympathetic figures. One might argue that by allowing them these sentiments, Shakespeare is granting his villains a hint of three- dimensionality. On the other hand, later events in the play contradict this argument, when Cymbeline decides to resume paying tribute to Rome even after having defeated the Roman army--thus, proving that his ignoble behavior toward Rome had resulted solely from his wife's malignant influence over him. This current scene, then, may actually be intended to subvert the notions of British patriotism that dominate historical plays like Henry V, by placing them in the mouths of the wicked Queen and her idiot son. Yet again Cymbeline serves partially as a vehicle for Shakespeare to dabble in self-parody.


  As the action shifts to the wilds around Milford Haven, Imogen begins to dominate the play, and after the embarrassment of Posthumus's ridiculous behavior, her sustained presence comes as a welcome relief. She is, as many critics have noted, the most attractive, appealing, and multifaceted character in the play--to such an extent, indeed, that she often seems out of place amid the lesser men and women around her. She is eloquent and passionate, yet (unlike Juliet, for example) she does not allow her passion obliterate her common sense. She is resourceful, too, as evidenced by her willingness to adopt Pisanio's rather risky plan and her ability to quickly grow accustomed to wearing boy's clothes. Indeed, a number of male critics have praised her as Shakespeare's perfect woman; it is difficult to find a flaw in her, and she is so well spoken that she never becomes boring. If there is a weakness in Imogen, it lies in the fact that she is almost too perfect; one might say that she more closely resembles a male fantasy than a convincing woman character.


  Meanwhile, the subplot involving Cymbeline's missing sons, promised so early in the play, finally emerges in full with the appearance of Belarius and his adopted sons. They are introduced to us by Belarius' extended speech on the corruption of city life, which a number of critics have seen as an expression of the aging Shakespeare's own dissatisfaction with years spent wading in the politics of London's theatrical world. It should be noted, however, that as Guiderius points out, it is easy for the world-weary Belarius to talk about the wickedness of the world, but for his young and energetic sons, the wilderness life represents "a cell of ignorance (III.iii.33)." But whatever the playwright's own feelings, Guiderius and Arviragus ultimately win the debate and, over Belarius' cautious objections, escape from rural obscurity into the wider world--and the play rewards them for it: In doing so, they regain their birthright.


  Act III, scenes v-vii; Act IV, scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Cymbeline, accompanied by the Queen and Cloten, bids farewell to Caius Lucius. The king then asks to see Imogen and sends a messenger to fetch her, but the messenger returns saying that the door to her bedroom is locked, and she has not been seen in days. Suddenly worried, Cymbeline goes to see for himself, and Cloten follows. After a moment, the Queen's son returns, with word of Imogen's flight. The Queen goes to comfort Cymbeline, and Cloten is left alone to fume and plot revenge on Imogen and Posthumus. Pisanio comes in, returning from Milford Haven, and Cloten accosts him, demanding to know where the princess has gone. Pisanio, deciding that his mistress has had enough time to make her getaway, sends Cloten to the sea coast on what he knows will be a wild goose chase. The foolish prince, convinced that he will catch Imogen and Posthumus, takes one of Posthumus's garments with him--the same garments Imogen claimed to prefer to Iachimo--planning to kill his rival and then rape Imogen while wearing Posthumus's clothes.


  Meanwhile, Imogen, disguised as a boy, has become lost in the Welsh wilderness. She comes upon the cave where Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius live, and Imogen goes in to find shelter. Shortly afterward, the three men come home from a day of hunting, and they find her there, eating their food. She apologizes, offers to pay for the meat, and introduces herself as "Fidele." Guiderius and Arviragus, unaware that the boy Fidele is actually their sister, nonetheless feel a strange kinship with their guest, and Imogen reciprocates the feeling.


  A Roman army under Caius Lucius makes ready to sail for Britain, while Cloten arrives at Milford Haven. Imogen, meanwhile, has fallen ill, and while her hosts go out to hunt, she takes the potion that Pisanio gave her, believing it to be medicine. In the forest, Cloten, dressed in Posthumus's clothing, encounters Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius, and he rudely challenges them to fight; Guiderius duels with the prince and kills him, cutting off his head. Belarius recognizes the dead prince from his days at court, and he panics, but his sons are elated, and Arviragus goes to wake "Fidele"--only to find the disguised Imogen seemingly dead. Dismayed and grief-stricken, Belarius and his adoptive sons lay her body in the woods, singing a prayer over her, and then depart, after setting Cloten's headless body down beside her.


  After a time, Imogen awakes, and seeing the headless corpse dressed in Posthumus's clothes, assumes that it is her husband, dead. Realizing that the "medicine" she drank was a sleeping potion and believing Pisanio to have given it to her knowingly, she now thinks that the servant must also be responsible for killing Posthumus. Stricken with grief, she lays herself atop Cloten's body. Meanwhile, the Roman army has landed, and Caius Lucius and his men come upon Imogen and Cloten. At first, they think that both of them are dead, but Imogen arises, says that her name is Fidele, and offers herself as a servant to the Roman commander. Caius Lucius, believing her to be a young man, accepts her offer and employs her as his page.


  Commentary


  Up until this point in the play, Cloten's stupidity is so pathetic that the audience may be inclined to feel some sympathy for the hapless prince. But because Shakespeare plans to kill him--and bloodily--he now sets about alienating us entirely from the Queen's son. Indeed, as soon as we learn of Cloten's bizarrely vicious and perverse plan, all sympathy vanishes: He says, "with [Posthumus's] suit upon my back will I ravish her, first kill him, and in her eyes (III.v.135-6)." Here, truly, is a character that only a mother could love.


  Meanwhile, in Belarius's cave, Cymbeline's children are finally united; and if the audience has forgotten that Imogen, Guiderius, and Arviragus are all siblings, we are soon enough reminded by the three young people's strong feelings of kinship and by Imogen's regretful comment, "Would it had been so that they / Had been my father's sons (III.vi.75-76)!" She says this not only because of her sisterly feelings toward the youths but also because--as she notes to the audience--if the boys had been her father's sons, then Cymbeline would not have forbidden her marriage to Posthumus, for she would not have been heir to the throne and, thus, would not have been obliged to marry royalty.


  The pastiche of previous Shakespeare plays continues to unfold here, as Imogen's male disguise echoes the cross-dressing antics of early comedies like Twelfth Night and As You Like It. The disguise is remarkably convincing, it seems, since Guiderius and Arviragus fail to realize that she is a woman even as they carry and lay out her "dead" body. (Their failure may be forgiven, since they have been raised in the wilderness and probably have little experience with females.) Her seeming death, and the sleeping potion that induces it, clearly reference the ending of Romeo and Juliet, and as in that play, the heroine here awakens with what seems to be her love's dead body beside her. But this is a romance, not a tragedy; it follows different rules: In the first place, the body cannot be Posthumus's--only villains can die; second, the sensible Imogen, while grief-stricken, cannot commit suicide as Juliet does but instead must choose life. Having, thus, resolved to go on, she finds herself caught up in the Roman invasion of Britain.


  One last issue presents itself in these scenes: Cymbeline is a highly musical play, filled with brief songs, and the best of them is probably the funeral dirge that the brothers chant over Imogen's corpse: "Fear no more the heat o' th' sun / Nor the furious winter's rages; / Thou thy worldly task hast done, / Home art gone and ta'en thy wages. / Golden lads and girls all must, / As chimney-sweepers, come to dust (IV.ii.257-263)." What is remarkable about this chant, which continues for another 18 lines, is its profound melancholy and negativity. The repeated phrases of "fear no more" contrast sharply with the Christian view of death as the gateway to a heavenly reward--a contrast that is entirely appropriate, since this play is set in a pagan Britain, rather than a Christian one.


  Act IV, scenes iii-iv; Act V, scenes i-iv


  Summary


  Back at Cymbeline's court, the disappearance of the Queen's son, Cloten, has stricken her with a wasting fever. Cymbeline threatens Pisanio with torture in an attempt to find out to where Imogen has fled, but the Roman invasion of Britain intervenes, and Cymbeline must prepare his army to meet the new threat. Meanwhile, Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius hear armies moving through the wilderness; Belarius wants to lie low, since he is afraid that some of the Britons may recognize him from his days at court, but his adoptive sons are eager to fight, and they insist that they go down to assist Cymbeline's forces.


  Posthumus returns to Britain, having been conscripted into the Roman forces as an Italian resident. He has received a bloody handkerchief from Pisanio, ostensibly a token of Imogen's death, and he is overcome with remorse, resolving that "'Tis enough / That, Britain, I have killed thy mistress; peace, / I'll give no wound to thee (V.i.19-21)." He takes off his Roman uniform and dresses himself as a British peasant for the battle.


  During the fight, Iachimo, fighting on the side of the Romans, loses his sword in a duel with the disguised Posthumus. Left alone, he expresses his remorse for having lied about Imogen's faithlessness. Meanwhile, the battle goes badly for the British until the sudden arrival of Belarius, Guiderius, and Arviragus, who save Cymbeline from capture and turn the tide. The Romans are beaten; Caius Lucius is taken prisoner--along with Posthumus, who, although he fought for the victorious Britons, is trying to punish himself for his supposed murder of Imogen, and he has quickly changed back into Roman garb in order to be taken prisoner. He is thrown into a British stockade and, desiring death, falls asleep.


  While he sleeps, a collection of spirits ascends from the netherworld and gathers around him. They are Posthumus's dead ancestors, and they plead with Jupiter, the king of the gods, to take pity on their descendant and restore his fortunes. After a time, Jupiter himself arrives from the heavens, surrounded in thunder and lightning and riding on the back of an eagle. He berates the spirits for troubling him, but he grudgingly agrees to bring about happiness for Posthumus. Then, all the supernatural creatures depart, and Posthumus awakens, feeling strangely refreshed, and finds a written oracle on the ground beside him, which he is unable to interpret. The jailer comes to take him to be hanged, but then a messenger arrives, summoning Posthumus to stand before Cymbeline.


  Commentary


  With Cloten already dead, now his wicked mother's time has come, as well; her reported illness is the last we hear of her before her death in V.v. The action of the play now draws all the characters into the swirl of battle, including Guiderius and Arviragus, who see the war as an excellent opportunity to escape from the prison of their wilderness exile, and they easily overcome their father's anxious objections. Iachimo and Posthumus also reappear, having been conveniently drafted out of Renaissance Italy and into the Roman army. Iachimo feels his first pangs of remorse, suggesting, much to the audience's satisfaction, that he was not so bad after all and that Shakespeare means to spare his life. Posthumus is also remorseful, but his speech before the battle is unlikely to draw much sympathy: Although he has-- thankfully--realized the immorality of murdering his wife, he persists in believing that she was unfaithful to him. Thus, while he has recovered his sense of perspective (too late, or so he thinks), he has yet to display the trust, gentleness, and soundness of judgment that would make him worthy of such an exemplary wife as Imogen.


  The battle occurs in a scene heavy with stage directions and remarkably thin on dialogue compared with other Shakespearean battles. Scant, too, are the trumpets ("Alarums") that one normally finds in such scenes; their absence may be a function of the fact that Shakespeare was writing for a smaller, indoor stage (the Blackfriars Theater) rather than the famous and massive Globe Theater. Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius's crucial role in these scenes comes as no surprise, and their intervention here operates as a necessary preliminary to the general reconciliation in the play's last scene.


  After the battle, with Posthumus having punished himself (and rightly so, one feels) by allowing himself to be taken prisoner, we are treated to what may be the most badly written scene in all of Shakespeare: the appearance of Jupiter over the sleeping Posthumus. This clumsy, forced, and absurd scene serves no apparent plot function, and the ghosts of Posthumus's ancestors deliver their speeches in a ridiculous rhyming doggerel. Indeed, the style of verse here is so bad that a number of critics have used this scene as evidence for their contention that Shakespeare did not actually author Cymbeline on his own, but that portions of it were penned by inferior collaborators. The scene's wretched qualities are only slightly redeemed by the appearance of the mordant jailer, who, coming for the condemned man the next morning, exhibits a rather delightful gallows humor. He is an excellent minor character; it is unfortunate that he must share a scene with the preposterous Jupiter.


  Act V, scene v


  Summary


  Cymbeline brings Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius before him to reward them for their valor in battle. He regrets that the unknown peasant who fought so well for Britain (who is, of course, Posthumus) cannot be found, and he then proceeds to knight Belarius and the two young men (who are his own sons, though he does not know it) in gratitude for their service.


  Just then, Cornelius comes in, bringing word that the Queen has died of her fever. Before she died, he reports, she confessed that she never loved Cymbeline and planned to gradually poison him so that the crown would devolve upon her son, Cloten. The king, amazed, says that she managed to deceive him completely, and he attributes her success in this to her great beauty.


  The Roman prisoners, including Caius Lucius, Iachimo, and Posthumus, with Imogen (still disguised as the boy Fidele) following at the rear, are all brought in together. The Roman general asks that Cymbeline treat them mercifully--and asks especially that his servant, a British boy (who is, of course, the disguised Imogen), be ransomed and freed. Imogen is then brought before her father, who does not recognize her but orders her freed and even offers her any privilege within his power to grant. She asks to speak with him in private, and father and daughter separate themselves from the rest of the company. When they return, Imogen asks Iachimo to step forward, and she demands to know where he got the ring that encircles his finger (the audience knows that Imogen gave the ring to Posthumus and that Posthumus lost it to Iachimo in the wager). Iachimo, feeling pangs of remorse, confesses how he used trickery to win the bet with Posthumus, describing his entire scheme to gain entrance to Imogen's bedroom. Hearing the story, Posthumus attempts to assault Iachimo, but Imogen hastily reveals her true identity, stripping off her boy's disguise, and the reunited couple embraces.


  Through dialogue, the characters piece together the story of how Imogen came to the cave, how she only appeared dead after taking the Queen's potion, and how Cloten met actual death. Cymbeline declares that Guiderius must die for killing a prince, but Belarius hastily reveals himself as the banished courtier and tells the king that Guiderius and Arviragus are the sons that were stolen from him long ago. Cymbeline, overcome with happiness, forgives Belarius and welcomes him back to court; meanwhile, Iachimo offers his life to Posthumus as payment for his sins, but Posthumus graciously forgives him. Caius Lucius's Soothsayer comes forward and interprets the prophecy that Posthumus found beside him that morning (left by Zeus), which is revealed to refer to the reunion of Imogen with her husband and the return of Cymbeline's two sons. Caught up in the abiding joyful spirit, the king promises to free the Romans, to allow them to return home unpunished, and even to resume the tribute, which was the issue over which the war was fought in the first place. Rejoicing, the entire company exits together to make a great feast and offer sacrifices to the gods.


  Commentary


  This final scene, with its multiple revelations and subsequent happy ending, is at once the culmination of the action and the finest part of the play, the best display of Shakespeare's consummate skill as a dramatist. The action properly begins with the calling forth of Imogen, still clad in boy's clothes, and the audience anticipates the removal of her disguise and a hasty denouement. Instead, she spots the ring on Iachimo's finger and begins to interrogate him, thus, giving him the opportunity to make the first revelation. The Italian's flair for the dramatic serves him as well in the role of repentant sinner as it did in his previous incarnation as a deceptive villain, and the ensuing speech imbues the scene with much color. Confessing his crimes to Cymbeline's court, he deliberately draws out his story slowly, building the suspense: The impatient Cymbeline pleads, "I stand on fire / Come to the matter (V.v.168-69)," but Iachimo, who knows that this may be the last performance of his life, will not be hurried. Finally, he reaches the end, and still Imogen does not reveal herself, giving Posthumus a chance to come forward and finally (if melodramatically) recognize the virtue of his wife and the extent of his folly. His speech, with its piteous cries of "O Imogen, / My queen, my life, my wife! O Imogen, / Imogen, Imogen! (V.v.225-27)," goes a little way toward restoring the audience's sympathy for him--and it gives way to the comic moment when Imogen goes to embrace him in forgiveness, and he thrusts her aside, not recognizing her. (Her disguise is indeed impressive!)


  Once Imogen's true identity is revealed, the rest of the revelations spill out quickly. Pisanio and Cornelius explain about the poison--now Belarius, Arviragus, and Guiderius understand how it was that "Fidele" came back to life-- and then Guiderius confesses to killing Cloten. Cymbeline (who, despite being free of the Queen's influence, remains somewhat emotionally dense) now threatens to execute Guiderius--this, in turn, prompts the revelation of Guiderius and Arviragus' true identities. And now such happiness reigns that Cymbeline cannot help but pardon Belarius for abducting his sons (a rather serious crime, one might think): "Thou art my brother," the king tells the banished lord; "so we'll hold thee ever (V.v.399)." With this example, Posthumus must pardon Iachimo, and Cymbeline, in turn, must free the Romans--whose general, it may be added, is one of the most honorable and decent men in the entire play.


  Yet while all the characters may be reconciled here, two significant difficulties remain for the audience. One is Posthumus' manifest unworthiness to marry the wonderful Imogen, although the playwright does allow him one good line when they embrace: "Hang there like fruit, my soul," he cries, "Till the tree die! (V.v.263-64)." Then again, no other obvious candidates for Imogen's hand present themselves, and Shakespeare is famous for marrying his heroines off to callow or unimpressive men, so Posthumus is in good company. Less forgivable is Cymbeline's peculiar decision, after a bloody battle in which his army triumphed, to restore the payment of tribute to Rome. This has the effect of making all the political action of the play seem a little ridiculous, and one has the feeling that Shakespeare is laughing behind his hand--whether at his characters or at the audience, it is hard to say.


  Overall Analysis


  Cymbeline is not, to put it charitably, one of Shakespeare's finest plays. The language, while sometimes rich, is often clumsy, and the mediocrity of certain scenes (notably that witnessing the bizarre appearance of Jupiter in V.iv), have led a number of critics to suggest that the Bard collaborated with a less talented playwright in writing this play. The work does feature a number of excellent characters, including the wonderful and almost perfect Imogen and the entertaining Iachimo, but the title character, Cymbeline himself, is never developed or analyzed, and most of the supporting cast lacks depth. Imogen's husband, Posthumus, has an unfinished air about him; his character is at once difficult to make sense of and utterly unlikable, and he is manifestly unworthy of his wonderful bride. Structurally, the various scattered subplots effect incoherency, and they only find integration in the final scene, while major characters disappear from the action for extended periods of time--notably Posthumus, although his absence from the middle of the play may be considered a blessing.


  Cymbeline often feels like a deliberate pastiche, in which the aging Shakespeare revisits various elements of his earlier plays, albeit in a less impressive form. The Cymbeline-Imogen relationship invokes Lear and Cordelia in King Lear, but while Imogen may be Cordelia's equal, Cymbeline is a nonentity. Iachimo's deceptions (not to mention his name) call to mind Iago's machinations in Othello, but this scoundrel, while zestful, hardly achieves Iago's level of villainy. Similarly, the petty Posthumus is never more than a mere parody of the raging Othello. The sleeping potion evokes Romeo and Juliet, and Imogen's cross-dressing recalls the great comedies, but these various elements never coalesce into a thematic whole, and the play suffers by comparison with the great works it echoes.


  Nevertheless, Cymbeline offers its share of delights. Imogen is a worthy creation, and she has been a favorite of male critics for centuries, who have often presented her as a kind of ideal woman. Iachimo, while hardly deep, is a fun villain to watch--clever, well spoken, and not truly evil enough to hate. And the play is entertaining, if nothing else: It is filled with plot (in fact, it is all plot), confused as this plot may be, and provides us with swordfights, disguises, poisons, and two eminently hissable villains in the Queen and Cloten. Indeed, the entire story contains many elements of the fairy tale--including the best element, the happy ending.


  The finest scene, in such a work, is inevitably the final scene, in which all the tangled strands of plot unravel in a brilliantly constructed series of revelations, and everyone receives their just reward. The villains die, Imogen and Posthumus are reunited, and King Cymbeline's abducted sons are restored to him. Indeed, while the play invokes famous tragedies, these invocations heighten the relief at what doesn't happen. The king errs in his marriage and his treatment of Rome, but his kingdom survives; Imogen and Posthumus both mistakenly believe the other to be dead, but they do not kill themselves out of deluded grief; Cymbeline loses his sons but gets them back; the Romans are defeated but their lives are spared. Tragedy looms but never strikes, and, instead, as Cymbeline declares, "Pardon's the word to all" (V.v.422).


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Discuss the different plot strands in Cymbeline and how they are interconnected.
      


      The opening scene establishes two separate "problems" that the action of the play will resolve: the problem of Imogen's marriage to Posthumus and his subsequent banishment, and the problem of the disappearance of Cymbeline's two sons. After this introduction, however, the plot of the missing princes disappears completely for two acts before it resurfaces, and even then, it remains strictly secondary to the Imogen-Posthumus plot line. At the same time, a political subplot emerges in Act II, involving the conflict between Rome and Britain. The fact that these three strands are not successfully integrated for most of the play is often pointed to as a structural problem with Cymbeline. It should be noted, however, that the sudden and remarkable convergence of the three strands in Act V, scene v, is one of the most impressive parts of the play, despite being located in the final scene.

    


    
      
        Discuss the play's villains.
      


      There are three obvious candidates for this role: the Queen, her oafish son, Cloten, and Iachimo. Together, they are responsible for most of what goes wrong in the play, beginning with the banishment of Posthumus and continuing with Iachimo's deception of Posthumus in Italy. Of the three characters, however, the most active is also the most appealing--Iachimo does as much damage as the Queen and Cloten together, but he lacks their overt malice, and his supple mind and ability to think fast on his feet endear him to the audience. He is, significantly, the only one of the three allowed a chance to repent, a chance he eagerly takes (and so saves his life)--suggesting that he was not so bad after all. The Queen, meanwhile, has no redeeming characteristics, save perhaps for her devotion to her son--and he is so awful that only a mother could love him. Indeed, they are both completely two-dimensional: She is little more than a stereotyped version of a traditional evil stepmother, and he is a vicious idiot. They are, not incidentally, the only characters killed off in a play that otherwise provides its characters with forgiveness.

    


    
      
        Discuss the character of Posthumus; how does Shakespeare portray him? How do his actions reflect upon his personality, his virtues, and shortcomings?
      


      Imogen's beloved is one of the play's more problematic characters. He is lavished with high praise by all who know him, and he would need to be a shining figure indeed in order to make a worthy husband for the inimitable Imogen. Unfortunately, his behavior in the play is often unpleasant, as he does little to live up to the high regard he enjoys. Most of the time, he is a rather wooden figure, and when he deviates from this dull persona it is to fall into a peculiar and unexpectedly violent jealousy of his wife. Iachimo tricks him, it is true, but he also makes a willing victim, and the fierceness of his anger seems utterly inappropriate given the tenor of the play and given what we know of his character. Inappropriate, too, is his decision to order his servant, Pisanio, to kill Imogen for her supposed infidelity, a decision that completely alienates him from the audience. Shakespeare allows him contrition and guilt later on, and we are meant to rejoice in his reunion with his wife at the end of the play--but his behavior leaves one wishing that Imogen, like many estimable women in Shakespeare, could have found a better mate.

    

  


  
    
      Discuss the character of Imogen.
    


    
      Analyze the political events of the play. What do you think is the playwright's perspective on the conflict between Rome and Britain? Defend your answer.
    


    
      Compare and contrast Belarius with his two adopted sons, Guiderius and Arviragus. How do their worldviews differ, and why?
    


    
      Discuss the use of setting in Cymbeline. Is the play historical in any way? If not, how might ahistoricity contribute to its plot and themes?
    


    
      Analyze the character of Cymbeline. How does Shakespeare portray him? What purposes does he serve?
    


    
      What does Cymbeline have in common with Shakespeare's tragedies? What makes it different?
    


    
      Discuss the "fairy-tale" elements in the plot of Cymbeline. How do they relate and contribute to the larger story? to the genre of the play?
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Cymbeline is the king of what country?


      
        A. Wales

        B. France

        C. Britain

        D. Italy

      

    


    
      2. Whom does Cymbeline want his daughter, Imogen, to marry?


      
        A. Posthumus

        B. Cloten

        C. Iachimo

        D. Caius Lucius

      

    


    
      3. Whom does Imogen marry instead?


      
        A. Cloten

        B. Posthumus

        C. Pisanio

        D. Guiderius

      

    


    
      4. Before he goes into exile, what does Posthumus give Imogen?


      
        A. A necklace

        B. A ring

        C. A handkerchief

        D. A bracelet

      

    


    
      5. After being exiled, Posthumus goes to what country?


      
        A. Wales

        B. Italy

        C. Britain

        D. France

      

    


    
      6. The Queen believes that Cornelius has given her a poison, but really he has given her what?


      
        A. A strong sleeping potion

        B. Water

        C. A cordial, to take when one is sick

        D. Wine

      

    


    
      7. Iachimo and Posthumus make a wager on whether or not Iachimo will be able to do what?


      
        A. Seduce the Queen

        B. Seduce Imogen

        C. Defeat Posthumus in a duel

        D. Defeat Philario in a duel

      

    


    
      8. In order to gain entrance to Imogen's bedroom, Iachimo conceals himself in what?


      
        A. A trunk

        B. A closet

        C. A trap door

        D. A secret passage

      

    


    
      9. While Imogen sleeps, Iachimo emerges from hiding and:


      
        A. Kidnaps her

        B. Rapes her

        C. Steals her ring

        D. Steals her bracelet

      

    


    
      10. Convinced that Imogen has betrayed him, Posthumus decides to do what?


      
        A. Have her killed

        B. Divorce her

        C. Seduce a woman in Italy

        D. Do nothing

      

    


    
      11. When Imogen learns that her husband thinks her unfaithful, Pisanio convinces her to do what?


      
        A. Kill herself

        B. Disguise herself as a boy and go in search of Posthumus

        C. Marry Cloten

        D. Sleep with Iachimo

      

    


    
      12. While in disguise, Imogen takes what name?


      
        A. Cadwal

        B. Morgan

        C. Polydore

        D. Fidele

      

    


    
      13. Lost in the wilderness, whose cave does Imogen comes upon?


      
        A. The Soothsayer's

        B. Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius's

        C. The god Jupiter's

        D. Pisanio's

      

    


    
      14. What is the true identity of Guiderius and Arviragus?


      
        A. They are Cymbeline's long-lost sons and Imogen's brothers.

        B. They are Belarius's long-lost sons and Pisanio's brothers.

        C. They are the Queen's exiled sons.

        D. They are Posthumus's long-lost brothers.

      

    


    
      15. What is the result of the fight between Guiderius and Cloten?


      
        A. Cloten kills Guiderius.

        B. Guiderius beheads Cloten.

        C. Cloten flees.

        D. They fight to a draw.

      

    


    
      16. What leads Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius to believe that Imogen is dead?


      
        A. She has become very ill and passed out.

        B. She has thrown herself off a cliff.

        C. She has taken the Queen's sleeping potion.

        D. She has disappeared.

      

    


    
      17. When Imogen awakes from her sleep, she believes that the dead body beside her is __, when in fact it is ___.


      
        A. Cloten; Posthumus

        B. Posthumus; Guiderius

        C. Posthumus; Cloten

        D. Guiderius; Cloten

      

    


    
      18. Rome and Britain go to war because Cymbeline refuses to do what?


      
        A. Abdicate the throne

        B. Marry Imogen to the Roman general, Caius Lucius

        C. Pay tribute

        D. Swear allegiance to Augustus Caesar

      

    


    
      19. When the Romans invade, what does Imogen do?


      
        A. She becomes a page to Caius Lucius.

        B. She takes up arms against the invaders.

        C. She returns to her father's court.

        D. She hides in the wilderness.

      

    


    
      20. Arriving with the Roman army, Posthumus is grief-stricken because he thinks that:


      
        A. Imogen is dead, at his orders

        B. Imogen has married Cloten

        C. Iachimo and Imogen are lovers

        D. Rome will conquer his native land

      

    


    
      21. What happens when the two armies meet?


      
        A. The Britons and Romans fight to a draw.

        B. The Romans are defeated.

        C. The Britons are defeated.

        D. Cymbeline makes peace with the Romans.

      

    


    
      22. The tide of battle is turned by the intervention of whom?


      
        A. Posthumus and Imogen

        B. Cloten

        C. Jupiter

        D. Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius

      

    


    
      23. After fighting valiantly for Britain, what does Posthumus do?


      
        A. He changes into a Roman uniform and fights for Rome.

        B. He rides into town hailed as a hero by the Britons.

        C. He changes into a Roman uniform and is taken prisoner by the Britons.

        D. He goes immediately to see Cymbeline.

      

    


    
      24. After the battle, what does Cymbeline do?


      
        A. He frees the Roman prisoners and agrees to resume the tribute.

        B. He has Caius Lucius executed.

        C. He orders Iachimo arrested.

        D. He dies.

      

    


    
      25. How does the play end?


      
        A. Posthumus and Imogen commit suicide.

        B. Posthumus and Imogen are reunited, and the treacherous Iachimo is executed.

        C. Posthumus and Imogen are reunited, and the elderly Cymbeline dies content.

        D. Posthumus and Imogen are reunited, and all discover the true identity of Arviragus and Guiderius.

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: C; 2: B; 3: B; 4: D; 5: B; 6: A; 7: B; 8: A; 9: D; 10: A; 11: B; 12: D; 13: B; 14: A; 15: B; 16: C; 17: C; 18: C; 19: A; 20: A; 21: B; 22: D; 23: C; 24: A; 25: D
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