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“Intervals of Grace: Shakespeare and Chaucer’s Existential Romances and the Repair 

of the Past,” argues that Augustine’s theology allows us to see providence in romance as a 

doubled perspective that recognizes the existential smallness of individuals and their 

collective participatory power in a plural world. In The City of God, Augustine uses an 

aesthetic metaphor to describe the power of God’s providence: “a picture may be beautiful 

when it has touches of black in appropriate places; in the same way the whole universe is 

beautiful, if one could see it as a whole, even with its sinners, though their ugliness is 

disgusting when they are viewed in themselves.” The dual perspective of Augustinian grace 

– the dark spots of sin and the beauty of providence – can allow us to better understand the 

structure of romance as a genre. However, rather than viewing romance as a 

“secularization” of Augustinian theology, I argue the “existential romances” of Shakespeare 

and Chaucer - Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale and Shakespeare’s Cymbeline 

and The Winter’s Tale – recover an existential perspective embedded in Augustine’s 

theology in their concern with the existence of evil in the world. 
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I argue the “existential” quality of Augustine’s theology comes from how his doubled 

perspective anticipates the dual pressures of existentialist thinking: the fundamental 

historicity of human life, rooted in both sacred and secular history, and the thrownness 

that humanity experiences in the encounter with the absolute gratuity of divine grace. For 

all the supernatural machinery that these romances may possess, their happy endings are 

arrived at through human means. When we view romance through an existentialist 

Augustine, we can better recognize how these texts come to their happy endings through 

realistic forms of action sensitive to the historical unfolding of life. Augustine’s attention to 

life embedded in a historical world made him of interest to the existential thinkers of the 

early twentieth century, who found in his theology a careful examination of being in the 

world.  

My reading of Augustine as an existential thinker follows the work of three 20th 

century German-Jewish thinkers: Erich Auerbach, Hannah Arendt, and Ernst Kantorowicz, 

who are all sensitive to how Augustine recognizes the limits on human agency. These 

thinkers also allow me to show the tension between what we might call Augustine’s 

political theology (the two cities) and his existentialism (providential history). In 

Augustine’s existentialism we find human action repaired by grace and humility. The idea 

of humility (humilis) – which comes out of Auerbach’s work – allows us to see feminine 

forms of active suffering in romance as powerful forms of Arendt’s action; in the non-

sovereign power of Augustinian humility, we also find human action that does not rely on 

the political theological rhetoric of sovereignty.  
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Introduction 
An Incomplete Will 

 
What the conclusion was to be, you knew, O Lord, but I did not. Meanwhile I was beside myself with 
madness that would bring me sanity. I was dying a death that would bring me life… I tore my hair and 
hammered my forehead with my fists; I locked my fingers and hugged my knees; and I did all this 
because I made an act of will to do it… Yet I did not do that one thing which I should have been far 
better pleased to do than all the rest and could have done at once, as soon as I had the will to do it, 
because as soon as I had the will to do so, I should have willed it wholeheartedly. 

Augustine, Confessions1 
 
Divine grace takes man out of the world; it is the choice out of the world. Man comprehends himself as 
belonging not to the world but to God through this choice. 

Hannah Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine (1929)2 
 

Moments before his conversion, Augustine pauses to acknowledge the foregone conclusion – 

his acceptance of God’s grace – even as he relates to the reader his experience of being “beside myself 

with madness.” This doubled perspective – Augustine’s struggle and suffering in the garden alongside 

the total serenity and stability of the divine present – is a consequence of the total and gratuitous 

experience of grace. There are also hints of this grace in Augustine’s inability to will himself to “do that 

one thing which I should have been far better pleased to do” even as he tears his hair. The divine grace 

that will complete Augustine’s act of will is still absent, somewhere beyond his worldly life and will. 

Arendt describes the phenomenal experience of this grace as one that “takes man out of the world,” 

and in Augustine’s Confessions we can see the world-alienating effects of the encounter with divine 

grace. Examining Augustine through the work of Arendt and other twentieth century existentialists 

allows us to see how Augustine’s theology is rooted in the conditions of human life in the world. Even as 

Augustine’s conversion is grounded in worldly life – the presence of his friend Alypius, the garden it 

takes place in, and the physical acts of Augustine’s mania – the grace that can complete Augustine’s 

conversion is only present as a providence that is yet to reveal itself. However, this flicker of the 

 
1 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VIII.8. 
2 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:03316. 
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providential otherworldliness of grace can never last. Indeed, the historicity of the world and the 

experience of time means that even as divine grace creates a “choice out of the world,” the world 

remains. Thus, through Arendt, we can see how Augustine serves as an early testament to the tension 

between human historicity and existential thrownness. For all that Augustine probes “the hidden 

depths” of his soul and wrings “its pitiful secrets from it,” his life spreads out before and after the “now” 

of his conversion.3 Thus, a phenomenological experience of divine grace must be folded into the 

existential reality of human life in the world. Augustine’s theology of grace moves between the 

individual experience of a divine grace that nearly annihilates man’s agency and will and a life in a 

historical world of competing wills that appear to directly contradict the grace of God’s absolute 

goodness. 

In what follows, I will argue the dual perspective of Augustinian grace can allow us to better 

understand the structure of romance as a genre. The interrelation between romance and theology has 

been considered before.4 However, rather than viewing romance as a “secularization” of Augustinian 

theology, I argue the romances of Shakespeare and Chaucer, concerned with the existence of evil in the 

world, recover an existential perspective embedded in Augustine’s theology. This “existential” quality of 

Augustine’s theology is found in his doubled perspective: the fundamental historicity of human life, 

rooted in both sacred and secular history, and the thrownness that humanity experiences in the 

encounter with the absolute gratuity of divine grace. For all the supernatural machinery that these 

romances may possess, their happy endings are arrived at through human means. When we view 

romance through an existentialist Augustine, we can better recognize how these texts come to their 

happy endings through realistic forms of action sensitive to the historical unfolding of life. Augustine’s 

 
3 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VIII.12. 
4 The best-known study of the relationship between religion and romance is Frye’s. However, Jameson and others 
have also taken up this relationship. Frye, The Secular Scripture and Other Writings on Critical Theory, 1976-1991; 
Jameson, “Magical Narratives”; Cooper, The English Romance in Time.  
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attention to life embedded in a historical world made him of interest to the existential thinkers of the 

early twentieth century, who found in his theology a careful examination of being in the world.  

This project examines the works of Shakespeare, and Chaucer through three key thinkers in 

addition to Augustine: Ernst Kantorowicz, Hannah Arendt, Erich Auerbach.5 All three thinkers turned to 

the past to think through the upheaval and catastrophe of the twentieth century; this project turns their 

method and archive towards the genre of romance to find human responses to historical crisis.6 

Furthermore, the work of these twentieth century German-Jewish thinkers allows us to better recognize 

how the existential tendencies in Augustinian theology resist the mystification of sovereign power. Their 

work – spanning from 1929 to 1958 – shows a sustained engagement with Augustine as an existential 

thinker who they found relevant in the face of the rise of Nazism and the aftermath of World War II. 

Kantorowicz engaged with Augustine’s theology to illustrate its difference from medieval formations 

more friendly to worldly state power and continuity, examining the fictions of the medieval and early 

modern state with an eye towards World War II and its aftermath.7 While in The King’s Two Bodies 

Kantorowicz is less direct about the conclusions we are meant to draw between his archive and 

 
5 Arendt is often seen as an existential thinker due to her connection to Heidegger, see for instance Kateb. 
However, Auerbach is less often viewed in light of early 20th century existentialism, with only Newman fully 
developing this approach to his work. Meanwhile, Victoria Kahn has argued that Kantorowicz positions his work 
between the existentialist Heidegger and the Kantian Cassirer, in conversation with the existentialist debates of 
the twentieth century. Kateb, “Existential Values in Arendt’s Treatment of Evil and Morality”; Newman, “The 
Gospel According to Auerbach”; Newman, “Force and Justice: Auerbach’s Pascal”; Kahn, “Political Theology and 
Fiction in The King’s Two Bodies.”  
6 For their historical circumstances, see Auerbach, Mimesis, most famously 19, but also 52-54, for “existential 
realism,” 561; Arendt, The Human Condition, 5, 6; Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” 
472, 492; Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, on modern progress 274, 476n65 on collective guilt. To see this 
“project” of turning to the past to interpret the present, a few examples of many should suffice. Auerbach’s 
description of “existential realism” notes the resonance between the “contemporary term” and the “phenomena 
of the distant past.” However, the method is best detailed in Aendt’s formulation: “to think what we are doing” 
requires her to “trace back modern world alienation… to its origins, in order to arrive at an understanding of the 
nature of society as it had developed itself.” Kantorowicz, while providing fewer moments of direct connection, 
nevertheless notes resonances between his archive and the “modern idea of progress” or “collective guilt” in his 
analysis. 
7 For the way that Kantorowicz’s work is interested in the fictions of the state, see Kahn’s work on the subject. 
Indeed, although Kantorowicz’s earlier work Kaiser Frederick II leans towards the mystification of state power, The 
King’s Two Bodies is clearly against these mystifying tendencies. Kahn, “Political Theology and Fiction in The King’s 
Two Bodies”; Kahn, The Future of Illusion Political Theology and Early Modern Texts. 
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twentieth century state power, the essay “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought” makes these 

connections explicit, beginning with an anecdote from World War I and ending with the debasement of 

the idea in Nazi and Fascist memorials.8 Kantorowicz, however, was more optimistic about power in the 

Weimar era than Arendt or Auerbach, only turning to the Augustinian critique of temporal power and 

continuity in these later works.9 During the same period that Kantorowicz was writing his hagiographic 

Kaiser Frederick II, Auerbach and Arendt reacted against the apparent return to Stoicism implicit in the 

Weimar era’s political theology, turning to the work of Augustine and his theology’s concern with the 

individual experience of life in the historically unfolding world to better understand their own.10 At our 

own moment then, with western democracies turning towards an authoritarianism rooted in mythic 

narratives, we should turn to these thinkers (and Augustine) and their critiques of worldly power and 

sovereign human deeds. 

Importantly, rather than try to merely invest sovereignty in the “right people,” these thinkers 

question the very legitimacy of sovereign force and find alternatives to sovereign power in their 

historical sources. In Augustine’s theology, these thinkers also found an alternative to the “apolitical” 

stoicism of the Weimar that catastrophically failed.11 Augustinianism and Stoicism at times appear 

similar, with their recognition of how fortune and chance have destructive effects on human affairs; 

 
8 Fascist and Nazi memorials “illustrate some of the recent nationalistic ravings which so terribly distort an 
originally venerable and lofty idea.” Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” 491–92. 
9 Ruehl, “‘In This Time without Emperors.’” Ruehl argues for reactionary elements in Kaiser Frederick connected to 
Kantorowicz’s perceived ambivalence around the early rise of the Nazi party; however, by the time of The King’s 
Two Bodies, Kantorowicz is clearly against this state mystification. For instance, Kahn argues that “the argument 
and central exhibits of The King’s Two Bodies also seem intended to provide an antidote to the misuse of 
Kantorowicz’s Frederick II.” Kahn, “Political Theology and Fiction in The King’s Two Bodies,” 79. However, rather 
than focus on the “literary” chapters as Kahn does, my analysis instead shows how in the theological and legal 
chapters of The King’s Two Bodies, Kantorowicz presents Augustine’s work as a counter-narrative to the 
mystifications of medieval political theology due to Augustine’s own willing embrace of fiction and aesthetic in his 
theology. 
10 Gordon, “The Concept of the Apolitical,” 868. Peter Gordon suggests that much of the Weimar political theory 
was a repackaging of stoicism. The echoes of Augustine’s anti-Stoic position in Arendt and Auerbach likely comes 
out of the resonance of this earlier critic of Stoic philosophy in the face of political collapse. 
11 Gordon, “The Concept of the Apolitical.” 
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even the way that Augustinianism and Stoicism focus on the individual’s response to suffering resonate 

with each other.12 However, as Augustine makes clear in The City of God, Christianity demands that one 

live in the world with its evil as an active sufferer in its affairs, rather than a person who endures 

suffering as if it does not exist.13 Augustine’s active and feeling recognition of evil presents us with the 

worldly half of Augustine’s doubled perspective on human existence.  

Augustine’s insistence on the importance of both scales of meaning – the individual’s 

thrownness and the historicity we are all embedded in – is seen in his individual introspection in the 

Confessions and the providential picture of the City of God. These two scales do not negate each other 

but instead create, in their tension, a Christian existentialism that Auerbach’s work describes as 

“existential realism.” In his “Epilegomena to Mimesis,” written in 1953, Auerbach would suggest that 

that he could have described the form of realism he investigated as “existential realism.” His defense, 

that the term “existential” is an “all too contemporary term for phenomena of the distant past,” belies 

the fact that this kind of existential analysis had been applied to theological and historical texts at 

Marburg throughout the 20’s, where Auerbach taught from 1929 until his exile in 1935.14 At Marburg, 

the theologian Rudolph Bultmann used existential thinking to reevaluate belief as a continual “highly 

personalized” form of belief, and Heidegger had lectured on “Augustine and Neo Platonism” in the 

summer of 1921.15 Auerbach’s disavowal of existentialism belies how his approach to phenomena of the 

 
12 On Stoicism, see Tillich, The Courage to Be, 9–17, esp 12–13. Tillich argues that Stoicism is a “basic religious 
attitude” and “the only real alternative to Christianity in the Western World.” His suggestion that Stoic courage is 
“ontological” since “reason is man’s true or essential nature, in comparison with which everything else is 
accidental” is especially interesting when we compare with the more “existential” account of man’s action, reason, 
and world in Arendt and Auerbach’s Augustine. 
13 For instance Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XVI.9, XIX.4. See also Ch. 3 p. 190-191 below. 
14 Auerbach, Mimesis, 561. 
15 Newman, “The Gospel According to Auerbach,” 465. For the link between Auerbach and Bultmann, see 
Newman. Heidegger’s lectures on Augustine in 1921 provide an earlier point of entry into how Augustine shows us 
the “facticity of life.” However, Heidegger’s work remains centered on a phenomenological reading of the 
Confessions, rather than the theological and existential picture we gain from Kantorowicz, Arendt, and Auerbach’s 
approaches to Augustine. The lectures are predominantly a reading of Confessions X, and one of the stated goals of 
this project is to “throw into relief certain crucial phenomena which determined themselves decisively in the 
historical situation of enactment of that time, and which still ‘carry’ us in this determination.” Heidegger, The 
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distant past closely follows how existential philosophical and theological thinkers at Marburg did the 

same. This is also an approach that Arendt took in her dissertation Love and Saint Augustine (Der 

Liebesbegriff bei Augustin) – originally submitted in 1929 and revised and published later. However, this 

existential approach to Augustine is something that Kantorowicz would only engage later – his 1927 

Kaiser Frederick II instead takes a mythic approach to history.16 Yet, by the post-war era, Kantorowicz’s 

approach to history had changed – in the “Epilegomena,” Auerbach describes Kantorowicz as a 

contemporary who possesses the kind of “great experience” in the “figural or typological principle” that 

was the subject of Mimesis.17 In the 50’s, Kantorowicz examined the medieval transformation of 

Augustine’s theology to one more friendly to worldly power and sovereignty with the same eye to 

contemporary phenomena as Arendt, Auerbach, and Heidegger’s investigations of Augustine in the 20’s 

and 30’s.18 All three thinkers – Arendt, Auerbach, and Kantorowicz – found in Augustine’s work an 

existentialism rooted in historicity worth turning to after the crises of the twentieth century. 

In Augustine, there also is a reaction against Stoicism and the very idea that man can live up to 

the ideals of “autarchy and self-sufficiency.”19 Augustine’s “existentialism” critiques these ideas, favoring 

humanity’s embeddedness and thrownness in the world. In this, we also find the weakness of both the 

stoic approach to individual choice and the very idea of political sovereignty. As we will see, sovereign 

power is a destructive force in romance. Even when directed towards politically and ethically good 

motives, the force of sovereignty exceeds its own intents, damaging the world and those it touches. For 

 
Phenomenology of Religious Life, §6.b. This turn to the past to understand the present is the part of Heidegger’s 
work that informs Arendt and Auerbach’s work, as well as Kantorowicz’s later work in the 50s. 
16 Ruehl, “‘In This Time without Emperors’”; Kahn, “Political Theology and Fiction in The King’s Two Bodies”; Kahn, 
The Future of Illusion Political Theology and Early Modern Texts. On the complicated legacy of the Kaiser Frederick 
book, see Ruehl. 
17 Auerbach, Mimesis, 569. 
18 Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought”; Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies; Arendt, The 
Human Condition, 6; Auerbach, Mimesis, 561; Heidegger, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, §6.c. The preface to 
The King’s Two Bodies and the introduction to “Pro Patria Mori” each take up the 20th century afterlife of the 
medieval ideas examined, thus echoing both Heidegger, Arendt, and Auerbach’s approach to the “phenomena of 
the distant past.” 
19 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, B:033172. 
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Augustine, human sovereignty is not a force for good in the world, but instead a tragic consequence of 

original sin.20 

However, we should note that Augustine’s existentialism does not evacuate humanity of agency. 

The degradation of human action and agency one might find in Heidegger’s existentialism troubled Ernst 

Cassirer. Assessing Heidegger’s Existenzialphilosophie from the vantage point of 1946, Cassirer argued 

for the political and ethical impoverishment that existentialism’s emphasis on thrownness and historicity 

created: 

No thinker can give us more than the truth of his own existence; and this existence has a 
historical character. It is bound up with the special conditions under which the individual lives. 
To change these conditions is impossible. In order to express his thought Heidegger had to coin 
a new term. He spoke of the Geworfenheit of man (the being-thrown). To be thrown into the 
stream of time is a fundamental and inalterable feature of our human situation. We cannot 
emerge from this stream and we cannot change its course. We have to accept the historical 
conditions of our existence. We can try to understand and to interpret them; but we cannot 
change them… I do not mean to say that these philosophical doctrines had a direct bearing on 
the development of political ideas in Germany. A philosophy of history that consists in somber 
predictions of decline and the inevitable destruction of our civilization and a theory that sees in 
the Geworfenheit of man one of his principal characters have given up all hopes of an active 
share in the construction and reconstruction of man’s cultural life. Such philosophy renounces 
its own fundamental theoretical and ethical ideals. It can be used, then, as a pliable instrument 
in the hands of the political leaders.21  
 

Cassirer’s pessimistic analysis of Heidegger’s existentialism argues the philosophy facilitates a total loss 

of human control over human affairs. We are left, instead, with a “pliable instrument” that facilitates 

the worst designs of political leaders. Cassirer’s fears are not unfounded, since the individual’s 

experience of historical conditions appears to lead to either total relativism or total ethical paralysis. Yet, 

recognizing thrownness and historicity as existential features of the human condition allows us to turn 

from “sovereignty and self-sufficiency” to social forms of human action and political life. In the decades 

 
20 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.15. 
21 Cassirer, The Myth of the State, 293. Kahn also notes this section of The Myth of the State, positioning 
Kantorowicz between Heidegger and Cassirer. Importantly, Kahn reminds us that Kantorowicz’s reference to 
Cassirer’s The Myth of the State in the introduction of The King’s Two Bodies “signals his own desire not simply to 
reproduce or advocate political myths (as he did in his Frederick II), but to analyze how they worked.” Kahn, 
“Political Theology and Fiction in The King’s Two Bodies,” 80. 



 
 

8 
 

after Heidegger’s existential intervention, thinkers like Arendt, Auerbach, and Kantorowicz found in 

Augustine an approach to human agency that does not require the resignation to fate that Cassirer finds 

in Heidegger or the mystification of state authority we find in political theology. Augustine, rather than 

imagine human existence as sovereign or “self-sufficient,” instead found in its creatural existence the 

possibility for life and action in the world through grace. Augustine’s mediation of human will through 

grace gave these thinkers ways to understand human action that did not rely on an individual being 

entirely possessed of themselves and absolute agency.  

We live in a historical world that sovereign force has already damaged, one where existential 

philosophy appears quietist and the ideas of romance appear hopelessly utopian.22 The idea of social 

“repair” after the war on terror or the COVID-19 pandemic might appear particularly farfetched. Indeed, 

the potential to provide reparations for those that have been bombed by multiple administrations (and 

in particular, an executive invested with sovereign power) seems just as fanciful as finding a way to 

convince individuals assured of their own absolute sovereignty to participate in public health measures. 

However, when we take a longer perspective sensitive to the conditions of human life in the world, we 

find ourselves close to the world of romance. The damages done by sovereignty in romance are not final 

since these traumas are embedded in a historicity that exceeds the characters. Therefore, these 

existential romances imagine a future where this damage is repaired, brought on not by the works of 

 
22 Of course, Auerbach himself finds the courtly romance a particularly egregious distortion of reality. He argues 
that “because it is so removed from reality, it could – as an ideal – adapt itself to any and every situation, at least 
as long as there were ruling classes at all.” Auerbach, Mimesis, 137. Similarly, the subject matter is entirely “class-
determined,” pertaining only to the ruling class, and that “those outside this class cannot appear except as 
accessories, and even then generally in merely comic, grotesque, or despicable roles.” For Auerbach, this idea is 
explicitly more world-alienating than Stoicism, since it has “much greater emotional power.” Auerbach, 139. 
However, he later notes the way Boccaccio masters the intermediate style and creates a new mode “too 
adventurous and too reminiscent of fairy tales to be real, too free from magic and too rhetorical to be fairy tales, 
and much too sentimental to be tragic. The novelle which aim at the tragic are not immediate and direct in the 
realm either of reality or of feeling. They are at best what is called touching.” Auerbach, 231. Both Chaucer and 
Shakespeare draw on Boccaccio’s developments – Chaucer himself retelling the tale of Griselda, Cymbeline 
drawing its wager plot from Boccaccio. Thus, while a fuller investigation of the way that Auerbach’s critique of 
romance as a genre in Chapter 6 of Mimesis in particular is required, the ”lateness” of both Chaucer and 
Shakespeare’s romances reduce the degree to which they serve as mere “ideal.” 
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sovereigns but instead the graceful actions of characters thrown into trauma. Furthermore, these 

romances retain the damage that is done with losses that are not recovered, acknowledging the double 

perspective of Augustinian theology: the suffering of the individual persists alongside the perspective 

that recognizes these actions as part of a providential whole. Existential romances repair the communal 

past through human trial and human choice, imagining a meaningful future that grows out of a graceful 

harmony created through a perspective that accounts for the competing and complementary actions of 

many participants. 

The texts that I examine in the coming chapters all try to imagine a future that grows out of 

trauma. In Chaucer, we see both The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale imagining a future after suffering 

that repairs past wrongs. Emelye’s prayer to Diana allows for a final reconciliation between Arcite and 

Palamon (even as Arcite must die); meanwhile, Griselda’s patience breaks down Walter, making possible 

the restoration of her children and husband. In Shakespeare’s Cymbeline, the final act’s many 

revelations and restorations establish a peace and society that repairs the damage that Giacomo and 

Rome have caused. Finally, The Winter’s Tale gives the audience the resurrection of Hermione, thought 

dead but returned to life, rewriting both the past and future even as it also shows the limits of grace’s 

potential to repair a damaged social fabric. Like many romances, of course, there are provisional and 

contradictory elements to these conclusions. However, even as they resist neat closure, the endings of 

the romances that I to consider in this project exist in a temporal frame that resists notions of progress 

and instead repairs the past and moves towards a future. In this introduction, I will show that the 

temporal frame that allows romances to foreground both the individual’s choices and the larger world in 

which those choices produce new possible worlds is Augustinian grace.  
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1. Theological Grace: Augustine’s Picture of Sin 

I choose the term “grace” to describe the world of existential romance due to its theological, 

political, existential, and social registers. For Augustine, grace is first and foremost theological – the 

favor given gratis by God. Augustine understands grace as absolutely gratuitous; he insists in Nature and 

Grace that “this grace, however, of Christ, without which neither infants nor adults can be saved, is not 

rendered for any merits, but is given gratis, on account of which it is also called grace.”23 This argument 

against Pelagius in Nature and Grace outlines a human need for grace that is totally unearned, 

suggesting anything less negates the role of Christ on the cross. Conversely, the Pelagian position would 

generally find natural grace – the grace of God’s creation and existence itself – enough for salvation. This 

grace of creation plays a central role in the double perspective of romance, since existence itself is also a 

gift, something Augustine acknowledges: “so I praise the goodness of the Creator because you have 

what you wish, even though you are ungrateful.”24 Since life as such is given, worldly life can appear as a 

grace like the specific grace of redemption. The weakness of the Pelagian position comes from its 

insistence that will, on its own, is enough to “earn” something that is given. Augustine’s insistence on 

grace being an absolute gift leads him to argue that “if your good merits are God’s gifts, then He does 

not crown them as merits of yours, but as gifts of His own.”25 Grace’s totality pushes Augustine to return 

to a providential perspective where human action is submerged in the gratuity of God’s gifts of life and 

salvation. 

 
23 Augustine of Hippo, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, 4. See also Grace and Free Will: “But it is when grace is 
unmistakably given that even our own merits begin to be good, though only because of grace.” Augustine of 
Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 6.13. 
24 Augustine of Hippo, “The Free Choice of the Will,” III.6.18. The second section of Love and Saint Augustine deals 
with the creature-creator relationship that creates this “gratitude for life being given at all,” following Augustine in 
The Free Choice of the Will. Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, B:033188, A:033343. See also Arendt in The Origins 
of Totalitarianism, and the famous “Volo ut Sis” also discussed below in Ch. 3 p. 182. Arendt, The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, 301. The actual source for the Augustinian quote that Arendt gives in Origins is contested – for the 
debate and possible sources, see Martel, “Amo,” FN 38. 
25 Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 7.16. 
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However, this total gratuity has world-making effects. In The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 

Hans Blumenberg argues for a paradox eschatology produces in the ancient church that illuminates the 

dual temporality of grace and romance:  

If the original community of believers had still called for the coming of their Lord, very soon the 
Church was praying pro mora finis, for a postponement of the end. The concept of history that 
could be constructed from this basic attitude is at most one of an interval of grace, not of an 
expectation directed toward a future in which it seeks fulfillment.”26  
 

This historical “interval of grace” is the ground where Augustine finally locates the community of 

believers, turning from the individual’s experience of God to a community grounded in historical 

reality.27 Yet, even in Blumenberg’s skeptical reading of the early church, we can see an important 

double motion that structures much of Augustine’s work. The faith of the early church in grace removes 

the believer from the world as they “[call] for the coming of their Lord” who will save them through a 

grace that can never be repaid. However, the pressure of history (the relentless fact of the world’s 

continued existence) against the claims of eschatology (and the coming end of the world) forces the 

church to become meaningful in the world – hence Augustine’s defense of the church after the sack of 

Rome in the first book of The City of God. The experience of divine grace and imminent eschatological 

fulfillment evacuates the world of meaning, since no action by the believer can ever return the mercy of 

a sovereign God. However, in the absence of eschatological ending, a return to the world is opened by 

Christianity; the world becomes an “interval of grace” where human action becomes meaningful again. 

Action is no longer meaningful as merit or payment for grace, but instead as a chance to participate in 

the gift of grace in the world.28 The world of existential romance flows out of this “interval of grace,” as 

 
26 Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 44. 
27 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033350. Arendt cites City of God XIX.17 but 26 is also relevant: “it is 
important for us also that this people [the city of man] should possess this peace in this life, since so long as the 
two cities are intermingled we also make use of the peace of Babylon.”Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.26. 
28 Augustine’s anti-Pelagian position here is clear: “the grace bestowed upon us through Jesus our lord is neither 
the knowledge of God’s law nor nature nor the mere remission of sin, but that grace which makes it possible to 
fulfill the Law so that our nature is set free from the dominion of sin.” Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 
14.27. “God, then, works in us, without our cooperation, the power to will, but once we begin to will, and do so in 
a way that brings us to act, then it is that He cooperates with us.” Augustine of Hippo, 17.33. 
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it operates in a world where tragic or comic denouement is continually postponed even as sovereigns 

attempt to put their stamp of finality on the world. The freely given creation that is not yet ended 

provides a background to romance; instead of destinies with clear endings, the interval of grace is one in 

which human existence unfolds in an uncertain space that allows for suffering that can be harmonized 

to a final providential end that is already written. 

The harmony one finds in providence points to another relevant meaning of grace for my 

project – its social and aesthetic register. This is the kind of grace that we talk about as “graceful” 

behavior or “grace under pressure.” Augustine himself uses this aesthetic register when he explains the 

existence of evil and sin in a world created by a good and loving God: 

A picture may be beautiful when it has touches of black in appropriate places; in the same way 
the whole universe is beautiful, if one could see it as a whole, even with its sinners, though their 
ugliness is disgusting when they are viewed in themselves.29  
 

Augustine’s analogy of the painting relies on this aesthetic sense of graceful as proportionate – the black 

spots might not be beautiful in themselves, but they become so through the broader perspective of 

providence.30 “Grace” as theological concept existed in the vernacular from the 13th century: the Middle 

English Compendium (MED) provides a homily from Lambeth MS 487 as the earliest example: 

“Godalmihtin haueð isceaweð us wel muchele grace..þet we maʒen..bringen us ut of þisse putte” [God 

almighty has shown us great grace that we may be brought out of this pit].31 In 1340, Aynbite of Inwyt 

states that “Þe guodes of grace byeþ uirtues and guode workes," following Augustine’s position that 

these goods only come to man through grace.32 By the late 14th century in England the Wycliffite Bible’s 

translation of Romans uses the vernacular for one of the most important doctrinal statements of grace: 

 
29 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XI.23. 
30 Earlier, Augustine remarks “for beauty does not depend on mere size, but on the symmetry and proportion of 
the component parts.” Augustine of Hippo, XI.22. 
31 Lewis et al., “Grace.” 
32 Lewis et al. 
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“For alle men synneden..; thei iustified freely bi his grace.”33 The use of “grace” in English in this 

theological sense follows the theological usage in Latin – the specific sovereign grace of God that 

Augustine insists remains unearned. While many of the following definitions and senses follow from 

these theological contexts (most importantly, the “grace” of the sovereign), the Middle Ages also 

provide the first reference for aesthetic or social grace: the use of grace for “the quality of being 

pleasing; attractiveness, charm; esp. (in later use) refined elegance of manner, expression, form, or 

movement, esp. regarded as natural or effortless; gracefulness.” Aynbite of Inwyt (1340) provides one of 

the MED’s first examples: “Uor zome graces wyþoute þet god þe heþ y-yeve, oþer uor noblesse oþer uor 

prowess.”34 Contemporary with Chaucer, Gower also testifies to this use in English, describing the 

aesthetic quality of a face (something Augustine himself used to describe aesthetic proportion): “Hire 

Lippes schrunken ben for age, Ther was no grace in the visage.”35 The Wycliffite Bible serves as the 

OED’s first citation, from Proverbs: “That ther be added grace [L. gratia] to thin hed.”36 While the 

theological definition was older, by the late English middle ages, both the aesthetic and theological 

senses are in usage in the vernacular. 

The interrelation between aesthetic and theological forms of grace is why romance does not 

present a mere “secularization” of the concept. In Violence and Grace, Nicole Miller gives a suggestive 

argument for how each form of grace (aesthetic and theological) “never entirely loses its own other.”37 

Furthermore, Miller notes the movement inherent in the concept: 

As both noun and verb, then, grace is what we might call transitive – it entails an object, even if 
it might exceed its object. Here we recollect that the term “transitive,” which grammatically 
refers to a verb requiring a direct object, most simply means “that which goes across.” In this 
etymological reading, transitivity means that grace becomes a bridge, a path between subject 
and object, host and guest, giver and recipient – even, perhaps, sacrifice and sacrificed.38 

 
33 “Grace, n.” 
34 Lewis et al., “Grace.” 
35 Lewis et al. 
36 “Grace, n.” 
37 Miller, Violence and Grace, 6. 
38 Miller, 6. 
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The transitivity of grace is important for understanding both medieval and early modern relationships 

between the different meanings of grace, since this motion is what allows for the shift between the 

world-alienating and world-making capacities of grace in romance. To borrow a turn of phrase from 

Barbara Newman, the reason that grace is so amenable to this “crossover” seems particularly linked to 

the way that suffering (and sacrifice) connects humanity to the human Christ, rather than the political-

theological sovereign God.39 

Romance achieves its “crossover” through the connection between human and divine enabled 

by the grace of the Passion. Creation’s grace is not enough for redemption; human action is required to 

repair human suffering. Augustine reads Pelagius as contending that nature itself allows for the 

possibility of grace:  

The very possibility of not sinning lies not so much in the power of the will as in the necessity of 
nature. Whatever is based in the necessity of nature undoubtedly belongs to the author of 
nature, that is, to God. How, therefore, can one judge it to be said that is without the grace of 
God, which is shown to belong to God particularly?40  
 

Augustine here reads Pelagius as making the gratuitous creation of nature as grace from God sufficient 

for salvation. Even if in City of God Augustine can imagine a place for sin in a creation that is beautiful, 

this natural grace is not enough to repair mankind, and Augustine insists on the centrality of the human 

Christ for redemption. Refuting Pelagius, Augustine reminds us “if the natural power through free will is 

sufficient for us not only to know how we ought to live, but to actually live well, ‘then Christ died in 

vain,’ ‘then is the scandal of the cross made void.’”41 Furthermore, refuting the Platonists in The City of 

God, Augustine again makes Christ central: “if only you had been able to see his incarnation, in which he 

took on a human soul and body, as the supreme instance of grace.”42 For Augustine, even if God’s grace 

 
39 Newman, Medieval Crossover. 
40 Augustine of Hippo, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, 66. 
41 Augustine of Hippo, 58. 
42 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, X.29. 
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in creation is gratuitous, free, and beautiful, only Christ’s incarnation allows for man’s redemption. In 

the work of Arendt, Auerbach, and Kantorowicz which we will turn to below, this historical event 

matters deeply for the world-making capacities of Christianity. This specific, historical form of 

redemptive grace comes out of participation in the humility and suffering of a human Christ. Augustine’s 

insistence in grounding grace in a historical reality rather than the immanence of an absolutely good 

God shows how existential romance creates a world after suffering: repair is accomplished when the 

sufferers of these stories participate in this worldly form of grace. 

The Incarnation brings the absolute grace of God into time, but it is out of the Passion that we 

discover how grace to repairs the past in both theology and romance. While the Incarnation is a place of 

general participation between man and God because the Creator becomes part of his creation, the 

Passion enables a particular way in which humans can follow the actions of Christ and participate in 

grace because Christ’s suffering a human capacity. Augustine is sensitive to the centrality of this 

moment for human participation in grace: the “natural” grace of creation is not enough – only in the 

gratuitous gift of Christ’s death on the cross is there redemption from sin.43 Figures like Griselda and 

Hermione (two figures who bring us to the limits of human grace) evoke the human Christ of the Passion 

in their suffering and endurance. Indeed, medievalists have suggested that the Passion is the place 

 
43 While Pelagius suggests that a human can live free of sin because of the low-level grace of creation (because God 
made creation freely, it is possible on that grace to live a sinless life), Augustine holds fast that the particular action 
of Christ is central. Aquinas later works through this issue by insisting on God’s role in all human action. In the 
Summa Theologiae Aquinas speaks of the need for grace in Question 109 and claims that “however perfect a 
physical or spiritual nature is taken to be, it cannot proceed to actualize itself unless it is moved by God,” aligning 
himself with Augustine. Indeed, “we must say that for the knowledge of any truth, man needs divine assistance so 
that his intellect may be moved by God to actualize itself.” While Aquinas walks this back, suggesting that “he does 
not however need a new light, supplementing his natural light, in order to know the truth in all cases” – making 
space for human learning – he nonetheless sets God’s motion as a precondition for all human endeavors. The 
question concludes suggesting that “we always need divine assistance in order to take thought about anything, 
inasmuch as it is God who moves the intellect into action; for actualized understanding is thinking, as appears from 
Augustine.” Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 30:1a2æ. 109, I. The way that Augustine and later Aquinas work through 
how human action can exist despite the apparent overwhelming nature of God’s absolute grace is important for 
understanding how romance also constrains and restricts apparently free human action. 
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where Christ shares the most with humanity (and thus a figure like Griselda).44 As noted above, the 

humanity of the Passion allows for everyday human patience and suffering to become active. Apparently 

humble feminine action becomes creative and meaningful, superseding the actions of the sovereign.  

This idea of active suffering is central to how romance heroines like Innogen, Griselda, and 

Hermione participate in grace. The transformation of human suffering from a “passive” to an “active” 

form is traced by Auerbach in his essay “Passio as Passion” (1941), where he contrasts Christian 

suffering and Stoic endurance. Auerbach argues that “ardor and violence and activity, in short, how the 

features that we moderns associate with passion, came to be part of passio’s semantic field.”45 For 

Auerbach, the transformation of passive “pathos-passio” into active “passio-passion” is fundamentally 

produced through Christianity and its unique development of what passion could mean and be: 

The Christian authors contrasted the passiones not with the tranquility of the wise person, but 
rather, with submitting to injustice. Their goal was not to withdraw from the world as a way of 
avoiding suffering and passion. Instead, they intended to prevail over the world precisely by 
suffering… Rather than a Stoic degree-zero of extra-worldly passionlessness, the goal of the 
Christian flight from the world lay in counter-suffering, a passionate suffering within – and thus 
in opposition to – the world.46 
 

This Christian transformation of passio thus allows for suffering to become active and meaningful in the 

world, in contrast to Stoic forms of apatheia that withdraw from it. The passionate suffering of romance 

heroines like Griselda, Hermione, and Innogen transforms their worlds; it is through the active 

possibilities of passio that this is possible. Auerbach suggests that in the later middle ages, an explicit 

connection between passio and grace emerged:  

 
44 Sarah Beckwith argues in Christ’s Body that “flesh is what human-kind and Christ share… it was only by means of 
compassion with Christ that his compassion with man could be understood: ‘for only through passion can 
compassion be learned.’” Beckwith, Christ’s Body, 42. David Aers and Lynn Staley also provide an example in The 
Powers of the Holy: “the model of Christ and his humanity, the model for as literal, as fleshy an imitation as 
possible, is made almost exclusively out of the Passion and Crucifixion as we have seen it represented in the later 
Middle Ages.” Aers and Staley, The Powers of the Holy, 23. Caroline Walker Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast also 
provides a way that fleshly activities (here, through food practices) allow participation with Christ’s Passion. 
Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast. 
45 Auerbach, “‘Passio’ as Passion,” 166. 
46 Auerbach, 170. 
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St. Francis of Assisi’s life and his receiving of the stigmata unite passion and suffering, the 
mystical leap from one to the other, in the most concrete of ways… The person who is without 
passio is also without Grace. Whoever does not sacrifice himself, in empathic suffering, to the 
passio of the Savior lives in a hardening of the heart.47  
 

Romance takes this Christian possibility and then returns it to life in this world. Auerbach shows us that 

this is, in some sense, the original goal of passionate suffering: a re-action to injustice in this world 

opposed to Stoicism. Augustine himself contrasts the passions of believers with Stoic apatheia in the 

City of God, and in Confessions he goes so far as to suggest that those who have charity should weep 

with him.48 However, the heroines of romance allow for the rewards of this passionate suffering – 

participation in grace – to exist in this world. Rather than a “happy ending” in the afterlife, romances 

imagine passionate suffering repairing the community in this world.  

In their passionate suffering then, characters like Griselda and Hermione point to the most 

important aspect of human and worldly grace – its capacity to change the story of romance through 

graceful re-actions. These actions come from below, in the sense they are not the sovereign free actions 

of a ruler, but the contingent and constrained actions of people in precarious positions. The human 

choices that characters make when their agency is compromised – either as criminals, peasants, 

slandered women, or prizes to be won – are made to matter as much as the providential frameworks 

that surround them. The resolutions of existential romance are then satisfying not in that they are 

“earned” in any strict sense of the word. Theological grace undermines the human sovereignty that 

would legitimate ideas of “merit” or “earning.” The conditions of existential romance – historicity and 

individual choice in the face of thrownness – mediate human action. Thus, the endings of these 

romances captivate us in the way they repair the events that have transpired through unexpected 

moments of grace. To provide just one example, Griselda does not herself “earn” her second happiness 

 
47 Auerbach, 178. 
48 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.4. In Confessions, “Let those of my readers whose hearts are filled with 
charity, from which good actions spring, weep with me and weep for me. Those who feel no charity in themselves 
will not be moved by my words.” Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, X.33. 
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since she is ignorant of Walter’s test. Yet, her choices and suffering matter and are active, since they 

work through grace to chip away at Walter’s cold-hearted experiment and change the direction of 

Walter’s actions towards her restoration. 

 

2. Sovereignty and Aesthetic Providence 

I would like to suggest that this human form of grace is an alternative form of action, different 

from the sovereign work of divine grace – the grace given freely that alienates the individual from the 

world. Worldly and human grace re-acts to existential life in time and over time, suffering in the process. 

Opposed then to the Pelagian worldly grace that imagines the created world as sufficient for 

redemption, what I call social grace belongs not to creation as such but to the historical life and actions 

of human subjects. In the what follows I hope to further develop how a political-theological 

understanding of these two key forms of grace – divine grace and social grace – informs romance as a 

genre. Romance often invests divine grace into the sovereign works of rulers like Walter, Theseus, 

Cymbeline, and Leontes. These works set in motion more problems than they resolve and require an 

interval of grace to repair their wrongs. When we consider the political-theological contours of this 

sovereign work, we can further understand how this kind of grace is central to kingship. In The King’s 

Two Bodies Ernst Kantorowicz points to the Norman Anonymous, who claims that “we thus have to 

recognize [in the king] a twin person, one descending from nature, the other from grace.”49 In this early 

point of the political theology of kingship then, the body politic does not descend from the people, but 

instead is actually a product of divine grace, given to the figure of the king. In this model of kingship, 

kings become “the ‘shadows,’ the imitators of Christ. The Christian ruler became the christomimetes, 

literally the ‘actor’ or ‘impersonator’ of Christ – who on the terrestrial stage presented the living image 

 
49 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 46. 
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of the two-natured God, even with regard to the two unconfused natures.”50 Kantorowicz’s work is 

useful here for two reasons. First the grace of the sovereign is a two-way street, a site for a kind of 

“crossover”: “the antithesis of natura and gratia was commonly used to indicate not only that the 

weakness of man’s nature was remedied by grace, but also that grace disposed man to participate in the 

divine nature itself.”51 Here, we can see clearly how in the king’s political theology there is an anti-

Pelagian position, since only through gratia can the natura of the king as a historical person be 

transformed into a quasi-divine figure. The twinning of nature and grace in the sovereign allows not only 

for reform, but also for active participation in the divine. This kind of participation for the sovereign is 

primarily located around the sovereign grace of God the Father. However, the potential for grace to 

crossover is not exclusively the domain of divine grace. In this sense, Kantorowicz’s sovereign as the 

christomimetes provides a useful contrast – in the romances I am concerned with, the rulers are not 

gracious in the way that Christ is – they are hardly the self-sacrificing human Christ of the Passion. 

Indeed, these texts reverse the relationship, finding the “shadow” of Christ in the female characters that 

endure and re-assert truth at the end of the narrative. 

The unforeseen consequences produced by the works of the male sovereigns in romance are 

ultimately repaired by the graceful re-actions of women like Griselda, Emelye, Innogen, and Hermione. 

The gendering of this list is perhaps too neat (for instance, Posthumus’s redemption in Cymbeline relies 

on his passionate suffering), but it works to illustrate another key aspect of grace’s crossover, namely 

how patience and endurance, in their connection to the human Christ at the passion, enable a repair 

from what patriarchal ideology would view as powerlessness. The way that the Passion reverses the 

privilege of traditional oppositions like masculine power and feminine powerlessness is suggested by 

Auerbach’s work on the sermo humilis (the low style), published after his death in 1958: “the humility of 

 
50 Kantorowicz, 47. 
51 Kantorowicz, 47. 
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the Incarnation derives its full force from the contrast with Christ’s divine nature: man and God, lowly 

and sublime, humilis et sublimis; both the height and the depth are immeasurable and inconceivable.”52 

The patience and humility of the female characters thus transforms into an active quality through their 

connection to the Incarnation. In this sense, we have a kind of political theology, but one that endows 

the suffering of everyday humans with the active grace of Christ through participation in the humilis of 

the human qualities of Christ – his incarnation and passion. Jill Mann, in Femininizing Chaucer, suggests 

that in The Clerk’s Tale “the story does not simply illustrate the value of patience; it shows that patience 

conquers… through pity, suffering realizes itself as a power.”53 If the women of these romances that I am 

interested in are figures for Christ’s patience, then the sovereigns like Theseus and Walter would seem 

to be figures of the Father’s absolute sovereignty. However, through graceful actions that repair 

sovereign works, romance fractures the unitary kingship that political theology would imagine. Instead 

of a single christomimetes that embodies both the human and divine, romance diffuses agency into 

many creatures, all endowed with the potential to participate in grace. The romances I discuss in this 

dissertation adopt this perspective: one in which the “passive” and passionate actions of female 

characters participate in a larger picture where they are revealed to be active, powerful, and creative. 

The romances I discuss all reverse a tragic situation into a happy one, and the relationship 

between this dramatic reversal and providence allows us to better see how romance exists in an 

extended temporality of grace. Frederic Jameson has written in Antinomies of Realism on happy endings 

and what he sees as their indebtedness to the concept of providence. He suggests that most particularly 

resurrections are the “euphoria of a secular salvation otherwise inexpressible in material or social terms, 

religious language here offering the means of rendering a material possibility rather than the other way 

round” and that “it is this possibility that providential work embodies.”54 Jameson here finds the 

 
52 Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” 41. 
53 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 119. 
54 Jameson, The Antinomies of Realism, 196–97. 
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theological language of resurrection as useful for generating new material possibilities – like Auerbach’s 

analysis of figura he sees how theological terms allow us to better understand human actions in the real 

world. Jameson recognizes how that religious language offers a form of interpretation that does not only 

represent reality, but actively creates a new one. His consideration of how one form of the 

“representation of reality” allows for us to imagine new futures here suggests that literature draws upon 

the language of theology (like Auerbach did in Mimesis and his other work) to produce a human future. 

This creative potential is central to how romances repair their stories through grace. However, 

Jameson’s suggestion that fictional resurrections draw upon religious ideas to imagine a poetic or 

aesthetic future is only half of the picture.  

As far back as Augustine, the reverse of this metaphor is possible, where we understand the 

theological work of providence and grace through aesthetics. We saw above from City of God how 

Augustine suggests that even sin has a place in the overall beauty of the universe – a place in the grace 

of creation, even if it is not part of the grace of redemption. His aesthetic focus on proportion is central 

to the overall goodness and beauty of creation, with an insistence that even small aspects of central 

importance to the aesthetic whole. Before his metaphor of the picture Augustine describes how “an 

eyebrow is virtually nothing compared with the whole body; but shave it off and what an immense loss 

to his beauty.”55 Thus, in his picture of providence where the “black spots” of sin become beautiful, the 

suffering of even insignificant individuals is rendered into a beauty that contributes to the whole of 

God’s creation. The way Augustine incorporates the sin and suffering of individual humans into 

providence through the aesthetics of beauty, proportion, seemliness, and perspective is suggestive of 

romance; like a romance, Augustine’s notion of providence incorporates competing and contradictory 

wills towards a harmonious end. The way that Augustine’s picture uses the aesthetic and material to 

 
55 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XI.22. 
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imagine a theological concept suggests how aesthetic and theological grace become intertwined in his 

thought. 

Furthermore, aesthetic proportion plays a central role in his confessions regarding singing, 

which can serve as both a path to God that can kindle “a more ardent flame of piety” and a temptation 

towards the world since it leads to the “gratification of the senses.”56 Thus, while in City of God harmony 

and proportion make divine providence in the world legible, in the Confessions, the rhythm of singing 

takes on a worldly quality that, misused, may become a “grievous sin.” However, Augustine’s chapter 

moves beyond either the absolute relationship with God or the relationship with the world to the 

relationship with the reader. As the chapter closes, Augustine addresses his readership:  

Let those of my readers whose hearts are filled with charity, from which good actions spring, 
weep with me and weep for me.57 
 

While Augustine acknowledges the mixed nature of music for him – both as path to God and return to a 

sinful world – the final exhortation to the reader illustrates the worldly grace of human charity. In seeing 

Augustine’s sin, we are encouraged to weep for him and with him. Augustine’s relationship with his 

reader and the reader’s sympathy becomes as important as the historic providential plan that he will 

elaborate in the coming books and exegesis of Genesis. Augustine’s “grievous sin” of enjoying music 

may not appear to be a “black spot” to us, but it becomes beautiful through another operation of scale – 

in this case, in the charitable reader who will weep with Augustine. Augustine thus shows us that far 

from a secularization of theology, he uses grace to create a participatory charity that makes providential 

harmony recognizable in this world.  

However, Jameson remains a strong reader of romance and its management of the two poles of 

Auerbach’s realism – the everyday random moment and the synthesized cosmic view.58 In “Magical 

 
56 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, X.33. 
57 Augustine of Hippo, X.33. 
58 Auerbach, Mimesis, 549. 
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Narratives: Romance as Genre,” Jameson suggests that knowledge, in fact, is particularly elusive in 

romance: 

In fact, a casual glance at the traditional heroes of romance… suggests that his most 
characteristic posture is that of bewilderment. Surely, far from being an emissary of the “upper 
world,” the hero of romance is something closer to an observer, a mortal spectator surprised by 
supernatural conflict, who then himself is gradually drawn in, to reap the rewards of victory 
without even quite being aware of what was at stake in the first place.59  
 

The romance hero’s bumbling and “bewilderment” that nonetheless produces a happy result speaks to 

how romances draw upon Augustine’s anthropology, which aestheticizes sin in order to incorporate it 

into the providential plan in The City of God.60 The way that romance heroes fail to individually achieve 

their own intentions yet nonetheless somehow end up successful falls into a similar narrative where 

falls, mistakes, or passivity are fit into the miraculous resolution – the black spots are incorporated into 

a bigger picture in which proportion, perspective, and scale produce beauty. Romance’s perspective 

relies on the same double vision required by Augustine’s picture: both the “zoomed out” providential 

perspective that aesthetically and proportionally resolves the conflicts and the “zoomed in” personal 

perspective where life is given to the ugliness of sin, suffering, chance, randomness, or arbitrary whims 

that matter. This picture of providence also resonates with Auerbach’s realism, which attends to the 

everyday random individual action and to the historical unfolding in which these individuals find 

themselves enmeshed. However, opposed to realism which takes the world as it is, romance attempts to 

make a new world where the black spots are made beautiful. Romance holds these two possibilities and 

perspectives in hand at the same time, insisting on both the importance of an individual’s existential or 

 
59 Jameson, “Magical Narratives,” 139. 
60 See also Frye’s suggestion that “romance presents a vertical perspective which realism, left to itself, would find it 
very difficult to achieve.” Frye, The Secular Scripture and Other Writings on Critical Theory, 1976-1991, 35. Also 
Auerbach’s sustained analysis of the “vertical” and “horizontal” in Mimesis (1946) and Figura (1938), discussed 
below. 
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ethical action in the face of “bewildering” circumstances and the larger providential, societal, or cosmic 

structures that constrain and harmoniously incorporate these actions.61  

It is through the kind of social and aesthetic grace that Augustine’s picture requires that we can 

imagine the future, but this is a future that attends to and remembers the graceful actions of humble 

and suffering humans over the actions of a sovereign. Jameson’s makes a compelling case for how 

realism attempts to hold two seemingly incompatible possibilities together. Jameson suggests that 

realism draws upon two different understandings of time and consequence. There is the récit, the “past-

present-future” of a personal identity and destiny in historical time, and there is the roman, the “eternal 

or existential present [that] would at its outer limit govern pure scene, a showing that was altogether 

divorced and separated from telling and purified of it.”62 For Jameson “realism is a consequence of the 

tension between these two terms; to resolve the opposition either way would destroy it.”63 Existential 

romance requires a similar tension between individual action and the larger providential picture. 

However, the romances that this project considers all last beyond any one destiny, continuing through 

both tragic and comic denouements to instead arrive at an image of historicity after trauma. Indeed, 

Jameson later suggests that in a modern providential narrative “the reunion of the young lovers turns 

out to include a temporal perspective far vaster than the triumph of youth over age.”64 The temporal 

perspective of romance is of a similar type – beyond either tragedy or comedy and incorporating both 

possibilities. Romance requires time to work out the apparent contradictions and conflicts produced by 

this double insistence, moving past either a comic or tragic frame, spinning forwards until things become 

 
61 Constraint is central to Augustine’s refutation of Pelagius. Pelagius insists on the freedom of the human will to 
act freely after God’s initial grace of creation: “that I can speak is not my own, but that I do speak is my own.” 
Against this, Augustine insists on the ways that humans are constrained or otherwise incapable of actually realizing 
their own will: “we can so arrange it that by closing and sealing the mouth with a gag of some kind, we become 
quite incapable of opening it, nor is it in our power that it be opened, even though it was in our power that it be 
closed.” Augustine of Hippo, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, 62. 
62 Jameson, The Antinomies of Realism, 25. 
63 Jameson, 26. 
64 Jameson, 196. 
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repaired. Adopting Augustine’s gracious attitude towards sin as part of the picture of providence, a 

similar perspective is at play with romance’s temporality as it allows for its earlier traumas to become 

beautiful as part of a larger picture, in no small part due to the graceful actions of those who are hurt. 

 

3. Existential Grace in Romance: Humilis and Figura 

The problem of scale and perspective – the ability to recognize both the individual’s suffering 

and the larger providential aesthetic that smooths out the “black spots” of suffering – is central to the 

kind of existential romances that this project will consider. In the final chapter of the Mimesis, Auerbach 

describes the aspects of human life that the “representation of reality in western literature” he has been 

following is attuned to. For Auerbach, modern writers like Woolf are open to the historicity of human 

existence: 

They hesitate to impose upon life, which is their subject, an order which it does not possess in 
itself. He who represents the course of a human life, or a sequence of events extending over a 
prolonged period of time, and represents it from beginning to end, must prune and isolate 
arbitrarily. Life has always long since begun, and it is always still going on.65  
 

Auerbach’s stylistic analysis echoes existential philosophy: life does not possess an order in itself since 

existence precedes essence. Instead, “life has always long since begun, and it is always still going on.” 

Yet, Auerbach’s “existential realism” does not throw humanity into a chaotic life that has no order 

without an acknowledgement of the other possibility: 

There is always going on within us a process of formulation and interpretation whose subject 
matter is our own self. We are constantly endeavoring to give meaning and order to our lives in 
the past, the present, and the future, to our surroundings, the world in which we live; with the 
result that our lives appear in our own conception as total entities.66  
 

 
65 Auerbach, Mimesis, 549. 
66 Auerbach, 549. 
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Against the raw and disordered backdrop of life on Earth there is a human process of interpretation that 

attempts to organize these experiences in a way that gives “meaning and order to our lives.”67 

Auerbach’s analysis of modern realism reminds us that there remains an individual interpretative 

process that authors attempt to represent as it unfolds in the random moments of life.68  

Auerbach’s work in Mimesis serves as a culmination of decades of his work on this “existential 

realism” – a realism that attends to how the individual life in the world is made to matter. However, 

Auerbach’s work through the 30’s and early 40’s shows a deep attention to this same kind of living in 

history that the 1946 Mimesis traces through western literature. In his essays “Figura” (1938), “On 

Pascal’s Political Theory” (1941), “Passio as Passion” (1941, discussed above), and “Sermo Humilis” 

(1954), Auerbach cites Augustine as a central figure in creating the form of Christian interpretation and 

anthropology that influences what will become “existential realism.” Augustine is central to Auerbach’s 

analysis in “figura,” since Augustine preserves the ancient senses of figura as material and wordly:  

Augustine emphatically rejected those who would interpret Holy Scripture in a purely allegorical 
way and thus also the claim that the Old Testament was more or less a hermetic text that could 
be understood only by denying any possibility of a literal-historical reading based on common 
sense.69  
 

Furthermore, in the later “Sermo Humilis,” Auerbach articulates how Augustine arrives at an existential-

theological insight into how Christianity obliterates any need for a separation of styles from content. 

Auerbach paraphrases Augustine, describing the radical change of scale and proportion we saw above: 

We Christians cannot accept such a distinction [between style and content]: for us all themes 
are sublime, especially when we are addressing the people from the pulpit; for we are always 
concerned with the welfare of men, and not only their worldly welfare but their eternal 
salvation; so that even the gain and loss of money become important.70  

 
67 Newman argues that “Auerbach explores our existential rootedness in the world of the desperate creaturely 
realities of human everydayness in the face of what he elsewhere calls the ‘enormous and terrible reality of 
history.’” Newman, “The Gospel According to Auerbach,” 7. Newman shows how Auerbach’s conception of this 
random (“beliebig”) moment comes out of a German Lutheran existentialist tradition. However, the double 
perspective that demands attention to both the random everyday moment and the larger historical life of 
humanity is Augustinian. 
68 Arendt, The Human Condition, 192. 
69 Auerbach, “Figura,” 86; Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033350. 
70 Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” 35, emphasis mine. 
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In each case, Auerbach emphasizes how Augustine preserves the worldly and historical reality as well as 

the importance of the individual’s experience in this historical unfolding. In Auerbach’s Augustine, we 

can find the seeds of his “existential realism” that carry forward to his readings of Dante and Woolf in 

Mimesis. 

The first and most crucial element of Augustine’s Christian existentialism for Auerbach is the 

significance of this world and everyday human life, with its mixture of the humble and sublime: 

The bodily existence of Christ on earth and after the resurrection… is spoken of throughout 
Augustine’s writings as humilitas… this theme accounts for the fundamental importance 
accorded to concrete historical events in Christian doctrines.71  
 

For Auerbach, Augustine connects the human Christ to “humilitas” – the low and humble. This humility 

is rooted in historicity and the past as such.72 Yet, the humility of the human Christ is also corporeal, 

creatural, and human:  

In the course of conflict with purely spiritualist tendencies of heretical sects as well as of pagan 
doctrines, this conception led to an insistence on Christ’s corporeality… the humility of the 
Incarnation derives its full force from the contrast with Christ’s divine nature: man and god, 
lowly and sublime, humilis et sublimis; both the height and depth are immesurable and 
inconceivable: peraltissima humilitas.73  
 

We have seen how the insistence on Christ’s corporeality and historicity informs Augustine’s theology of 

grace; here, Auerbach sees this insistence on the historical Christ as a driving factor in transforming the 

meaning of humilis to something more worldly. Augustine’s unwillingness to cede ground to absolutely 

spiritual interpretations of Christianity or the role of Christ in grace meant that the antithesis of the 

Incarnation also began to inform interpretation of scripture and the interpretation of life: “thus the style 

of the Scriptures throughout is humilis, lowly or humble. Even the hidden things (secreta, recondite) are 

 
71 Auerbach, 42. 
72 Augustine insists on the historicity of Christ, for instance see Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XVIII.46, X.49 
discussed above; Augustine of Hippo, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, 58.  
73 Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” 41. 
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set forth in a “lowly” vein. But the subject matter, whether simple or obscure, is sublime.”74 The 

apparent stylistic inferiority of the Scripture is thus at odds with the sublimity of the material; however, 

the humility actually affords advantages since, “thanks to the lowliness of the presentation, the common 

man can partake of it. The common denominator of this style is its humility.”75 The humility of 

Christianity is what allows for an expansion of the sublime to the events of everyday human life as well. 

The shared humanity with Christ elevates otherwise low and insignificant persons and events. In his 

analysis of early church martyrologies, Auerbach shows how this humility and its everyday qualities 

become generalized and universal: 

It is always an ordinary individual who is picked out from his ordinary real-life situation, from his 
family, social class, or profession – however schematic or legendary the treatment of these 
circumstances may be – and called upon to bear witness; the holy sublimity of the event is 
rooted in everyday life, and even amid the trials and torments inflicted upon the saint, a kind of 
realism prevails.76  
 

For Auerbach, Augustinian Christianity thus finds, through the low and humble style, a realism that 

accounts for the importance of ordinary humans in the random or everyday moment. The Incarnation is 

a centrally important event in allowing for the everyday actions and events of humans to take on this 

important character – endowing even the most apparently meaningless moments with the potential for 

significance. 

However, this significance is not realized in the moment of action. Instead, what endows human 

action with meaning is its connection to the Incarnation and Passion. This is accomplished through 

figural interpretation. Auerbach describes it in greatest detail in his essay “Figura,” which illustrates how 

Christianity drew upon the material and concrete meanings of the Latin term figura to develop a form of 

Biblical interpretation that, crucially, maintained the materiality and historicity of Old Testament events 

 
74 Auerbach, 51. 
75 Auerbach, 52. 
76 Auerbach, 65. 
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even as it subordinated them to a Christian scheme of interpretation. Auerbach defines the process of 

interpretation as one that  

creates a connection between two events or persons in which one signifies not only itself but 
also the other – and that one is also encompassed and fulfilled by the other. The two poles of 
the figure are separate in time, but they both also lie within time as real events or figures. As I 
have repeatedly emphasized, both figures are part of the ongoing flow of historical life.77 
 

Auerbach’s analysis insists upon the real and historical nature of events in figural interpretation – figura 

operates from within history, even as it also posits a future provisional history. Augustine’s doubled 

temporality in Confessions follows this scheme; we see both Augustine in the garden and Augustine 

saved by God at once. Importantly, figura preserves the historical quality of the Old Testament even as it 

also loses (in the Christian frame of reference, at least) a specific national character:  

In this form and in this context, in which the national history and the national character of the 
Jews was eclipsed, the Celtic and Germanic nations, for instance, were able to accept the Old 
Testament. On the one hand, it was part of the universal religion of redemption; on the other, it 
was a necessary component of a vision of world history that was similarly grand and unified and 
that was communicated to them along with this religion.78 
 

In the potential to incorporate the material of history (and the material of the “ongoing flow of historical 

life”) into a coherent scheme, figura is incredibly versatile. Auerbach’s work on humilis and figura shows 

us the two tendencies of what I call existential romance. Humilis, through its focus on the human Christ 

who suffers passionately [passio], allows for humble and graceful human actions to take on a 

transformative and sublime character. Furthermore, these actions are endowed an existential 

importance since even the most mundane things are important for the human soul. Meanwhile, figura 

produces what Auerbach characterizes as a “vision of world history that was similarly grand and 

 
77 Auerbach, “Figura,” 96. 
78 Auerbach, 95. See also Frye on the translation of Christianity to Northern Europe; however, he argues this 
process was entirely destructive to their original mythological and poetic traditions. Frye, The Secular Scripture and 
Other Writings on Critical Theory, 1976-1991, 17. 
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unified.”79 The fundamental historical perspective of figura creates temporal a fabric upon which human 

action can unfold. 

The importance that human historical reality holds for Auerbach’s Augustine cannot be 

overstated. However, figural interpretation provides another avenue for understanding the double 

perspective of existential romance and Augustine’s theology. In “Figura,” Auerbach turns from his 

philological and literary analysis of the term to a crucial comparison to modern history and human 

existence more broadly. Auerbach begins by noting that in figural interpretation, both figure and 

fulfillment “have something provisional and incomplete about them. They point to one another and 

both point to something in the future that still is to come. This will be the actual, complete, real, and 

final event.”80 With this incomplete horizon, we return at last to Blumenberg’s intervals of grace. From 

this acknowledgment of a future eschaton in figural interpretation, Auerbach’s argument turns to an 

existential consequence of this mode of interpretation: 

In this way, no specific event in the world ever achieves the kind of closure that is found in both 
the naïve and the modern-scientific notions of an accomplished fact. Rather, whatever happens 
remains open and uncertain, pointing to something that is still obscure. The relation of the living 
individual towards events of this kind is that of someone who is being tested and who lives in a 
state of hope, belief, and expectancy… The provisional nature of events in figural understanding 
is also fundamentally different from the modern idea of historical progress; here, the provisional 
nature of history is steadily and consistently interpreted as part of a never-ending horizontal 
sequence of future events. In figural understanding, however, meaning must at all times be 
sought vertically, from above, and events are understood individually, not as part of an 
unbroken sequence, but as torn apart from one another, and always waiting for a third thing 
that has been promised but has not yet come to pass. And whereas in the modern notion of 
linear progression facts are always guaranteed in their autonomy, but their meaning is always 
fundamentally incomplete, in figural interpretation facts are always subordinated to a meaning 
that is fixed in advance; they orient themselves according to a model of events that lies in the 
future and that thus far has only been promised.81 
 
 

 
79 Auerbach, “Figura,” 95. 
80 Auerbach, 100. 
81 Auerbach, 100. 
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Auerbach’s attention to the existential consequences of this form of interpretation here is incredibly 

detailed. First, figura, rather than evacuate meaning from human affairs by positing a final ending, 

instead produces a permanent provisional quality to all affairs. Auerbach reminds us that Christian 

figural interpretation suspends meaning and understanding, rather than ground it, since closure is 

permanently delayed. Rather than a modern historical character of events that drives inexorably 

forwards, figural interpretation relies upon what Auerbach calls the “vertical” level of meaning to 

connect disconnected human events.82 A new avenue for meaning is created from past events that can 

go beyond mere linear progress. This nonlinear nature of figura also allows us to understand how the 

“bumbling” of romance heroes and heroines becomes an important contribution to providential 

outcomes.  

Furthermore, the characterization of events as “torn apart from one another, and always 

waiting for a third thing that has been promised but not yet come to pass” is central to the more 

“modern” form of interpretation that Auerbach details in Mimesis where the chaotic flow of human life 

is subject to a process of interpretation that gives it meaning – a form of interpretation that also applies 

to the disconnected events of romance. Figural interpretation serves as a way of making sense of the 

vast variety of human affairs and existence. However, figural interpretation remains rigid, since “facts 

are always subordinated to a meaning that is fixed in advance.” It is only in the modern authors that 

Auerbach discusses that the fixed meaning falls away and instead events can be interpreted in their own 

human subjectivity. The final “fulfillment” of existential realism in Mimesis thus lies in Woolf and 

Proust’s focus on attempting to represent the individual living in history decoupled from the master 

narrative of Christian history.83 

 
82 See also note 60 above 
83 See Damrosch, “Auerbach in Exile”; Said, “Secular Criticism”; Mufti, “Auerbach in Istanbul: Edward Said, Secular 
Criticism, and the Question of Minority Culture”; Konuk, “Jewish-German Philologists in Turkish Exile: Leo Spitzer 
and Erich Auerbach.”” Readers of Mimesis generally argue that the figural realism of Dante is “fulfilled” in the 
chapters on Woolf or Flaubert. The composition of Mimesis in exile during World War II is also often connected to 
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 However, in existential romances, a different substitution happens. Rather than entirely remove 

the meaning that is fixed in advance, existential romance tries to instead drag the promised fulfillment 

into the present, imagining a historical and human denouement to the process of provisional deferment 

that figuration creates. These romances remain “existential” in the sense that they depict a world that 

emphasizes the individual choices of humble humans, despite the supernatural or fantastic trappings of 

romance. Furthermore, these actions remain in a real sense incomplete, their meaning suspended and 

only in a final “backwards glance” made legible.84 The “randomness” of human suffering remains: 

Arcite’s creatural death, Walter’s capricious cruelty, Cloten’s murder, Innogen’s near death experience, 

Leontes’s madness and subsequent cruelty to Hermione, and finally the death of Mamillius. The 

irrecoverable losses produce a driving sense of historical unfolding that permeates these texts, even as 

sovereigns like Theseus, Cymbeline, and Leontes work to reassert a master narrative. While these texts 

repair the damage done by sovereignty with varying degrees of success, they still insist on the actions of 

the suffering individual. Their romance quality thus comes from the continual engagement with the 

vertical dimension of figura – or the Augustinian picture of providence. These texts draw a version of the 

final figural fulfillment into this world, imagining scenes of recognition and reconciliation that work to 

find a beautiful picture that nevertheless retains its focus on the black splotches of sin. This process of 

interpretation and recognition, rather than being deferred until the final eschatological moment is 

instead acted out in human life and human time. Existential romances thus show us a world in which 

human action can be recognized and interpreted in its historical unfolding, even as they also insist upon 

the larger scale that can smooth out the suffering they depict. The sensitivity these romances have to 

the dual conditions of historicity and thrownness,  

 
its choices of texts and theoretical approach. However, the discontinuous continuity of Mimesis as a whole clearly 
shares with the figural mode of interpretation. 
84 Arendt, The Human Condition, 192; Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 17.33. Augustine sees a 
participatory and process character to grace as well, see note 28. 
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4. Worldly Grace: Forgiveness and the Repair of the Past 

Romance produces its graceful endings in part due to the larger scale that the providential 

picture creates; however, the fact that all the narratives I am interested in require forgiveness also 

speaks to the importance of the concept for repairing the wounds of the past. As a modern theorist of 

forgiveness, Hannah Arendt is central to my thinking in this regard. To appreciate the significance of the 

re-actions of a character who has been deeply wronged like Griselda or Hermione, we must turn to 

Arendt’s work on forgiveness in The Human Condition. Importantly, Arendt defines action not as the 

dictates of the sovereign, but instead as a two-fold process. Arendt suggests that “it seems as though 

each action were divided into two parts, the beginning made by a single person and the achievement in 

which many join by ‘bearing’ and ‘finishing’ the enterprise, by seeing it through.”85 To provide just one 

example, the patience of Hermione on its own would likely have ended with her death – it is through the 

participation of others like Paulina that this action is cultivated and brought to a final sublime conclusion 

at the end of The Winter’s Tale. Actions do not occur absolutely and individually, but instead are always 

social. This fundamentally social aspect is why I prefer “social” to “aesthetic” grace for the human, 

worldly, and proportional form of the word, since it takes a collective engagement to work out the 

“black spots” produced by the sovereigns of romance. 

Importantly, Arendt’s action takes place in a world defined by historicity. In Love and Saint 

Augustine, we can see Arendt working through how Augustine found the possibility for agency and 

human action in a world defined by existential historicity and thrownness. Her analysis of Augustine, like 

Auerbach’s, notes the way that the past is world-making for Augustine, returning a believer that grace 

has thrown from his or her existence back into the world. Thus, Arendt shows how Augustine finds 

divine grace as a way for the believer to recognize their creatural condition and the loss of agency and 

world that it entails: “by the explicit acceptance of divine grace we accept ourselves as creatures and 

 
85 Arendt, The Human Condition, 189. 
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realize our pre-existing dependence on the Being that has made our own existence what it is… divine 

grace takes man out of the world; it is the choice out of the world.”86 This form of divine grace is the gift 

given freely to man that cannot be repaid through works and would seem to entirely negate the world 

as a meaningful place (except for man to choose to direct himself to the outside). Divine grace thus 

throws man out of the historical world in his recognition of the creator. However, Arendt finds the 

reverse in Augustine at the same time:  

What makes my neighbor appear in the relevance required for a commandment of love is not 
the fact that “I have become a question to myself.” Rather, it is a historically pre-existing reality, 
obliging as such even for the redeeming death of Christ and essential for turning it into a similar 
reality… However faith may isolate the individual, the object of faith (redemption by Christ) has 
come into a given world and thus into a given community.87  
 

Arendt finds in Augustine, like Auerbach, a demand that the believer recognizes the historically real 

world that precedes him or her even as the individual life (and experience of divine grace) also matters. 

In the church, Augustine finds a community returned to life in the world, brought back from the 

apparent loss of the world and agency caused by the experience of grace. The worldless self that has 

“become a question to myself” exists at the same moment as the self who calls for others to weep with 

him; only an exhortation to God separates the two.88 For Arendt, it is the theology of Augustine that 

demands this double perspective; a double perspective that exists in the romances that I examine in this 

project. 

In The Human Condition, Arendt roots human action in a historically pre-existing reality and the 

condition of plurality. She argues that “the realm of human affairs, strictly speaking, consists of the web 

of human relationships which exists wherever men live together.”89 Because this web already exists 

before any one is born and they are embedded in it, action is uniquely susceptible to frustration and 

 
86 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033316. 
87 Arendt, A:033350. 
88 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, X.33. 
89 Arendt, The Human Condition, 184. 
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failure, since “it is because of this already existing web of human relationship, with its innumerable, 

conflicting wills and intentions, that action almost never achieves its purpose.”90 Arendt’s frustrated 

action, where human speech and deed are broken into two parts, owes much to Augustine’s own 

mediated theology of human agency, where the will is inclined towards God but only fulfilled by grace. It 

also shares with the figural historicity that Auerbach examines, where history remains incomplete, a 

figure of a future fulfillment yet to come. In each case, however, human existence is not entirely lost to 

the totalizing perspective of historicity. For Arendt, the possibility of forgiveness – of reacting 

unexpectedly to the historical conditions we find ourselves in – provides a way to redirect the energy of 

action. 

After all, when an action goes awry, it cannot be retracted. Human actions are irreversible, and 

thus can only change through repair. Arendt argues that forgiveness is unique among human actions in 

the way that it “is the only action which does not merely re-act but acts anew and unexpectedly.”91 

Forgiveness occurs not from God, but between men, and Augustine also testifies to this in the City of 

God:  

This is why so many precepts are given about mutual forgiveness and the great care needed for 
the maintenance of peace, without which no one will be able to see God. Hence the terrifying 
sentence on the slave when he was ordered to repay a debt of ten thousand talents, which had 
been forgiven, because he did not forgive his fellow slave a debt of a hundred denarii… This is 
how the citizens of the City of God are restored to health while on the pilgrimage on this earth, 
as they sigh for their Heavenly Country.92 
 

Importantly, Arendt and Augustine do not suggest this is a replacement of man in the position of God, a 

Nietzschean release from debt.93 Instead, in forgiveness, “this power does not derive from God… but on 

the contrary must be mobilized by men toward each other before they can hope to be forgiven by God 

 
90 Arendt, 184. 
91 Arendt, 241. 
92 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XV.6. 
93 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals. See Chapter 1 below. 
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also.”94 In the graceful reactions of romance heroines, we can find this kind of unexpected action that 

precedes the grace that comes – not out of them as if they have taken the place of God – but instead in 

response to their actions. These re-actions to trauma are what open up the new futures that romances 

imagine, providing a generative possibility through their participation in worldly grace. The graceful 

endings of the romances that I consider here are made through the choices and actions of their 

participants. The heroines of romance are willing to engage in the contingent kinds of action that Arendt 

describes, instead of the fantasies of sovereignty which produce the traumas of romance. The 

willingness to forgive is central to how romance produces its new possibilities – forgiveness is what 

repairs the traumatic past, turning it into an Augustinian picture of grace. 

In what follows, each chapter foregrounds a different twentieth century reader of Augustine. 

Chapter One uses Kantorowicz’s thinking on temporal continuity, pro patria mori (death for the 

fatherland), and the king’s two bodies to expose the rhetoric of sovereignty. These fictions are explicitly 

contrasted by Kantorowicz with Augustine’s more pessimistic position on worldly power. As a fiction, 

the rhetoric of sovereignty is joined to Arendt’s thinking on homo faber and the role of work in human 

existence and political life. Chapter Two foregrounds the work of Arendt on homo faber further before 

considering the other elements of the vita activa (active life), labor and action, as alternatives to 

sovereign fixations on work and fabrication. Furthermore, Arendt’s poetic fictions show us alternatives 

to the legal and political fictions of homo faber we find in Kantorowicz. Chapter Three centers its 

arguments around Auerbach’s analysis of Augustinian anthropology and its further critiques of 

sovereignty and worldly power rooted in original sin and historical life. The goal of these approaches is 

not to arrive at a total reading of romance as a genre, but instead to better understand the way that 

romance’s regenerations are not mere utopian fantasy but instead grounded in existentially realistic 

human actions. 

 
94 Arendt, The Human Condition, 239. 
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Chapter 1 – “Lordes doon whan they wol han hir wille:” Sovereign Wounds and Humble 

Heroines in The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale 

In my first chapter, I examine how Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale each show 

the limits of sovereign works. In each tale, sovereigns attempt to impose their will on the world. In each 

case, sovereign works fail to achieve their ends, but graceful actions by the female characters of the 

tales open up future possibilities. My chapter begins by considering the ways that Theseus uses 

sovereign works to fashion the fates of Arcite and Palamon in The Knight’s Tale. Theseus’s mercy, as a 

sovereign privilege that appears similar to grace, show instead the limits of human sovereign work. The 

mercy granted to the two knights in the grove would seem to be a way to avoid the bloodshed of either 

knight; the tournament is designed to resolve the conflict between the two knights for Emelye’s hand. 

However, for all of Theseus’s sovereign work, Arcite still dies at the moment of his triumph. In response 

to this apparent failure of sovereignty and loss of life, Theseus imagines a world where continuity is 

preserved: “therefore, of his wise purveiaunce,/ He hath so wel biset his ordinaunce,/ That speces of 

things and progressiouns/ Shullen enduren by successiouns” (3011-3014). However, I argue that this 

rhetoric of sovereignty, using Nietzsche’s work in The Genealogy of Morals and Kantorowicz’s work on 

Augustinian temporality in The King’s Two Bodies, is something that Chaucer explicitly pushes against in 

the tale. Even as the poem illustrates the force of Arendt’s homo faber and the effects of work on the 

world, it imagines an alternative collaborative action through the gods working in concert to accomplish 

their aims. Jupiter does not work like Theseus, but instead like Emelye, who is gracefully open to 

possibility. The fact that Diana actually appears to Emelye further bears this out, since Emelye’s prayer is 

the one that is actually answered in total. Chaucer’s tale thus produces a counter-narrative to Theseus’s 

acquiescence to making “vertu of necessitee” (3042), a narrative that Emelye produces in her graceful 

desire for reconciliation between Arcite and Palamon. 
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In the second half of my chapter I show how in The Clerk’s Tale, Walter’s sovereign works might 

initially seem to be more potent than Theseus due to his use of contracts and promises. Furthermore, 

unlike Theseus’s sovereignty that attempts to use fabrication for a common good, Walter abuses his 

contracts with both his people and his wife. However, I argue that even though Walter exploits 

promises, Griselda’s decision to act within the constraints of Walter’s covenant is a passionate action, 

and one that produces a new future for her. Drawing on Nietzsche and Kantorowicz’s work on promises 

and sovereignty, I argue that even though she is bound by a covenant, Griselda insists that her choice to 

give up her children is her “wille.” In joining her “wille” to Walter’s she finds agency even when it 

appears that there is no real choice open to her. The choice to passionately suffer rather than reject 

Walter allows for Griselda to imagine a better future for his “new wife,” a future that she herself gets to 

experience in the restoration of her children. Importantly, this is not an act of sovereign mercy from 

Walter, but instead a result of Griselda’s actions. Her ability to affect Walter with her patience speaks to 

how passionate suffering is active. Griselda’s grace conquers Walter and moves him to end his tests; the 

return to harmony comes out of Griselda’s insistence on her own story and experience of suffering. 

In each case, the graceful actions of heroines establish a counter-narrative to the works of the 

male sovereign. In The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale, Emelye and Griselda act despite their limited 

agency and apparent passivity. Emelye prays for an outcome that Chaucer’s tale produces even though 

Emelye never “acts” in a sovereign, individual sense. Griselda makes heart-wrenching choices about the 

fate of her children without the knowledge that they will be safe; in doing so, constrained as she is by 

Walter’s promises, she nonetheless acts towards her own freedom from Walter’s fabricated world. In 

each case, Chaucer shows how passionate suffering allows the characters to participate in grace for their 

community. 
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Chapter 2 – “A Gracious Season:” Action and the Repair of Work in Cymbeline 

For my second chapter, I consider how Shakespeare’s Cymbeline uses romance to consider the 

real anxieties around the individual and their perception of the world around them. The play’s concern 

with the role of art and poiesis in the political world shows us how the anxieties around grace’s unique 

epistemological problems manifest in the early modern period. In this chapter, I argue that Cymbeline 

produces a providential perspective through the human capacity for action that Hannah Arendt argues 

for in The Human Condition. The play troubles the power of poetry and work in Giacomo’s fabrications; 

however, it also suggests a positive side in Imogen’s use of labor and poetry to regenerate Posthumus in 

her mind. Indeed, the choice to work upon the world or poetically work within oneself provides a way to 

understand the difference between the different outcomes that these activities produce. A similar 

ambivalence can be seen with the power of speech – at once revelatory in the final act and yet 

accompanied by a piece of divine writing. Considering how forms of work – the products of craft, 

narrative, and poetry – compete in the play, I argue that the multiplicity of different stories in the world 

is only negotiable through a kind of worldly grace.  

This grace, like Arendt’s forgiveness, is a human action embedded in historicity that allows the 

world to keep going – an acknowledgement that there are other competing stories that one might run 

against. Importantly, the grace and forgiveness of the final act exists in and requires the world of 

fabrication and labor the earlier events of the play exist in. The way that characters like Posthumus and 

Innogen cross over from the world of homo faber into the world of action and forgiveness in the final act 

is thus the main focus of my argument. While I agree with Sarah Beckwith’s assessment of the 

forgiveness inherent in the final scene and its Arendtian contours, in examining earlier acts of the play I 

hope to reconcile her reading with the worldly, material, and fleshly spectacles of the first four acts.95  

 

 
95 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness. 



 
 

40 
 

Chapter 3 – “Prisoner to the Womb:” Original Sin and Historical Life in The Winter’s Tale 

 

My final chapter considers how The Winter’s Tale pushes the limits of Augustine’s providential 

perspective. Using Auerbach’s essays “Passio as Passion” and “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” I argue that 

Auerbach’s unique reading of Augustine and Pascal’s Augustinianism allows us to better understand the 

problem of Leontes’s injustice. Auerbach’s suggestion that we understand Augustinian original sin as “an 

index of the ways in which we are inextricably bound up in a web of what we have inherited, our 

historical situation, individual temperament, and the consequences of our individual actions” allows us 

to recognize how Leontes’s actions are uniquely damaging to the fabric of history.96 This historical 

understanding of original sin allows us to better understand the nature of Leontes’s damage to his state 

and relationship, since forgetting the historical relationship between him and Hermione allows his 

jealousy and madness to take root. Stephen Orgel has suggested that a central theme in The Winter’s 

Tale is “time; but a time removed from history and located within the family, time as defined by 

generations, by youth and age, by the relations between parents and children, and by the blood-

brotherhood of male bonding starting in early childhood.”97 These social timeframes allow for the play 

to heal or salve some of the wounds that Leontes causes. Building on Orgel’s suggestion that alternative 

time frames are central to The Winter’s Tale, we can see that Leontes’s madness comes out of a failure 

to recognize his and his wife’s historical experience, Hermione’s passionate suffering during her trial 

instead focuses on creatural and historical life. The choice to suffer against Leontes’s injustice is again a 

choice to actively participate in the human qualities of Christ and Christianity. Rather than an other-

worldly view of providence or eschatology, Hermione’s passion is entirely worldly, focused on allowing 

Leontes and the assembled court to recognize the injustice that is being committed. This is a passionate 

suffering that Paulina chooses to participate in as well when she advocates for the queen. Even as 

 
96 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 231. 
97 Orgel, “Introduction,” 17. 
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Hermione imagines “if powers divine behold our human actions,” her arguments are focused on the 

historical life that she and Leontes have led. The Winter’s Tale thus shows the limits of providential 

perspective, since Leontes lashes out against the very historical being that allows for his sinful actions to 

become beautiful. Hermione’s choice not to speak to Leontes in the final scene thus shows how some 

injustices cannot be papered over by grace’s double perspective, especially when they are committed in 

an absolute exercise of tyrannous sovereignty. 
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Chapter 1 
“Lordes doon whan they wol han hir wille”: Sovereign Wounds and Humble Heroines in The Knight’s 

Tale and The Clerk’s Tale 
 

“This self-overcoming of justice: one knows the beautiful name it has given itself – mercy; it goes 
without saying that mercy remains the privilege of the most powerful man, or better, his – beyond the 
law.  

Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals1 
 

Fy  
Upon a lord that wol have no mercy, 
But be a leoun, both in word and dede, 
To hem that been in repentaunce and drede 
As wel as to a proud despitous man, 
That wol maintene that he first bigan. 
That lord hath litel of discrecioun 
That in swich caas kan no division, 
But weyeth pride and humblesse after oon.  

The Knight’s Tale 1773-17812 
 

Theseus’s realization that a lord without mercy is “but a leoun” makes mercy one of the traits 

that distinguishes a good sovereign from one that is like a beast. Theseus sees the ability to exercise 

judgment and treat the man who repents differently from the “proud despitous man” as a special 

exercise of power – rather than bestial, it is lordly. This “self-overcoming of justice,” as Nietzsche puts it, 

is one of the key exceptions that sovereignty has invested in itself. Opposed to the other famous 

exception from the beginning of Carl Schmitt’s Political Theology – “sovereign is he who decides on the 

exception” – the ruler that Theseus and Nietzsche imagine is constituted not on a state of emergency, 

but instead the prerogative of mercy.3 Nietzsche’s insight – the “most powerful man” overcomes the 

justice he ostensibly should enforce – shows us how the sovereign is always paradoxically inside and 

 
1 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 73. I have retained Kaufmann’s translation of Gnade as “mercy” to 
emphasize the difference between this sovereign exercise of clemency and the existential and participatory forms 
of grace in romance. 
2 All citations of The Canterbury Tales are from Mann’s edition. 
3 Schmitt, Political Theology, 5. 
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outside the constitutional or legal order. Agamben, in Homo Sacer, builds upon Schmitt, noting this 

paradox:  

The specification that the sovereign is “at the same time outside and inside the juridical order” 
(emphasis added) is not insignificant: the sovereign, having the legal power to suspend the 
validity of the law, legally places himself outside the law.4  
 

The doubled position of the sovereign – inside and outside the juridical order – works through political 

theology: the suspension of the law intervenes into the world like a miracle from God. It would appear 

that the exercise of mercy then falls in a similar category: the very law that the sovereign upholds must 

be suspended in order for his right of mercy to be exercised. Nietzsche, before Schmitt and Agamben, is 

sensitive to how sovereignty’s power relies on this paradoxical doubling: “the justice which began with,  

‘everything is dischargeable, everything must be discharged,’ ends by winking and letting those 

incapable of discharging their debt go free.”5 Thus, the great power of mercy is founded upon 

undermining the very justice that establishes it as the prerogative of the height of power.  

As I noted in my introduction, the Christian idea of grace might appear to simply be an exercise 

of Nietzschean “mercy” – sin is frequently understood in economic terms like debt, and grace, like 

mercy, is unearned. God’s divine gift, for Augustine, appears as an act of sovereign mercy. Nietzsche’s 

provocative formulation that “the major moral concept Schuld [guilt] has its origin in the very material 

concept of Schulden [debts]” (63) echoes the rhetoric of sin.6 The Lord’s Prayer, of course, asks that the 

Father to “forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors”; debts figure prominently in Romans and its 

argument against works as well, as Paul states that “now to him that worketh is the reward not 

reckoned of grace, but of debt.”7 Aquinas also draws on this language, suggesting that “man undergoes 

three kinds of injury by sinning… a stain, a spoiling of his natural goodness, and a debt of punishment.”8 

 
4 Agamben, Homo Sacer, 15. Agamben’s emphasis. 
5 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 72–73. 
6 Nietzsche, 63. 
7 Matt 6:12, Rom 4:4 
8 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 30:Ia2æ. 109, 7. 
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The concept of debt as understood by Jesus, Paul, and Aquinas is not exactly that of Nietzsche’s – the 

latter being focused on a more obviously material debt; however, all associate one’s guilty state or sinful 

state with the condition of indebtedness. A debt must either be repaid or the bearer released from it. 

What distinguishes the forgiveness of Augustinian grace from Nietzsche’s sovereign mercy is in the 

repayment by another and the different forms of indebtedness that result from this mediation. 

Grace is not granted by the sovereign Father in a subversion of justice. Instead, the debt is paid 

by another – the human Son who suffers on the cross – and then granted freely to those who have 

faith.9 In the chapter that follows, we will see how Chaucer illustrates the limits of sovereignty and 

mercy in two existential romances from The Canterbury Tales: The Knight’s Tale and The Clerk’s Tale. 

These romances also show how regenerative actions come out of grace and humility. Mercy and grace 

thus form two alternative possibilities – not exactly opposites – for human action. The first relies upon 

sovereign work and is practiced by men in Chaucer’s world; the second is instead humble and is seen in 

Chaucer’s heroines. Beginning with the political theology that legitimates sovereignty in each tale, we 

will see how works of mercy, craft, and even politics fail to achieve their ends. However, in each tale, 

Chaucer moves past the political theological legitimation of sovereign force, expressing a more potent 

form of action in the world in the patience, humility, and grace of his heroines. Importantly, this action is 

expressive of an Augustinian existentialism that rejects the political-theological legitimation of 

sovereignty and dynastic time. Chaucer shows us in these tales a worldly form of action rooted in 

humanity’s creatural condition, defined by action and passion rather than works and sovereignty. 

 

 
9 1 Tim 2:5 is the central text here: “for there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ 
Jesus.” However, Augustine’s theology also places Christ at the center of the possibility of grace – his argument 
against Pelagius is insistent on this point. If man could achieve grace in any other way, then “then Christ died in 
vain,” “then is the scandal of the cross made void.” Augustine of Hippo, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, 58. Christ’s 
sacrifice is thus central to grace, and also puts him in the position of mediator and intercessor – something that 
Nietzsche’s direct guilt-debt cycle does not require.  
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5. “Purveaunce knytteth alle thingis in hir orders:” A Worldly Providential Perspective 

Augustine insists on this participatory quality of grace. As I showed in my introduction, 

Augustine’s concern for his reader’s state in Book X of the Confessions is rooted in the human bonds 

that grace creates.10 His desire that the reader with charity weep with him over his sins expresses the 

mutuality of grace. For Augustine, there is clearly a charitable response that one should express in this 

world, even if it has nothing to do with the earning of grace. Augustine calls out for a response from 

another humanin the Confessions, one of charity that can never be sure of the answer. The uncertain 

mutuality of the reader’s charity towards Augustine’s sinfulness is something that also distinguishes 

grace from the mercy of the sovereign, since it rests on a more uneasy ground than the will to power 

that overcomes its own law. The mutual and collaborative nature of grace for Augustine is further 

developed in Grace and Free Will where God “cooperates” with the human will through grace.11 

Paul also distinguishes grace (charity) from mercy (pity), describing how “God, who is rich in 

mercy[ἐλέει], for his great love wherewith he loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened 

us together with Christ, (by grace[χάριτί] ye are saved;) and hath raised us up together, and made us sit 

together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”12 In grace, Paul sees participation with Christ. Mercy 

remains a component of salvation granted by God, but grace involves being quickened together with the 

community of believers and Christ. The frequency of “together” in this passage reminds the community 

of believers that individual agency and actions are not the path to salvation: Paul’s next lines remind 

“for by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, 

lest any man should boast.”13 The community is thus both the recipient of mercy (pity) from God as a 

 
10 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, X.33. 
11 Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 17.33. 
12 Eph. 2:4-6 
13 Eph 2:8-9 
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gift and participant in grace with Christ. The possibility to participate in grace in this way comes from the 

humanity of Christ, rather than the divine God that grants mercy. 

The uneasy ground of grace can be seen in the contrast between its human roots and the 

political theological roots of sovereign power. The sovereign is both the highest power and outside of 

the sphere of power it constitutes. Meanwhile, in grace, we find an attenuated chain of agency, one 

where a community is redeemed in mutual love through the participatory actions of others. In his work 

on the sermo humilis (low style), Erich Auerbach shows how the Incarnation is the event that produces 

this mutuality, allowing for the unique style of humility and sublimity that Christianity discovers. The 

power of the rhetorical figure that Auerbach notes comes out of the double excess – the immeasurable 

height of the divine against the depth it sinks to in becoming human. Thus, to compare with the 

sovereign’s mercy, which constitutes power by positing itself outside and beyond power, grace, through 

humility, constitutes its release from debt from within the world through a lowering process. The 

participatory quality of humilis is also complemented by its materiality. Auerbach notes that “humilis is 

related to humus, the soil, and literally means low, low-lying, of small stature.”14 The worldliness of the 

term is thus heightened in the Incarnation. Rather than a self-overcoming, the Incarnation involves 

instead a becoming. The sermo humilis means human and divine natures to connect, allowing humans to 

participate in grace through Christ’s human suffering. Auerbach suggests that “humilis became the most 

important adjective characterizing the Incarnation; in all Christian literature written in Latin it came to 

express the atmosphere and level of Christ’s life and suffering.”15 Auerbach shows us how humanity’s 

participation with the divine is centered on a human life that is lived by the Incarnate god.16 This stylistic 

 
14 Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” 39. 
15 Auerbach, 40. 
16 This participation is something that Tillich, a friend of Arendt, suggests Stoicism cannot understand since 
“Suffering… contradicts the nature of God. It is impossible for him to suffer, he is beyond it.” Christianity’s total 
foreignness to Stoic understanding then comes from the fact that it can conceive of a “God who paradoxically 
participates in human suffering. But Stoicism itself can never make this step.” Tillich, The Courage to Be, 16. 



 

47 
 

and existential quality of humilis allows humans to participate in grace together, rather than through 

sovereign works. 

This materiality can be seen in the Middle Ages, in particular, in the Eucharist.17 Yet, for all the 

humility and worldliness of medieval theology, romance is a genre that might appear to move away 

from this worldly and fleshy condition. In his earlier work on romance, Jameson has suggested that 

“romance is that form in which the world-ness of world reveals itself… world in the technical sense of 

the transcendental horizon of my experience becomes precisely visible as something like an 

innerworldly object in its own right, taking on the shape of world in the popular sense of nature, 

landscape, and so forth.”18 Thus, for Jameson, the existential horizon of the individual (the world in the 

technical sense) becomes the “world” in the typical sense – the world of sense. Jameson captures how a 

story like The Knight’s Tale creates landscapes laden with meaning throughout – for instance, its 

tournament grounds with its temples. However, the landscape of existential romance is not only 

reflective of man’s inner life; instead, an existential romance like The Knight’s Tale also uses the 

landscaping effect to map man’s inner life among his existential conditions as a creature embedded in 

historical life. In The Knight’s Tale, a landscape like the prison tower and garden next to it become both 

about the “transcendental horizon” and the worldly existential horizon or experience.19 The prison and 

 
17 For the specific expression of participation in late medieval culture, see Bynum’s argument for how the eucharist 
(and the memory of the Passion embedded within it) allows for human participation in Christ’s suffering in food 
practices. For instance, in fasting “the Christian joined with Christ, who, in the garden and on the cross, kept the 
rule of abstinence.” Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, 35. Bynum’s study further reminds us that the real presence 
in the eucharist meant that “to eat God, therefore, was finally to become suffering flesh with his suffering flesh; it 
was to imitate the cross.” Bynum, 54. Bynum’s study reminds us that it is not the demands of a sovereign but the 
humble circumstances of the fasting subjects that allows for a unique form of participation in the divine. 
Conversely, David Aers contests the liberatory potential of this materiality and imitation of Christ, noting that “the 
people who did pose a serious challenge to the desired hegemony of the church… were not the women.” Aers, 
“Christ’s Humanity and Piers Plowman,” 107–13, 112. 
18 Jameson, “Magical Narratives,” 142. 
19 The moment of Augustine’s conversion also takes place in a “small garden attached to the house.” Here, the 
physicality of the real garden again connects to the figural and transcendental contours of the garden. Augustine of 
Hippo, Confessions, VIII.8. 
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garden create a geography for human experience and action.20 The tales put emphasis on the choices 

Theseus, Arcite, Palamon, Emelye, Walter, and Griselda make while dwelling in historical time. 

Existential romance thus emphasizes these choices to reveal the broader providential and existential 

circumstances that these choices are embedded in. Both tales are existential romances in that they veil 

human choice and action in opaque worldly conditions. Rather than an eschatological revelation, these 

tales reveal actions and their consequences in the space and time of human existence. 

The fragility of human affairs and the role of providence were especially important questions for 

late medieval culture. In The City of God, Augustine develops an argument that would be carried 

forward by Boethius that detaches the material conditions of worldly life from virtue. However, this 

serves to make human actions more meaningful, since it is in one’s response to material conditions that 

makes the true Christian.21 This is also expressed in Boethius, as Chaucer’s Boece shows: “And yit 

moreover, yif it so were that these dygnytes or poweris hadden any propre or naturel goodnesse in 

himself, never nolde they comen to schrewes.”22 Thus, worldly power and goods lose the ability to 

signify virtue or vice, and instead become opportunities to respond to the world.23 Importantly, this 

leveling of power and wealth has another effect – that of also raising up apparently wretched 

circumstances. Here, we can see the importance of humilis that Auerbach describes in action. Apparent 

suffering becomes, due to the focus on response, a chance to express one’s charity and faith. 

The Augustinian and Boethian critique of material goods thus heightens worldly actions and 

worldly life, rather than evacuate them of meaning.24 While material wealth no longer serves as a sign of 

 
20 For the “prison” and “garden” values of the poem, Kolve, who suggests that these poles represent the 
“metaphysical structure of the world.” Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 103–4. However, the poem’s 
images also evoke the existential conditions of life.  
21 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, I.8-9. 
22 Chaucer, “Boece,” Book III, Prosa 4. 
23 Heidegger’s analysis of molestia in Confessions similarly shows us how human affairs become an opportunity for 
action – to prove oneself against temptation. Heidegger, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, §17 [244-245]. 
24 Tillich notes how “the courage of wisdom… gave “philosophical consolation” to many people in all sections of 
the ancient world throughout a period of catastrophes and transformations.” Boethius’s work tends to sit uneasily 
between the Stoic and Augustinian positions. Tillich, The Courage to Be, 11. 



 

49 
 

virtue, the actions one takes in the world become even more important. In my introduction, I noted how 

Blumenberg suggests that eschatology pressured the church to secularize itself. In doing so, the 

providential “end” of human existence in the last judgment needed to be reconciled to the apparent 

randomness of human life in history. This secularized space is one that V.A. Kolve suggests plays a 

central role for Chaucer both theologically and poetically as a “middle” space for human existence 

between death and life, God and the devil. This human middle – one where “the eschaton is not yet; 

change remains possible, however rare the signs of movement in that direction; man may yet perfect his 

“entente” and begin to mean what God would have him mean”– is a middle that the middle ages is 

particularly sensitive to.25 After Blumenberg’s “secularization by eschatology,” the medieval church 

continued the work of bracketing the eschatological pressure, making space for human life and history 

to emerge.  

We can see the Boethian providential picture expressed in a play like The Castle of Perseverance, 

where the geography and diegesis align in making human life both contingent and part of providence.26 

Kolve describes how the play starts with its protagonist Mankind in the middle of the playing space, 

surrounded by God, the World, and the Devil in a “place” that “is morally ambiguous: the ultimate 

meaning of what happens there depends on alliances made with the circumscribing powers.”27 The 

 
25 Kolve, “Man in the Middle,” 41. 
26 In The Subject of Tragedy, Catherine Belsey sees the play as one that is not yet representative of a liberal 
humanist subject. She suggests that “it is hard to identify Mankind as a subject. Agency in the play is distributed 
among the other forty or so speaking parts.” Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy, 15. The distributed agency that Belsey 
sees here is the kind of agency that grace enables – Mankind is saved by no merit of his own, but the agency and 
harmonizing of others. Belsey’s reading of the play is fascinating, but misses how this lack of individual agency can 
actually be a strength in medieval literature, since it works through the problem of humanity’s existential 
conditions.  
27 Kolve, “Man in the Middle,” 26. 
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play’s space is designed so that Mankind lies in the center of a round area with scaffolds in each cardinal 

point; upon each scaffold, God, The Devil, The World, and The Flesh all stand. 

 

Figure 1: The Castle of Perseverance stage plan. From the top, clockwise, beginning with South: the Flesh, The World, The Devil, 
Coveytyse, God. Mankind is born beneath the castle – surrounded by a moat – at the center of the stage plan. The Castle of 
Perseverance (ca. 1440) 191v, STC V.a.354, image 31592, used by permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library. 
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However, rather than centering man “in the middle” as Kolve suggests, man is ultimately beside himself 

and the real agents and participants of the play. For it is Mankind’s soul, which reveals itself from under 

the very bed that he was born in, who was the true victim of Mankind’s actions and death in sinfulness; 

furthermore, it is only in his last gasp for mercy that God can intervene and save Mankind’s soul. Yet, 

the agency of God, even in the afterlife, becomes dissipated in the concord of the four daughters of God 

who decide man’s fate. The multiple dimensions of the play – the vertical dimension of the titular tower 

and the scaffolds for God, the Devil, the World, and the Flesh alongside the geographic positioning of 

these places – serve to emphasize how man’s existence is bounded. However, while The Castle of 

Perseverance expresses the existential conditions of medieval Christian anthropology, it does not arrive 

at the social dimension of grace I wish to examine here. The operations of redemption in the play and 

the opacity of the choices that Mankind makes (indeed, the degree to which his choices do not matter 

until his dying breath for “mercy”) align its imaginative geography with the decentering of human life 

through grace in existential romance. 

However, Boethius never attaches the individual’s suffering to the community in the world, 

instead placing the connective threads in the hands of Providence, who “knytteth alle thingis in hir 

orders.”28 Rather than a communal and political grace concerned with this world, Boethius’s 

“consolation” is limited to the recognition of the harmony of the providential picture. The 

transformation of this world through humble actions is the element of Augustine’s work that seems 

most important for understanding why these romances draw what would otherwise be an 

eschatological denouement into this world. While the Boethian focus on the response to suffering 

assuredly makes this world a meaningful space for human action and historical unfolding, it remains 

more Stoic than Augustine’s work. The imperative to transform this world comes out of Augustine’s 

 
28 Chaucer, “Boece,” Book IV Prosa 6. 
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interest in the participatory nature of grace and humility. The medieval beginnings of this project thus 

stem from the way that Chaucer develops a social and political agency for humble action within the 

decentered existential frame that Christianity posits. In his turn to poetry as a space for agency 

alongside humble action, his work emphasizes the feminine qualities of Augustine’s theology, opposed 

to the masculine position of sovereignty. Even though Chaucer’s work begins from the position of 

Boethian philosophy, his poetic interest in theodicy takes him beyond Boethius’s consolation and back 

to an Augustinian worldliness. 

Chaucer’s ability to imagine meaningful action that is constrained by outside forces is thus 

central to understanding the later iterations I examine in Shakespeare. In Chaucer’s romances, while we 

have glimmers of the eschaton, meaning is made from within the historical time of the narrative, rather 

than without. The tales that I am concerned with are interested in not only finding the human space that 

Kolve locates; these tales make historical life meaningful for their occupants, even as they are set upon 

by supernatural, providential, or sovereign forces. Chaucer’s romances insist upon ethically significant 

actions even when they come out of non-sovereign conditions and in spite of the fact that none of their 

characters are aware of the larger providential, poetic, theological, or contractual structures that they 

are bound by. This recognition of constraint and creatural life allows Chaucer’s texts to produce agency 

in an existential zone where one’s actions can never reach their “entente” due to grace’s mediation; 

Chaucer’s work presents us with an existential space that lacks the absolute agency of outside sovereign 

forces. 

The romances I discuss in The Canterbury Tales create this theologically, poetic, and existential 

perspective. I begin with a consideration of a tale whose status as romance is relatively uncontroversial, 

The Knight’s Tale, before moving on to how the story of Griselda in The Clerk’s Tale also operates as a 

romance. In each, Chaucer explores the limits of male sovereign deeds and imagines the possibilities for 

feminine actions to repair trauma.  
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6. Fantasies of Sovereignty and Continuity in The Knight’s Tale 

In the middle of The Knight’s Tale, Theseus asserts his sovereignty as he grants mercy to Arcite 

and Palamon, who have respectively returned from banishment and escaped from prison. This kind of 

sovereign work is a recurring theme in The Knight’s Tale, but Chaucer does not allow this work to reach 

its desired end. Theseus’s dictates are stymied by the contingent world that the characters inhabit. 

There are supernatural forces in this world that resolve the prayers of the two knights, but Chaucer’s 

gods do not impose order through sovereign works but instead make harmony out of conditions that are 

already given. The narratives that Theseus crafts both in the middle and end of the tale are seductive; 

his mercy towards the two knights gives order to their brawl while his Boethian speech at the end would 

seem to be the last word on the fashioning of the world.29 As we will see, Theseus’s world is a world in 

which sovereign continuity appears to reign at all levels. However, the tale’s broad view – one that 

positions Theseus’s sovereignty in a world where it must compete against both chance and the will of 

the gods – allows for a competing narrative of grace to emerge. While this narrative of grace is not given 

a long philosophical speech like Theseus’s, it reveals itself through its efficacy and actual influence in 

harmonizing the events of the tale. The grace of Emelye drives a counter-narrative to the well-

intentioned but destructive sovereignty of Theseus. Emelye’s grace is one that actively imagines 

alternative possibilities, instead of merely imposing one’s own sovereign will upon the world.30 

Theseus tries his best to repair his world through his position as a male sovereign in The Knight’s 

Tale. As the tale starts, Theseus is explicitly contrasted with female power: he has conquered “al the 

regne of Femenye,/ That whilom was ycleped Scythia,/ And wedded the queene Ypolita” (365-367). 

 
29 In her reading, Mann argues Theseus, rather than impose total order, is instead content “with providing the 
ordered framework of the tournament within which the random activity of change may be invested with a 
determining significance.” Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 137. However, this actually aligns Theseus with providence 
in the poem.  
30 In this, I disagree with Mann that Theseus’s “heroism consists not in his attempts to impose an ordered stasis on 
the flux of existence, but rather in his readiness to move with the course of events, to match their change with his 
own” Mann, 137. 
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Theseus is not merely a male sovereign, with Ypolita as a figure of the possibility for female sovereignty, 

he is positioned as a good male sovereign.31 He quickly disposes of Creon, the actual tyrant who abuses 

justice. Theseus hears the tale from the widows of Thebes with “hearte pitous” (953) and uses his 

position of power to right the wrong that they have suffered at the hands of Creon. The widows of 

Thebes describe Creon with the language of tyranny:  

Fulfild of ire and of iniquitee, 
He for despit, and for his tyrannye, 
To do the dead bodies vileinye 
Of alle oure lords whiche that been yslawe” (941-944).  
 

The “tyrannye” of Creon lies in his refusal to allow the burial of the bodies, abusing the law for his own 

vendetta. Theseus thus serves as an explicit rebuke to the sovereign that would abuse the law to his 

own ends – he is sovereign, but he is figured immediately by Chaucer as the right kind of sovereignty. 

Theseus is a “noble conquerour” (998) who rights the wrongs of Creon through his position as the 

sovereign of another state. This “right” form of sovereignty also does not disdain feminine qualities: in 

Feminizing Chaucer, Jill Mann argues that “the ‘compassion’ Theseus feels for women is itself a womanly 

quality implanted in him. It feminizes him without rendering him effeminate; so far from being 

contradictory to his role as lord, he recognizes it.”32 However, even if Theseus possesses feminine 

qualities, his exercise of force leads to violence and triggers the blowback and failure inherent in 

sovereign works. 

Theseus’s sovereignty is imperial, and while the tale eventually retracts its scope for the 

restrained plot of the two knights, it remains that in the first few hundred lines of the poem, Theseus 

 
31 David Wallace suggests that in The Knight’s Tale, Chaucer “sets out to imagine a world in which a masculine 
monarch – moderate rather than tyrannical – elects to rule without benefit of queenly or wifely counsel.” Wallace, 
Chaucerian Polity, 107. While models of either female (as represented by Ypolita and the Amazons) or a kind of 
“complementary” (where the male sovereign is completed through female council) sovereignty might be 
seductive, sovereignty itself is in question in The Knight’s Tale. Even reading Theseus as a “feminized hero” as 
Mann suggests does not fully account for the failure of human works in the poem. 
32 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 136. 
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subjugates two rival nations. There is never a hint that there might be a threat from Thebes after 

Theseus’s battle against Creon until the very end of the poem (and even this is not an urgent danger, 

easily solved by the marriage of Palamon and Emelye), and the only internal threats to Theseus’s 

sovereignty come from the two knights attempting to kill each other without his consent. Once this is 

papered over by the tournament, there are no other human challenges to authority. In these two 

threats, Theseus acts to preserve his central sovereign exception – the power over life and death. 

Creon’s refusal to allow burial is of a piece with the unsanctioned duel between Palamon and Arcite – 

each trespasses on the sovereign’s political theological power.  

Ernst Kantorowicz suggests in The King’s Two Bodies that the preservation of a legal prerogative 

marks law-centered kingship. Kantorowicz argues that in late medieval political thought, “opposed to 

the earlier ‘liturgical’ kingship, the late-medieval kingship by ‘divine right’ was modelled after the Father 

in Heaven rather than the Son on the Altar, and focused in a philosophy of the Law rather than in the – 

still antique – philosophy of the two-natured Mediator.”33 Kantorowicz’s work here is suggestive of the 

profound contrast that exists between Chaucer’s sovereigns and his female heroes. Sovereigns like 

Theseus have more in common with the “philosophy of the Law” and the sovereign that figures God the 

Father than the two-bodied Son. The use of work upon the world, however, can never create ex nihilo 

but instead must transform already existing material.34 Thus, sovereigns erase the participatory and 

worldly nature of grace (with its emphasis on mediation and the humility – humilis – of Christ), instead 

turning to the will to power embedded in Nietzsche’s “mercy.” However, since they are attempting to 

work as the Father in the human realm of contingency, their actions all fall short of their goal. The 

operations of political theology, while they may serve to cast a sheen of legitimacy over sovereign work, 

can never paper over the failure of sovereignty to bend the world to its will. Meanwhile, characters that 

 
33 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 93. 
34 Arendt, The Human Condition, 139. 
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instead adapt to the existential world of romance, following closer the ambivalent power of the Son on 

the Altar and the plurality of worldly life, take advantage of unexpected possibilities to repair the failed 

sovereign actions of their rulers. 

A brief turn to A Midsummer Night’s Dream can give us a clearer sense for why Theseus, as 

sovereign, must “authorize” the violence between Arcite and Palamon to reassert his sovereignty. 

Shakespeare’s play gleans from Chaucer’s tale, a rich source from which Shakespeare developed his own 

material.35 At the beginning of Shakespeare’s play, Egeus enters to demand Theseus support Egeus’s 

patriarchal authority: 

I beg the ancient privilege of Athens: 
As she is mine, I may dispose of her –  
Which shall be either to this gentleman 
Or to her death, according to our law 
Immediately provided in that case. (1.1.41-45)36 
 

Theseus’s reply exemplifies both political theology and patriarchy, as he upholds the law of the Father 

(and therefore, his own sovereign power as well): 

What say you, Hermia? Be advised, fair maid. 
To you your father should be as a god, 
One that composed your beauties, yea, and one 
To whom you are but as a form in wax, 
By him imprinted, and within his power 
To leave the figure or disfigure it. (1.1.46-51) 
 

The patriarchal language that Theseus uses here to compel Hermia’s obedience to Egeus imagines that 

humans figure divinity through their (male) sovereignty. Egeus is “as a god“ to Hermia, and in this 

sovereign relationship the connection between divine and human that the sermo humilis imagines is 

instead split in two. Egeus stands in the position of the Father; Hermia as a subject is not given the 

humble dignity of the Son but instead the total humility of an ordinary female human. Theseus’s speech 

 
35 See Peter Holland’s introduction for this link, as well as Barr, among others. Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, 49; Barr, “‘Wrinkled Deep in Time:’ Emily and Arcite in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” 
36 All citations of Shakespeare are from Oxford edition. 
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neglects to even mention the other possibilities available to Hermia (the nunnery) – in this speech, 

Theseus states that she must follow the will of her own sovereign, her father, whose potential violence 

is authorized and guaranteed by Theseus. In a sense, the “mercy” that Theseus then grants after the 

night in the woods both subverts and affirms Theseus as sovereign – undermining Egeus in order to 

assert his own right as sovereign and produce a more equitable solution to all involved. 

Shakespeare imagines the sovereign’s mercy as equitable only after showing alternative forms 

of agency and power in the woods. Furthermore, Theseus’s sovereignty in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

is bracketed by the entrance of the fairies at the end of the play – an assertation of the power of the 

supernatural forces that occupy the forest in the middle of that play. Chaucer, emphasizing further how 

male sovereign actions are a deficient form of power has his Theseus’s works collide with the limits to 

this form of power. Even though he might serve as an admirable leader, the sovereignty that Chaucer’s 

Theseus exercises for good intentions (like Shakespeare’s Theseus) causes more harm than good. 

Critically, Chaucer allows Theseus to flirt with tyranny beyond the patriarchal legitimation for his rule for 

no apparent reason. Arcite and Palamon are imprisoned in the tower as a direct result of Theseus’s 

military campaign. Immediately after the description of Theseus as “noble conquerour” (998), the tale 

turns to the “ransake in the taas of bodies dede” (1005) where the two knights are found “nat fully quik 

ne fully dede” (1015). Even though Theseus has removed the tyrant Creon and provided justice for the 

widows of Thebes, he has himself produced more victims (and more widows as well). The pile of bodies 

stands as a testament to the worldly consequences behind Theseus’s exercise of imperial sovereign 

force. Chaucer, in the image of the “taas” of corpses, mixed with two living knights, provides an image of 

worldly suffering and providential grace. The mixture of dead and living in the “taas” echoes the mixture 

of the church in Augustine’s City of God, where the “reprobates are mingled in the Church with the 

good.”37 This is not to say that the knights are elect – the opposite, in fact, considering the pagan 

 
37 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XVIII.49. 
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framework.38 Rather, in this image of corpses mixed with living knights, Chaucer emphasizes both the 

incomplete and unexpected nature of sovereign force in the world against the plural quality of worldly 

life. The ordering force of sovereign violence is thus revealed in the taas to be ineffective at entirely 

subjugating (in death) the opposing forces of Creon’s soldiers. The unexpected random survival of Arcite 

and Palamon among the victims of Theseus’s campaign, however, is immediately brought back into the 

economy of sovereign power and force by Theseus’s apparently tyrannous actions. Theseus goes 

beyond either courteous norms or the legitimate exercise of sovereign force in his response to the 

discovery of the knights. 

Presented with their survival, Theseus commands that the knights “dwellen in prisoun/ 

Perpetually; he nolde no raunsoun.” (1024-1025). The refusal of ransom provides a moment where 

Theseus reveals the similarities between sovereign and tyrant. According to Kolve, Chaucer portrays 

Theseus in “a morally dubious light;” Theseus’s choice to refuse ransom for the captive knights is closer 

to an abuse of power than its use in service of the state.39 Yet, the fact that Chaucer immediately follows 

this unchivalric note with the trappings of sovereign triumph suggests that the imprisonment of Arcite 

and Palamon is not merely “morally ambiguous” but instead illustrative of the arbitrary force behind 

Theseus’s sovereign power. Theseus returns from his conquest, and Chaucer’s Knight tells us that he will 

have power and lifelong happiness: 

He took his hoost and hom he rit anoon, 
With laurer crowned as a conquerour; 
And ther he liveth in joye and in honour 
Terme of his lif; what nedeth words mo?  
 

 
38 See Kolve on the way this tale is the “pagan past at its most noble and dignified, imagined from within.” Kolve, 
Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 86. Yet, for all the poem’s apparent “orthodoxy,” Chaucer still finds a 
worldly capacity for transformation in the “prison” of the world.  
39 Kolve, 101. 
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Thus, immediately after sentencing Arcite and Palamon to a miserable life sentence, Theseus goes home 

and lives a peaceful life.40 There is a significant disconnect between the magnanimity that Theseus will 

offer in the grove and the arbitrary exercise of his power to “nolde no raunsoun.” Rather than serving 

the common good as a political sovereign or even the more ethical exercise of power in response to the 

pleas of women, the imprisonment of Arcite and Palamon seems to be something other than mere 

tyranny – it is intentionally inscrutable.41 In this action’s inscrutability, Theseus actually gets closer to the 

political theological picture of the sovereign as God. His justice and mercy are his, and without motive, 

he imprisons the two knights. While this individual decision towards the two knights may smack of 

tyranny, the fact that it is presented immediately after his “noble” conquest of Thebes and followed by 

the trappings of triumph reminds us that these are both the works of the sovereign. It is easy to forget 

that Theseus leaves the bodies of the defenders of Thebes in the “taas,” a heap of corpses that is a 

direct result of his military action, especially as the love plot quickly takes over. However, I wish to 

emphasize that even though Theseus begins with the best intentions – the need for justice for the 

widows of Thebes – he ends up in more morally compromised circumstances by the time the conquest is 

over. Thus, even if “Theseus’s ‘pitee’ works constantly in the opposite direction, towards justice and 

harmony,” in the pile of bodies we see the limits of this kind of feminizing of sovereignty.42 Faced with 

the real outcome of his conquest in the two recovered knights, he sends them away to prison, finishing 

what he began in his campaign and at the same time locking away the testament to his bloodshed. 

 
40 On how this initial treatment fails to conform to the chivalric norms of the period and the plausibility of those 
norms, Kolve is persuasive. Kolve, 98–101. 
41 In justifying Theseus’s behavior, Wallace suggests “a tyrant, in medieval terms, is a person in authority who gives 
free rein to his or her emotions rather than acting for the common good. By this definition, Theseus is no tyrant: 
indeed, I would argue, Chaucer goes to some lengths to suggest that Theseus is an un-tyrant, a ruler who is offered 
temptations to follow his emotions into tyranny but reins himself back for the bonum commune.” Wallace, 
Chaucerian Polity, 108. However, the arbitrary nature of this punishment conflicts with the legitimation of 
Theseus’s actions in stoic apatheia.  
42 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 139. 
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The encounter between Theseus and the two knights in the woods might then seem less morally 

ambiguous. While Theseus Initially intends to kill both knights, his mind is changed when the women in 

his company (including Emelye and Ypolita) urge him to “have mercy” (1755). Theseus’s anger gives way 

to his “gentil herte” (1772); later, Chaucer’s narrator tells how “they [the knights] him swore his axing 

faire and wel,/ And him of lordshipe and of mercy preyde;/ And he hem graunteth grace” (1826-28). 

Grace here is still directly “granted” by Theseus as an act of clemency, rather than a participatory action. 

The knights beg for mercy, and Theseus, a sovereign who understands that a “lord that wol have no 

mercy,/ But be a leoun, bothe in word and dede” (1774-1775), grants the two knights mercy to 

ultimately assert his power. The grace that he grants to the knights has some social elements – the 

intervention of the women accompanying Theseus – but the ultimate decision is one that comes from 

his position as a sovereign.43 Indeed, this exercise of the will of his polity emphasizes Theseus as a good 

sovereign, and one that is in control. Building upon his reassertion of sovereignty, he attempts to step 

into the place of providence: 

And forthy I yow putte in this degree, 
That ech of yow shal have his destinee 
As him is shape, and herkneth in what wise; 
Lo here, youre ende, of that I shal devise. (1841-1844) 
 

The contrast between the mutable “destinee” that each knight possesses and Theseus’s language about 

his own power – the language of craft, control, and homo faber – speaks to how Theseus here 

rhetorically positions himself as a providence that will give order to the randomness of the fighting 

between the two knights. Arendt, when she describes the Platonic substitute of making for action, 

describes how “the philosopher-king applies the ideas as the craftsman applies his rules and standards; 

he 'makes' his City as the sculptor makes a statue.”44 Theseus as homo faber takes the wild and raw 

 
43 Mann suggests that “Theseus’s submission to pity is a submission to women.” Mann, 136.However, his choice to 
exercise mercy, like the earlier imperial campaign, continues to legitimate his sovereignty.  
44 Arendt, The Human Condition, 227. 
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material of the knights and fashions them into a piece of work through the substitution of making for 

acting. In Boece, Chaucer describes the difference between providence and destiny in language that 

contrasts the sovereignty and mutability inherent in each: 

For purveaunce is thilke devyne resoun that is establissed in the sovereyn prince of things, the 
whiche purveaunce disponith alle things; but, certes, destyne is the disposicioun and ordenance 
clyvynge to moevable things, by the whiche disposicion the purveaunce knytteth alle thingis in 
hir orders; for purveaunce enbraceth alle things to-hepe.45 
 

Theseus, in his political theological position as a “sovereyn prince,” will “devise” – contrive – an “ende” 

for the two knights. This is the position of providence in Boece; Theseus intends to bend events to his 

designs and “knytteth alle thingis in hir orders.” The way providence embraces “alle things to-hepe” (in a 

heap) is also evocative of the “tass” (heap) of bodies from earlier in the poem. The way the knights are 

mixed with the dead and brought under Theseus’s power simply emphasizes how his sovereignty draws 

upon a providential logic. However, in contrast to his earlier position as the cause of violence, here 

Theseus attempts to impose order and structure upon the violence of the knights. The connection 

between violence and Theseus’s ordering and restraint is further emphasized earlier when, after 

describing how the two knights “up to the anclee foghte they in hir blood” (1660), the Knight switches 

perspectives: 

 And in this wise I lete hem fighting dwelle, 
And forth I wol of Theseus yow telle. 
 
The destinee, minister general, 
That executeth in the world overall 
The purveiaunce that God hath sein beforn 
So strong it is, that thogh the world had sworn 
The contrarye of a thing by ye or nay, 
Yet sometime it shal fallen on a day 
That falleth nat eft withinne a thousand yeer. (1661-1665). 

 
Chaucer here echoes exactly his Boece, aligning Theseus’s own “destinee” with the greater workings of 

providence “that God hath sein beforn.” Even the contrary and contradictory wills of individuals are 

 
45 Chaucer, “Boece,” Book IV Prosa 6.60-68. 
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brought under the force of providential order, so that “thogh the world had sworn/ The contrarye” 

providence reasserts itself. The Boethian echo thus returns when Theseus himself steps into the role 

that the Knight has set for him some two hundred lines earlier. Theseus has, from the beginning, been 

taking the material of the world and fashioning it in his own design, so for the two knights to continue 

their quarrel over the heart of Emelye under his authority is simply a further extension of his role as a 

sovereign in the position of providence. However, opposed to the earlier work of legitimation that his 

violence has done, he now acts with both poetic and political force, imposing order on the knight’s 

quarrel. 

Theseus’ intent to “devise” emphasizes how he crafts a new reality for Arcite and Palamon using 

his position as sovereign. Kolve suggests that both knights “identify themselves with untamed nature,” 

and Theseus’s desire to take them and have them fight in a tournament speaks to his role as homo 

faber.46 In The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt picks up on the political theological roots of homo 

faber in the figure of a Creator:  

Only homo faber conducts himself as lord and master of the whole earth. Since his productivity 
was seen in the image of a Creator-God, so that where God creates ex nihilio, man creates out of 
given substance, human productivity was by definition bound up to result in a Promethean 
revolt because it could erect a man-made world only after destroying part of God-created 
nature.47  
 

The creative sovereignty that Theseus exercises works to transform the “raw material” of the violent 

battle in the grove into a courteous tournament. Beyond this figural transformation of “nature,” 

Theseus literally transforms the grove in which the knights fight into the place of the tournament, 

declaring “the listes shal I maken in this place;” (1860). Theseus works as an architect of entertainment, 

building a place to order the quarrel. The sovereign power that Theseus exercises ultimately involves 

 
46 Kolve also suggests the poem is a “celebration of homo faber.” Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 108. 
Theseus clearly works to tame and shape his world in this fashion throughout the poem; however, the way that his 
designs are continually undercut speaks to the limits of work on the natural world.  
47 Arendt, The Human Condition, 139. 
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taking the world that is given to him – the events and places in which he lives – and working on them to 

suit his needs.48 While this work clearly has effective results, it requires the destruction of the natural 

world. Arendt notes that homo faber, “man the user and instrumentalizer,” must “look upon everything 

as means to an end – upon every tree as potential wood.”49 To emphasize this, Chaucer has Theseus 

destroy the grove through the process of work twice – the first time to produce the tournament lists, 

the second time to build Arcite’s funeral pyre: 

In the selve grove swoote and grene 
Thereas he hadde his amorouse desires, 
His cimpleinte, and for love his hote fires, 
He wolde make a fir in which th’office 
Funeral he mighte al accomplice. (2860-2864) 
 

The power of homo faber is thus doubled at the expense of the logic of the narrative. 50 Theseus works 

poetically on the natural world, ensuring that the “hote fires” of love are translated from Arcite’s heart 

into the world in the funeral pyre. Theseus works upon the place of Arcite’s “amorouse desires” to order 

the world, making the natural wood consistent with the events that have transpired in both its 

destruction and its fiery end. Chaucer emphasizes the transformative possibilities of work in the art that 

adorns the amphitheater and its attendant temples; however, the world of homo faber cannot prevent 

the intrusion of the random and natural world. The terror that the fury visits upon Arcite’s horse, killing 

him, reasserts the power of “untamed nature” over Theseus. In response, Theseus razes the forest again 

to build a pyre that turns the otherwise natural process of death into a theatrical and destructive affair. 

We will see, in Cymbeline, a more intimate burial that returns the dead body to nature through the 

 
48 Mann describes this process as “shaping the scattered fragments created by the blow of chance into a new and 
positive form.” Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 140. 
49 Arendt, The Human Condition, 158. 
50 Kolve notes the apparent continuity error in the fact that “a theater a mile in circumference, made ‘in this place,’ 
must include the grove that a thousand lines later is felled again. One can only surmise that Chaucer wanted both 
events, at their separate places in the poem, and that what attracted him to both was their thematic potential.” 
Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 130–31. 
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human capacity for labor and cultivation. For Theseus though, as a homo faber, the material of nature 

must be used instead as fuel, leaving an absence in nature to also mark the lost Arcite. 

Theseus’s gift of mercy in the grove fails to prevent the death of Arcite. It simply provides a 

temporary respite, one in which Theseus can create a tournament that will further cement his sovereign 

power. The limited nature of this respite supports Linda Georgianna’s argument that “such favors have 

extremely limited power, providing at best temporary reprieves from the violence, suffering, and death 

that alternate with Theseus’s pageantry and promises of order and right.”51 We have seen how the 

works of Theseus have limited power in the contingent world, and the gift of mercy is not exempt from 

this. Theseus’s mercy transforms into a desire to “devise” an end for the knights, managing the way in 

which the two knights will fight over the hand of Emelye. While Mann is correct in the suggestion that 

“Theseus’s constant refashioning of his plans is thus a sign of strength rather than a betrayal of 

weakness” we cannot lose sight of how all of Theseus’s sovereign works (even if they are “feminized” as 

Mann suggests) lead into the very narrative dead ends that Mann sees Theseus adapting to.52 The 

sovereign justice visited upon Creon leads to the imprisonment of Arcite and Palamon, the sovereign 

mercy given to Arcite ends with the battle in the grove, the reprieve and tournament that Theseus 

fashions to manage the combat between the two – all end with the death of Arcite during his moment 

of triumph. For all of his attempts to stand in the place of providence, Theseus cannot effectively change 

Arcite’s fate.53 Moments of chance play a role in these affairs as well – the knights’ survival in the taas, 

the escape of Palamon from prison, and the death of Arcite – it remains that each attempt Theseus 

makes to control the narrative ends in, if not failure, at least an unintended consequence.  

 
51 Georgianna, “Love So Dearly Bought,” 106–7. 
52 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 139. 
53 Kolve suggests that “Such forms, even at their most successful, can only contain. They do not ever transcend.” 
Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 131–32. 
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The death of Arcite is presented as far more than an “unintended consequence” of Theseus’s 

actions – Chaucer dedicates some lines to it, and a small selection of the creatural language that 

Chaucer uses to evoke pity shows how this section is designed to be tragic in its return to the kind of 

bloody violence that Theseus attempted to stop in the grove: 

Swelleth the brest of Arcite, and the soore 
Enereeseth at his herte moore and moore. 
The clothered blood, for any lechecraft, 
Corrupteth, and is in his bouk ylaft, 
That neither veine-blood, ne ventusinge, 
Ne drinke of herbes, may been his helping. (2743-2748). 
 

Arcite’s suffering after being thrown from his horse is given a vivid material description by Chaucer. In 

describing the deterioration of Arcite’s body, Chaucer turns to the language of medicine to show his 

condition worsening.54 The failed remedies show the failure of human interventions to save Arcite from 

his injuries – the “clothered blood” and the eventual triumph of brutal nature. A few lines later, 

Chaucer’s Knight exclaims “Farewel physik! Go her the man to cherche!” (2760). After this, the interlude 

of technical language ends – Arcite is given a deathbed speech in which “His laste word was ‘Mercy, 

Emelye!” (2808), and the narrator suggests that “His spirit chaunged hous and wente ther,/ As I cam 

nevere, I kan nat tellen wher” (2809-2810). The narrator’s refusal to take the audience themselves to 

“cherche” and produce meaning from this seemingly senseless death seems on one level a function of 

the ancient setting of the tale. Kolve suggests that at this moment the tale shows Chaucer imagining the 

limits of the nobility of the pagan past:  

The essence of that moment, from a late-medieval point of view, was the separation of man 
culturally and historically from knowledge of the true God. Chaucer cannot allow Theseus to 
know what Boethius (here tacitly) knew… In its full context, Theseus’s final speech expresses a 
pathos as dignified as the dying of Arcite or the final joy of Palamon.55  
 

 
54 For a reading of this medical language against the “totality” of the poem, see Orlemanski, “The Metaphysics of 
Phisik in the ‘Knight’s Tale.’” 
55 Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 145. 
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However, while there is definitely an element of this dignity that Kolve ascribes to Chaucer’s treatment 

of his subjects, the fact that Arcite’s death is described not in the language of the ancient past but the 

creatural language of medieval medicine suggests there is more resonance with the medieval present 

than Kolve’s reading suggests. The physical language emphasizes the limits of Theseus’s work in shaping 

reality through the tournament, undermining Theseus’s plan to “devise” an end for the knights. Faced 

with this reassertion of nature, Theseus lashes out, destroying the grove to make Arcite’s funeral pyre. 

The second destruction of the grove is work Theseus again engages in to cover up the creatural life that 

lived and died there, hiding the violence that punctuated the tournament. 

Even as Theseus’s sovereign actions throughout the tale fall short of their goal, his final speech, 

years later, does everything in its power to shore up the political-theological continuities that support 

his sovereignty. His speech first acknowledges a sovereignty greater than his own:  

The Firste Moevere of the cause above, 
Whan he first made the faire cheine of love, 
Greet was th’effect and heigh was his entente.  
Wel wiste he why, and what thereof he mente;” (2987-2990).  
 

Understanding the limits of human work (and having experienced them firsthand), Theseus 

acknowledges that for all of his own “entente,” the First Mover is the only one whose “entente” aligns 

with what he “mente.” In this acquiescence, we can see the limits of “Promethean rebellion” – human 

sovereignty cannot work ex nihilio but requires material. Mere “entente” is not enough for a human to 

fashion the world as he chooses. To address this reality of sovereign work, Theseus’s speech suggests 

that we make “vertu of necessitee” (3042), but this is only after his own sovereign works have fallen 

remarkably short of his designs. Mann notes that “Theseus’s final speech does not try to deny change by 

imposing order on it; on the contrary, recognition of change is the premise on which the speech is 
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based,” but this recognition of change only comes after his attempts to “devise” alternative ends for the 

knights.56  

Furthermore, the kind of change that Theseus acknowledges is actually a form of change that 

advances his own sovereign position (as tenuous as it has revealed to be). Kantorowicz’s work reminds 

us that in later medieval political theology, the role of continuity was essential in creating a new 

understanding of time – one where time was no longer the destroyer but “the eternal continuity and 

immortality of the great collective called the human race, of the species of man, of the seminal powers 

of the forces of germination.”57 This was accomplished through a focus on something bigger than any 

individual: “to be sure, not the individual life was immortal; but immortal was the life of the genera and 

species, which the mortal individual represented.”58 Kantorowicz’s work shows us how the creation of 

this new temporal possibility opens up the legitimation of sovereignty through succession and continuity 

at the expense of Augustine’s more pessimistic position on time and progress. Against this medieval 

move towards the eternal in time – aveum – Augustine subordinates time to the realm of creatures 

since it was created.59 At this moment in The King’s Two Bodies, Kantorowicz draws a parallel between 

the medieval discovery of aveum and “the optimistic philosophy of unlimited progress, which the 

generations preceding the two World Wars saw fit to cherish, had its roots and premises in those 

intellectual changes which stirred the thirteenth century.”60 Opposed to Auerbach and Arendt, who 

more frequently note their 20th century context in their analysis, Kantorowicz has relatively few 

references to his historical situation. As such, the long legacy of this idea that he notes here should put 

us on guard. Even as Theseus’s speech appears to move beyond the trauma of Arcite’s death, we should 

be wary of how he justifies the apparently senseless death. 

 
56 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 140. 
57 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 277. 
58 Kantorowicz, 277. 
59 Kantorowicz, 275. 
60 Kantorowicz, 274–75. 
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It is the very language of eternal continuity within the world – Kantorowicz’s aveum – that 

Theseus deploys in his speech at Arcite’s funeral: 

And therefore, of his wise purveiaunce, 
He hath so wel biset his ordinaunce, 
That speces of things and progressiouns 
Shullen enduren by successiouns (3011-3014).  
 

The focus on the succession of the species tries to cover over the discontinuity of the death of Arcite 

(and the sovereign’s own future death). The fact that Theseus uses this continuity as his philosophical 

consolation speaks to its precarity in Theseus’s world. While years have passed in the poem, the death 

of Arcite is still recent for the reader since only about two hundred lines separate the death from the 

speech. Chaucer thus puts Theseus’s long temporal gaze up against the reality of the poem’s time – the 

short distance between Arcite’s death and Theseus’s speech makes it feel like a funeral speech, even if it 

is in fact a wedding speech. Yet, even here, Theseus returns to the dead Arcite, using the kind of 

language that Kantorowicz suggests works to justify death in the service of the king or land. He argues 

that this transformation of time “made meaningful… the craving after worldly fame” – even fame from 

death in a tournament, since Kantorowicz notes that a gloss by the jurist Accursius in the Institutiones 

Justiniani “held that those who fell in battle for the respublica as well as those killed in tournaments 

lived forever in fame and glory.”61 Arcite’s death is thus made to support the sovereign actions that 

Theseus has undertaken up to this point, and is taking, as he makes “vertu of necessitee” and marries 

Emelye off to Palamon. Arcite’s death thus becomes another “necessitee” like the bodies in the “tass.” 

This is one way to read the tale – as a series of Theseus’s sovereign actions which work to 

impose order, each not quite reaching its “entente,” and an eventual turn to accepting contingencies 

while trying to fabricate a “vertu of necessitee” out of the world in which we live. This is done at the 

expense of both the lives of others and the natural world, a politics grounded in the capacity of homo 

 
61 Kantorowicz, 277–78. Emphasis mine. 
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faber to shape his world. However, this is all thrown into question when we consider the actions of 

Emelye. “The actions of Emelye” might well seem to be an oxymoron, since she only has one speech and 

no autonomous actions of the sovereign individual.62 Julie Orlemanski argues that “Arcite’s body is at 

the center of the tale’s thinking against totality;” Emelye provides us with another site for thinking 

against the totality of the tale.63 Through most of the tale, Emelye is represented primarily as an object 

of the knights’ affections. She transforms the prison that Theseus puts the knights in into their garden of 

delight, yet she herself remains unwitting of the transformation she has wrought in the knights and their 

prison cell. Kolve notes how the imprisonment of the knights is one that seems to be bad fortune, but 

one that also invites other possibilities: 

The physical contiguity of prison tower and pleasure garden makes that fact seem to them (and 
us) self-evident: the joined structure epitomizes two kinds of human living, at two extremes. But 
when the young knights see Emelye and commit themselves to loving her, everything is 
suddenly changed. The prison takes on the values of the garden, it becomes the pleasant prison 
amoureuse.64 
 

However, beyond the prison-garden figure’s religious connotations that Kolve notes, we should note 

that Emelye, not Theseus, is the one that opens up this space of possibility for the knights. Her activity, 

though it appears passive, nevertheless creates a new world for the knights. Palamon first spies her as 

she “romed up and down” (1069) the garden, and this apparent freedom to Palamon’s eyes awakens 

love as, according to Kolve, an “act of pure will.”65 Yet, this act of pure will is rooted not in Palamon 

alone, but his interaction (even if it is one way) with Emelye. As we will see below, her one real speech 

in the poem is also about possibility, and the fact that she produces the change in the prison here shows 

 
62 Correctly, Mann notes how Emelye’s role is “shaped in such a way as to make clear that the masculine ideal 
represented in Theseus does not relegate a feminine ideal to second place, but is on the contrary derived from it.” 
Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 140. 
63 Orlemanski, “The Metaphysics of Phisik in the ‘Knight’s Tale,’” 148. 
64 Kolve, Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative, 103. 
65 Kolve also notes how “it is only in retrospect that we realize Emelye in her “romynge” is, in subtler, less apparent 
ways, as constrained as they.” Kolve, 90. 
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that her unwitting and open agency is one that the poem takes seriously as an alternative to sovereign 

actions.  

Emelye’s prayer on the eve of battle between Arcite and Palamon begins by addressing Diana as 

a “chaste goddesse of the wodes grene” (2297). The woods are as central to the tale’s geography as the 

prison, garden, and amphitheater.66 The woods are the place where the knights fight, where Theseus 

makes the lists for the tournament, and where Arcite’s funeral pyre is held. While Chaucer’s prison and 

garden highlight the contrasting endpoints of life in the world of human existence, his woods are 

ambiguous in their possibilities. On the one hand, violence can take place there – we can see this in the 

fight between Arcite and Palamon, the tournament, and the pyre of Arcite. However, the woods are also 

the place where male sovereignty is at its least effective; Theseus must intervene to stop the battle 

between the knights, and the deathless tournament Theseus desires is ultimately marred by Arcite’s 

death at the moment of victory. If for Theseus the woods provide material for homo faber to realize his 

sovereign power, for Emelye the woods and their patron deity are the hope of new outcomes. 

Emelye makes her “desire to be a maiden” (2305) known to Diana, but what she actually 

requests is not merely the preservation of her chaste life. Instead, Emelye’s prayer goes through worlds 

of possibility, hoping for an ideal outcome, but recognizing the alternative futures that might also exist if 

her initial favor is not granted:  

This grace I preye thee, without moore: 
As sende love and pees betwix hem two, 
And fro me turne aweye hir hertes so, 
That al hir hote love and hir desir, 
And al hir bisy torment and hir fir 
Be queint, or turned in another place. 
And if so be thow wolt night do me grace, 

 
66 Kolve suggests that “the ampitheatre that Theseus builds for the tournament between Palamon and Arcite is to 
the theme of order in the poem what the prison/garden is to the theme of freedom. It allows Chaucer to access, in 
an unusually comprehensive and exploratory way, the possibilities of creating human order within a world 
apparently governed by chance.” Kolve, 105. Kolve does note how the woods are “tamed” to produce the 
amphitheater, but in taking them as an important part of the story’s geography in their own right, we can see how 
Chaucer emphasizes the kind of agency that Emelye has in the story.  
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Or if my destinee be shapen so 
That I shal nedes have oon of hem two, 
As send me him that moost desireth me. (2314-2325). 
 

Emelye’s main desire is of course to remain chaste, but she here makes it a secondary effect to the 

“pees” that she hopes will come between Arcite and Palamon. Emelye sees the answering of this prayer 

as a grace granted to her by Diana, yet she herself is graceful in her willingness to adapt and harmonize 

to different possibilities. Her ability to imagine alternatives – understanding that she might not get what 

she wants and being open to a world in which she is not able to stay chaste – is in marked contrast to 

how Theseus attempts to impose his own will upon circumstances that he encounters. Theseus is, of 

course, adaptable to a point (for instance, his receptiveness to either knight as Emelye’s future 

husband), but he misses out on how Emelye’s prayer embraces the “or” of possibility and contingency 

that the speech turns on. Rather than insist on her own will, Emelye is more willing to entertain 

possibilities than Theseus. Importantly, this prayer still shows Emelye actively engaging in these 

possibilities – she is not merely a passive victim but acts in her prayer.  

The fact that Emelye’s “action” is a prayer that is not even spoken to another human might 

make it seem difficult to understand it as action at all. They do lack the political contours of real action, 

and we might feel that these are strategies to live in an Athens ruled by men. Mann suggests that in part 

the difficulty in finding agency in Emelye is rooted in modern biases: 

The difficulty of finding terms to talk about the Chaucerian concept of ‘active suffering’ is a 
measure of how thoroughly this concept has been discarded, and how firmly fixed the division 
between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ has become. The result for feminism is something like an 
impasse, for women can identify neither with the ‘passivity’ that colludes with oppression, nor 
with the ‘activity’ that mimics male dominance.”67  

Mann goes on to suggest that “feminist readings of Chaucer… customarily reject ‘passivity’ as a female 

role without noticing that this involves concurring in the male definition of ‘activity’ as inherently 

 
67 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 142. 
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superior.”68 Yet these positions, where passivity is seen as superior, are entirely Augustinian.69 We can 

better understand the apparently “feminine” traits of Chaucer’s poetry through Augustine’s 

existentialism, which decenters human power and agency and delegitimizes temporal power. While 

Boethius encourages an individual patience in the face of fortune, in Emelye and the creation of political 

possibilities out of her patience, Chaucer goes beyond Boethius and in doing so returns to the 

Augustinian roots of Boethius’s philosophy. I have described male sovereign actions as “work” 

throughout to distinguish them from the kinds of actions that are embedded in a plural world and lack 

the force of sovereignty. Both work and action are, of course, strategies to live in and change the world, 

not necessarily masculine or feminine; however, The Knight’s Tale clearly assigns the kind of fabrication 

and work of homo faber to Theseus and the kind of action that accepts plurality to Emelye. The success 

of passivity in Chaucer’s tale serves to elevate action and participation over the individual will of 

sovereign works. In finding agency in what might appear to be the passive acceptance of possibility and 

contingency, it might appear that the goal is to collude with the very patriarchal sovereignty that Emelye 

is subject to. However, Chaucer’s text makes it clear that sovereign works tend not to meet their desired 

ends. Meanwhile, even though Emelye is passive, her actions and prayer achieve their desired end more 

effectively than Theseus’s works. 

Here we return to the kind of agency that humility produces and the kinds of actions available 

without sovereignty. Emelye is humbler than either the knights or Theseus; her subjection is to Theseus 

as her literal sovereign and brother-in-law as well as to the knights as their object of love. While she 

does not ever work in a sovereign fashion, the tale makes it clear that the limited agency she exercises in 

 
68 Mann, 143. 
69 For instance, in the Confessions at the moment of his conversion, Augustine is beneath a tree “still the captive of 
my sins, and in my misery I kept crying.” Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VIII.12. Only in response to the heard 
voice of a child saying “take it and read, take it and read” does Augustine begin to act, “telling myself that this 
could only be a divine command to open my book of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes should 
fall.” Augustine of Hippo, VIII.12. Augustine thus is a passive sufferer through most of his conversion, since his 
actions of will are not yet repaired by grace.  
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her prayer is effective. Diana actually appears in the temple to Emelye (while Arcite and Palamon only 

receive signs); while Arcite and Palamon each have their prayers fulfilled, only Emelye has both her 

prayers answered. Arcite and Palamon do reconcile at his deathbed, and she does receive the man “that 

moost desireth” her. The way that Chaucer incorporates the gods into the story provides a clear sense 

that the more limited agency of Emelye is effective in producing the tale’s harmonious outcome. Jupiter, 

the king and ostensible sovereign, does not actually produce the compromise between Venus and Mars 

that resolves the competing requests from Palamon and Arcite. Instead, it is “pale Saturnus the colde” 

(2444) who finds an “art” that will resolve the quarrel between Venus and Mars. The one who can 

harmonize these competing requests is the one who claims “Myn is the ruine of the hye halles,/ The 

falling of the toures and of the walles,/ Upon the minour or the carpenter” (2464-66). Here, Saturn 

explicitly opposes his form of agency to that of homo faber – he is not a craftsman who imposes 

sovereignty upon the natural world, but instead brings ruin. Saturn serves as a reminder of the original 

concept of time as destroyer: the kind of time that Theseus’ speech tries to veil. However, in the artful 

application of his ruin, he is capable of harmonizing the prayers of Arcite and Palamon. It is also not 

Saturn himself, but “a furye infernal… from Pluto sent at requeste of Saturne” (2684-85) that scares 

Arcite’s horse – a diffusion of agency that is a marked contrast to Theseus’ depiction of “Juppiter the 

king” (3035). The actual supernatural forces in the poem are closer to Emelye’s entertaining of 

alternatives and openness to possibilities than Theseus’s speech would have us believe. Rather than 

absolute sovereigns, these deities act graciously and harmoniously within the constraints produced by 

each other, finding the “art” to resolve their conflict. 

 Beyond the supernatural agency operating in a fashion suspiciously similar to Emelye’s own, I 

would like to suggest that her openness to different possibilities marks her with a particular kind of 

female agency that medieval authors stress. Caroline Bynum argues in Holy Feast and Holy Fast that in 

saints lives, 
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Men were inclined to tell stories with turning points, to use symbols of reversal and inversion, 
and to externalize motives in events… Women more often used their ordinary experiences (of 
powerlessness, of service and nurturing, of disease, etc.) as symbols into which they poured 
ever deeper and more paradoxical meanings. Women tended to tell stories and develop 
personal models without crises or turning points. And both men and women saw female saints 
as models of suffering and inner spirituality, male saints as models of action.70 
 

While the description of a story “without crisis or turning point” does not quite apply to Emelye (she 

sees her future husband die after he wins), how she engages her own lack of agency in her prayer is of a 

piece with Bynum’s work on female saints. The willingness to accept that she lacks the agency to decide 

her own fate makes Emelye more attuned to the ways that her fate might help change the lives of 

others. Rather than requesting her chastity first, Emelye realizes that if Arcite and Palamon redirect their 

love towards each other, then perhaps her own chastity will be a possible consequence. More attuned 

than Theseus to possible outcomes, Emelye does more or less get what she wants – only married long 

after the death of Arcite. 

 If favor is the central kind of grace in The Knight’s Tale (frequently associated with Theseus and 

Emelye), then the grace that shows its effectiveness in the world is the kind of grace that Emelye shows 

here, working even when constrained. The supernatural machinery of the poem follows this rule since 

Jupiter does not overrule his children, but instead harmonizes them, fulfilling the requests to Venus and 

Mars equally through the intervention of Saturn. Finding harmony from inside one’s position like Emelye 

is the kind of grace that Chaucer shows actually working in the poem to repair trauma – one that is more 

effective at repairing the world than the sovereign work that Theseus engages in. 

  

 
70 Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, 25. 



 

75 
 

7. “Boweth youre nekke under that blisful yok of sovereinetee:” Grace as Remedy in The 

Clerk’s Tale 

Theseus does his best as a good sovereign to work towards the common good in The Knight’s 

Tale. While his sovereign works outpace him, his intention is (with the exception of the imprisonment of 

the knights) to work towards felicity. Furthermore, his work addresses the impasses and grievances that 

affect others – the widows of Thebes and the quarrel between the two knights. For better or worse, 

Theseus wields sovereign power towards societal and political good as best as he is able. We have seen 

the limits of that power in repairing the world, but in The Clerk’s Tale, Chaucer presents a sovereign who 

is far closer to a tyrant. Walter’s selfishness and audacity receive moralizing from the tale’s narrator; 

meanwhile, Griselda’s patience in the face of Walter’s abuses speaks to the potential for humility and 

grace to overcome tyranny. The ethical patience practiced by Griselda is more powerful and more 

immediate than the graceful openness to possibility that Emelye shows us; furthermore, Griselda’s 

speeches illustrate grace does not necessarily mean passive acquiescence to power. Griselda’s patience 

lies in her active engagement in a relationship when one is constrained by promises and covenants. 

Within the limits of her possible actions, Griselda chooses and insists upon a “wil” of her own, even as 

she is bound by the promise that she made to Walter on their wedding day. While Walter abuses 

promises, Griselda acts within their constraints to show that even in a position where one’s agency is 

compromised, humble actions can work to remake a world that has been wounded by tyranny. 

At the beginning of the tale, the Clerk describes Walter as a good sovereign, “save in somme 

things that he was to blame” (76). The importance of sovereign continuity is thus apparent at the 

beginning of the tale, since the source of this blame is “that he considered night/ In time cominge what 

him mighte betide,/ But on his lust present was al his thought” (78-80). We can see in this “blame” the 

Clerk incorporating Kantorwicz’s logic of sovereignty discussed above – the continuity that the sovereign 

provides in his issue allows for the opening up of a future that is no longer only a reminder of time’s 
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destructive forces, but instead one that can produce new and better works. Walter’s focus on present 

happiness is such that it ignores the means to guarantee sovereign continuity for himself and his 

subjects. The fact that Walter will “wedde no wif” (84) means that the land’s future is imperiled – 

something that the wise man who advises Walter makes clear:  

Delivere us out of al this bisy drede, 
And tak a wif, for hye Goddes sake! 
For if it so bifelle, as God forbade, 
That thurgh youre deeth youre line shoulde slake, 
And that a straunge successour sholde take 
Youre heritage, O, wo were us alive! 
Wherefore we pray yow hastily to wive (134-140). 
 

The old man’s desire to see Walter wed speaks to how a lack of continuity produces uncertainty for the 

people. In denying an heir to his people, Walter also denies his (male) subjects the sense of control over 

the future that sovereign continuity appears to produce. Kantorowicz suggests in the medieval 

transformation of time into a positive force that  

one had not invented a new notion of Time, but accepted Time’s other aspect. Only in so far as 
another aspect of Time – its continuity and practical infiniteness – was emphasized, where 
previously the emphasis was laid on Time’s transitoriness, was there a change of man’s sense of 
the nature of Time.71  
 

This change in the value of Time is seen in the wise man’s speech: the future is transitory and opaque 

because Walter has not sired an heir. Rather than the existentially honest given-ness (grace) of historical 

time, Walter’s people desire the continuity that the artifice of sovereignty provides. This artifice, a 

product of homo faber, works to stabilize the public world.72 The concern for continuity thus expresses 

an anxiety about the more Augustinian perspective on time and providence, one where due to the 

decentering qualities of grace and sin, worldly rule is not an expression of divine power in the world but 

 
71 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 283. 
72 “The more highly developed a civilization, the more accomplished the world it has produced, the more at home 
men feel within the human artifice – the more they will resent everything they have not produced, everything that 
is merely and mysteriously given them.” Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 300–301. 
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instead a consequence of historical life.73 This lack of a guarantee that the “species” of Walter’s lineage 

will live on creates anxiety, since a “straunge successour” would not rule as a virtuous sovereign. Of 

course, as Walter himself later notes, lineage does not ensure a good sovereign, reminding his people 

“children ofte ben/ Unlik hir worthy eldres hem before” (155-6). Walter, unlike the wise man, recognizes 

the Augustinian perspective on worldly circumstances – they denotes nothing of virtue. However, even 

though Walter possesses the proper perspective and attitude towards time and worldly power, the 

action of the tale calls Walter’s own virtue into question. The stability that the people and Walter see in 

sovereignty is undercut by the reality of the tale – as we will see, it is Griselda, a “straunge successour” 

in her humble origins, who acts virtuously and produces transformative change, not Walter. 

 In his request to his lord, the wise man describes marriage in terms of sovereignty and lordship, 

drawing on the destructive understanding of Time as something that will eventually destroy Walter as 

well: 

 Boweth youre nekke under that blisful yok, 
 Of sovereinetee, night of service, 

Which that men clepe spousaille or wedlock. 
And thenketh, lord, among youre thoghtes wise, 
How that oure days passe in sondry wise; 
For thogh we slepe, or wake, or rome, or ride, 
Ay fleeth the time; it nil no man abide. (113-119) 
 

How this stanza plays with sovereignty is provocative – marriage is a “blisful yok of sovereinetee” – a 

paradoxical condition that yokes the husband but also makes him sovereign over his wife. The subjects 

of Walter also experience this kind of relationship – he is both responsible for the wellbeing of his 

subjects and sovereign over them. In tracing the development of the king’s two bodies, Kantorowicz 

describes how the rhetoric of sovereignty drew upon the marriage of Christ to the Church in order to 

describe the relationship between the sovereign and the state: 

The venerable image of sponsus and sponsa, Christ and his Church, was transferred from the 
spiritual to the secular and adapted to the jurist’s need for defining the relations between Prince 

 
73 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, I.8; Chaucer, “Boece,” Book II Prosa 6. 
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and state – a state which, as a mystical or political body, was an entity in its own right… The 
analogy of the corpus mysticum served to clarify the relations between the estates of the body 
politic and their king, and the marriage metaphor served to describe the peculiar nature of the 
fisc.74 
  

The kind of political theology that Kantorowicz describes here thus rests on a double move. The first is 

the analogy of the entire body politic to the corpus mysticum of the Church and Christ; here, the 

metaphor of marriage conveys the moment in which the sovereign is crowned. The second can be seen 

in the language of Chaucer’s wise man who insists that wedlock is a “blissful sovereignty,” completing 

the logic of the marriage metaphor and erasing the original nature of marriage as a contractual 

relationship. Thus, the metaphor emphasizes both the contractual transfer and the sublimation of any 

contractual bonds into the overriding relationship of sovereignty. Finally, though, the reminder that no 

matter what humans do “ay fleeth the time” speaks to the limits of the sovereign’s continuity and the 

stability made possible through this contractual relationship. Even though there is a new sense of time 

that makes the world and earthly fame meaningful, this future-orientated temporality is still fragile.  

We can see this fragility in Walter’s response to the wise man’s plea. In the hands of someone as 

present-minded as Walter, sovereign works are no longer a means to repair. Instead, he wishes only to 

protect his own “libertee,/ that selde time is founde in marriage” (145-6). Walter prizes his freedom and 

is unconcerned about how this freedom impacts his subjects until they bring it to his attention. Walter’s 

acquiescence comes with a reassertion of his own will – he says that “of my free wil I wol assente” (150) 

before turning to demand that his subjects “lat me allone in chesing of my wif” (162). Walter’s insistence 

on his own “free wil” here reminds his people that he is sovereign, even as he is assenting to the 

people’s request. Walter further stipulates that they relinquish the right to complain: 

Against my chois shal neither grucche ne strive. 
For sith I shal forgoon my libertee 
At your requeste, as evere mote I thrive, 
Thereas min herte is set, Ther wol I wive.” (170-173) 
 

 
74 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 216–18. 
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Walter, even as he accepts his people’s plea for stability, produces a contract that preserves his own 

freedoms. In binding the people to this agreement not to “grucche,” Walter here shows himself as a 

dark inverse of the sovereign who works for his own people’s benefit. While Walter’s choice of Griselda 

shows him as wiser than his people (in that he can perceive Griselda’s virtue even in her humble 

circumstances), his choice to act monstrously towards her reveals the tyrannous streak within. Walter’s 

willingness to incorporate contractual mediation into the power of the sovereign allows for a unique 

abuse of power where he can neglect the common good and instead bolster his own sovereign 

prerogatives through his contracts. The wise man who pleas for the people claims that “wel us liketh 

yow/ And al youre werk” (106-7), but unlike Theseus, who attempts to improve his world through his 

work, Walter’s “werk” is narcissistic and unproductive. In his insistence on unquestioning patience from 

both his people and Griselda, Walter abuses his sovereignty for his own desires in both his political and 

personal relationships. 

Opposed to Theseus’s use of the powers of homo faber to work upon the world and raw 

material, Walter’s power comes from the unique power of the promise. In The Genealogy of Morals, 

Nietzsche suggests that “the sovereign individual… [is] the man who has his own independent, 

protracted will and the right to make promises.”75 This capacity for promise is something that anyone 

can claim, but Nietzsche suggests the only the sovereign individual can “give their word as something 

that can be relied on because they know themselves strong enough to maintain it in the face of 

accidents.”76 Opposed to the guilty man who will inevitably fall into debt, Nietzsche’s sovereign man is 

powerful enough and materially secure in the face of fortune to guarantee his word. This idea of the 

promise as a product of power then seems particularly suggestive, since Walter extracts promises from 

both his people and Griselda. Instead of a Nietzschean sovereign who guarantees his word and promise 

 
75 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 59. 
76 Nietzsche, 60. 
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through his power, Walter uses the promises of others to impose his will upon his subjects and the 

world around him. This use of the promise resonates with the work that homo faber performs upon the 

world; however, the promises that Walter draws out from his people and Griselda are both a function of 

his position as sovereign and a license for him to act beyond what might otherwise be the limits of his 

sovereignty. The accumulation of promises extracted from people and wife also stands in contrast to the 

sovereign’s merciful release of debt. Rather than act with magnanimity like Theseus, Walter instead 

extracts covenants from those already subject to him. After all, the behavior that Walter engages in 

after choosing Griselda as his wife is hardly that befitting a good sovereign or husband, even if it is 

covered by the contracts he makes with his people and Griselda. The unique freedom that allows Walter 

to abuse both his wife and his people is a byproduct of the covenants that he engages in. 

Walter’s apparently absolute sovereign power has led critics towards political theology before. 

Using Agamben’s work on sovereignty and bare life to read the tale, William McClellan secularizes the 

theological reading that puts Walter in the place of God: 

Chaucer transforms a tale of the good wife and the patient soul, inherited from Petrarch and 
Boccaccio, into a political allegory… The most profound and moving meaning of the tale resides 
in the presentation of the overwhelming and destructive effects of sovereign power on the 
human subject.77  
 

Walter produces the conditions for his destructive sovereignty through his abuse of promises. However, 

McClellan discounts the potential for Griselda to represent more than just “bare life, "translated" into a 

political subject with extraordinary ability and status by the sovereign Walter, and reduced by him to 

fear and abject obedience” and the “subject witnessing its constitution and its own dissolution.”78 

Instead Griselda agrees to Walter’s contract and finds agency within it; furthermore, her speech once 

released from the contract is not one of “fear and abject obedience.” As a vision of absolute 

 
77 McClellan, “‘Ful Pale Face,’” 133. 
78 McClellan, 108, 133. 
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sovereignty, the tale remains limited by the Clerk’s internal critique and the force of Griselda’s choices. 

The tale of Griselda shows us how humble grace ultimately conquers Walter’s own will. 

Even though Walter constitutes his power through contracts rather than use them as a sign of 

his sovereignty, Nietzsche’s connection between sovereignty and promise remains germane. In The 

Human Condition, Hannah Arendt notes the importance of promises for Nietzsche’s thought: 

Nietzsche, in his extraordinary sensibility to moral phenomena, and despite his modern 
prejudice to see the source of all power in the will power of the isolated individual, saw in the 
faculty of promises (the “memory of the will,” as he called it) the very distinction which marks 
off human from animal life.79  
 

Instead of the free will of Nietzsche, Arendt sees the human condition as one in which actions are 

fundamentally unpredictable and unable to be guaranteed in the fashion that Nietzsche would suggest; 

for Arendt, there is a twofold darkness to human affairs: a “basic unreliability of men who never can 

guarantee today who they will be tomorrow” and “the impossibility of foretelling the consequences of 

an act within a community of equals where everybody has the same capacity to act.”80 Arendt’s work 

clearly builds upon Nietzsche’s suggestive connection between promise and sovereignty, arguing that 

“sovereignty, which is always spurious if claimed by an isolated single entity, be it the individual entity of 

the person or the collective entity of a nation, assumes, in the case of many men mutually bound by 

promises, a certain limited reality.”81 Rather than a privilege and product of sovereign power (as 

Nietzsche sees the promise), Arendt sees the promise as instead as a way for humans to produce a 

functional form of what sovereignty claims itself to be. To recall Kantorowicz, the need for the rhetoric 

of sovereignty to draw upon a covenant relationship – the marriage contract – as a metaphor for its 

legitimation shows how Arendt’s analysis of the crucial connection between promises and sovereignty is 

 
79 Arendt, The Human Condition, 245. 
80 Arendt, 244. 
81 Arendt, 245. 
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closer to reality than Nietzsche’s myth. Arendt argues for the potency of collective promising in 

producing true sovereignty: 

The sovereignty of a body of people bound and kept together, not by an identical will which 
somehow magically inspires them all, but by an agreed purpose for which alone the promises 
are valid and binding, shows itself quite clearly in its unquestioned superiority over those who 
are completely free, unbound by any promises and unkept by any purpose.82  

 
To some extent, this is a clear advantage of the covenant over the work of homo faber in working upon 

the world. The force of promises, embedded in the world, appears to us as more potent, especially 

when wielded like a tool. After all, we do not see Walter, like Theseus, creating either lists or funeral 

pyres out of the natural world to compensate for the unpredictability of the cosmos he inhabits; instead, 

he enters into contracts – with his people and with Griselda – and these promises give him unique 

power to exert his will upon the world. Since Walter uses promises instead of work to accomplish his 

ends, his designs are particularly effective at arriving at their intent. Opposed to political theological 

sovereignty based on an analogical continuity, Walter’s sovereignty is more forceful, since it is built on 

the abuse of a more existentially potent ground of mutual promises. However, even if he is more 

effective than Theseus at imposing his will upon the world, Walter remains cruel and predatory. He 

carves out of his people and Griselda a sovereignty that would seem to “work” more than the work of 

homo faber at the cost of a political reality. Walter can do as he wishes to his people and Griselda since 

they have promised not to “grucche,” forfeiting a precondition of political life: speech.83 

The contract that Walter extracts from Griselda deserves attention, since it involves 

surrendering more rights than a marriage contract would normally cede.84 The Clerk describes the 

 
82 Arendt, 245. 
83 “A life without speech and without action, on the other hand – and this is the only way of life that in earnest has 
renounced all appearance and all vanity in the biblical sense of the word – is literally dead to the world; it has 
ceased to be a human life because it is no longer lived among men.” Arendt, 176. 
84 Jill Mann reminds us that “Griselda’s unquestioning obedience to her husband is not the simple result of her 
marriage vow, but something that she takes upon herself with the unique promise that is the special condition of 
her marriage.” Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 114. The absolute obedience that Griselda shows is thus not a simple 
feature of patriarchal dominance (though perhaps a fantasy of that same ideology), but instead a product of 
Griselda’s agreement to Walter’s contract. Walter’s abuse of the promise shows Griselda’s virtue, and her 
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marriage as a “tretis” (331), which reminds us that Walter’s marriage is initially a contractual 

relationship, rather than one based on sovereignty. However, while the marriage may begin as a 

“tretis,” Walter quickly shifts to the position he will occupy for the rest of the tale – that of a sovereign 

who demands absolute obedience.85 He introduces his contract by listing his “demandes” (348) and 

asking Griselda if she will “assente” (350) to them: 

I sey this, be ye redy with good herte 
To al my lust, and that I frely may, 
As me best thinketh, do yow laughe or smerte, 
And never ye to grucche it, night ne day, 
And eek whan I sey “ye,” ne sey nat “nay,” 
Neither by word ne frowning contenance? 
Swere this, and here I swere oure alliance. (351-357). 
 

Walter’s extraordinary “demandes” require Griselda not only to obey but to do so without any contrary 

word or expression. In Ephesians, Paul notoriously describes the spousal relationship in particularly 

relevant terms for Walter’s absolute sovereignty:  

Wives submit to your own husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, 
even as Christ is head of the Church: and he is the savior of the body. Therefore as the Church is 
subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing. Husbands love 
your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.86  
 

However, even though the biblical precedent demands the wife’s submission, there is no explicit 

language that the obedience must be without question. Furthermore, the husband’s sovereignty is 

qualified through mutual submission – a qualification Augustine himself is sensitive to.87 Paul himself 

describes his struggle with the thorn in his side; Christ pleads in the garden for a possible alternative to 

his sacrifice, requesting “if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as 

 
insistence that her obedience is ethical rather than compelled ultimately forces Walter to relent in his monstrous 
test.  
85 Williams importantly reminds us how Griselda’s “choice” is intensely restricted: “Although Walter presents these 
provisions as questions, they are clearly the only terms under which he is prepared to conclude the marriage. An 
impressive amount of patriarchal authority backs them… Under these circumstances, a refusal is virtually 
impossible.” Williams, “T’assaye in Thee Thy Wommanheede.” 
86 Eph 5:22-55. See also Augustine on submission. Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.16-17. 
87 Augustine of Hippo, XIX.14. 
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thou wilt.”88 Robbed of the possibility to ask otherwise, Griselda can only follow the second half of 

Christ’s example, able only to do “not as I will, but as thou wilt.” However, it is important to remember 

that the Biblical precedents for the relationship between husband and wife, let alone divine God and 

human creature, are not nearly extreme as Walter’s request of Griselda. The potential to ask otherwise 

is something that Walter’s contract would erase, along with the earlier description of marriage in 

Genesis, where the two “shall become one flesh.”89 The Old Testament nature of this promise also 

resonates with Abraham, who Arendt suggests “shows such a passionate drive toward making 

covenants that is as though he departed from his country for no other reason than to try out the power 

of mutual promise in the wilderness of the world, until eventually God himself agreed to make a 

Covenant with him.”90 In these cases or others – like Jonah or Job – the refusal of complaint is never part 

of the contract. Instead, contracts are mutually negotiated and mutually affirming. Augustine also 

illustrates the “negative” side of prayer in the Confessions when he describes his suffering after his 

mother’s death: “with all my heart I begged you to heal my sorrow, but you did not grant my prayer.”91 

Walter goes beyond all biblical models – he completely rejects the fleshy incorporation and 

interpenetration of Genesis and goes past Paul’s own metaphor. Instead of the mutual affirming 

potential of promise, Walter uses promises to negate Griselda’s will, demanding an absolute and 

unquestioning obedience, an obedience that smiles the entire time.92 

 
88 2 Cor 17:7, Matt 26:39 
89 Gen 2:24 
90 Arendt, The Human Condition, 243–44. 
91 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, IX.12. 
92 Georgianna notes that Walter does not need internal agreement: “his demands emphasize external behavior, his 
own and Griselda’s. Walter presumes that his thoughts will be hidden from Griselda and hers from him. Both may 
do one thing but think another. Internally, Griselda may “laughe or smerte”; all that matters to Walter is that her 
“conenance” or “cheere,” her expression or demeanor, do not reveal her thoughts or feelings.” Georgianna, “The 
Clerk’s Tale and the Grammar of Assent,” 800. Building upon Georgianna’s insight into the way the contracts do 
not demand sincerity (indeed, as noted below, both Janicula and the people are not sincere), what is powerful in 
Griselda’s adherence to her promise is the way she brings her “wil” to bear upon a contract that really only 
demands her outward obedience. I discuss the role of “wil” in particular below.  
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Walter’s extremity in the marriage contract is especially important as we return to the political 

theology of the marriage metaphor. Kantorowicz reminds us that “Aristotle compared matrimony to a 

‘political’ government, whereas he claimed that the power a man had over his children resembled a 

‘regal’ government.”93 The marriage metaphor, like Walter, works to erase the implications of a contract 

(where one has duties and obligations to the other party) in favor of power. Here, we might see echoes 

of the Augustinian and Pauline language of submission without the acknowledgement of the sinfulness 

of all humans – even husbands. The move to associate the prince with God does not fully erase these 

potential connotations, but the metaphor’s evolution increasingly absorbs the “political” nature of 

marriage into a new politics of sovereignty. If then the marriage metaphor addresses how the state’s 

power is transferred to the sovereign, the transformation of marriage from a “political” to a “regal” 

government here in Chaucer might seem to be symptomatic of a further development of patriarchy. 

However, Walter’s marriage is built upon a double contract – one to his people, one to his wife – which 

suggests that the contractual and political roots that Kantorowicz describes are still in play. Indeed, for 

all Walter’s flaws, he recognizes the contractual relation that he has between both his people and 

Griselda (though he abuses it). While The Clerk’s Tale illustrates the power of the “sovereinetee” the 

wise man describes, it founds it on contractual relations rather than mystical privilege, which returns it 

to an Aristotelian political relationship of marriage. It is in the promise both Griselda and the people 

make that this political potential is restricted – the right to “grucche" is important in any relationship, 

since in speaking out one engages in action. Arendt suggests that “sovereignty, the ideal of 

 
93 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 217. See Kantorowicz 214-221 for his sustained analysis of the history of 
this metaphor and its role in establishing a particular form of sovereignty built around the nation. In particular, 
Lucas de Penna “avail[s] himself of the very old metaphor of the mystical marriage contracted between the bishop 
and his see in order to interpret the relations between Prince and State.” Kantorowicz, 215. Furthermore, in 
exegesis of Ephesians 5, de Penna begins to move to more direct forms of the metaphor, where the Prince “was 
compared with Christ, the mystical body of the Church. Lucas de Penna, by his quid pro quo method, thus arrived 
at an equiparation not only of Prince and bishop as the grooms of realm and diocese, but also of Prince and 
Christ.” Kantorowicz, 216. 
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uncompromising self-sufficiency and mastership, is contradictory to the very condition of plurality;” 

however, in erasing the possibility for a plurality in his marriage (as long as Griselda follows his contract), 

Walter begins to appear as if he were actually sovereign.94 In accepting Walter’s contract and foregoing 

her right to speak her disagreement or plead her case, Griselda can only act through a radical assent 

until she is released from the contract. In Griselda, then, we can see a critique of the kind of sovereignty 

that Walter practices as well as the possibilities available for agency available to the kind of humility that 

Griselda acts through. 

“Assente” is a central term in Linda Georgianna’s reading of the tale, and she explicitly contrasts 

Griselda’s “assente” to the “avysement” of the people and Griselda’s father. Noting the similarities to 

the earlier covenant between Walter and his people, Georgianna notes that there is no participation by 

Griselda in the negotiations: “the terms of Walter’s offer echo the bargain he earlier struck with his 

nobles… but they are much more sweeping and are arrived at not by negotiation, but by fiat.”95 

Georgianna is sensitive to the fact that Griselda has no voice to change the contract: she must “assente 

or avyse,” and Georgianna finds sincerity in Griselda’s refusal to contemplate her decision (“assente” 

rather than “avyse”). Against her simple sincerity, Janicula and the people are false to their promises: “it 

will turn out that neither meant what he said: behind his back, the people “grucche” at Walter’s will 

throughout the poem, and Janicula later confesses that in spite of his deferential rhetoric he never did 

trust his lord’s desires.”96 However, what is important to remember is that neither Janicula nor the 

people confront Walter with their contrary desires. Griselda’s acceptance of the contract and adherence 

to it allows her, once released, a voice that can speak to Walter – one that does not “grucche” but 

instead asserts the humble grace that, in fact, was in operation the whole time. This is in large part due 

to her claim on a “wille” that aligns with Walter’s. Since both inner and public self are aligned for 

 
94 Arendt, The Human Condition, 234. 
95 Georgianna, “The Clerk’s Tale and the Grammar of Assent,” 799. 
96 Georgianna, 801. 
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Griselda, when she does eventually speak to Walter about his cruelty a transformative grace emerges 

that fails to come from the mutterings of the people. While the fact she cannot “avyse” and modify the 

contract or suggest an alternative, her endurance and humility enable a graceful response to Walter’s 

cruelty – one that allows for her chastisement of Walter at the end of the tale.  

Importantly, Griselda’s most powerful actions come not while she is endowed with the power of 

an aristocratic lady; instead, her humble circumstances give her the most effective form of speech and 

action. However, to appreciate the centrality of her humility to her ability to act, we need to first look at 

how Griselda acts while bound by Walter’s contract as his wife. The Clerk describes Walter’s decision to 

“tempte his wif” (452) as one that was “nedelees” (455) and reminds the reader that “he hadde assayed 

hire inow before,/ And fond hire evere good; what neded it/ Hir for to tempte” (456-458). Walter’s 

decision to “tempte” Griselda is clearly such that the Clerk must give his own opinion that “ivele it sit/ 

T’assaye a wif whan that it is no need” (460-461) even within the special arrangement that he and 

Griselda have made.97 Walter here abuses both his position as sovereign and the good faith that the 

contract was made in to test Griselda. Furthermore, he wraps his justification for his first request – the 

demand that Griselda surrender her firstborn daughter to him to “doon with thy doghter for the best/ 

Nat as I wolde, but as my people leste” (489-490) – in the language of a good sovereign. Walter tells 

Griselda that he must respond to the will of the people, since “they seyn, to hem it is greet shame and 

wo/ For to be subgetz and been in servage/ To thee, that born art of a small village” (481-483). Walter 

displaces his demand onto the people, suggesting that he is simply looking out for their interests. Each 

of Walter’s tests are founded upon an imagined popular sentiment. He suggests that the boy child is the 

 
97 Chaucer, like Boccaccio, explicitly condemns Walter through his narrator’s remarks. Boccaccio’s tale ends with 
Dioneo’s explicit condemnation of Walter: “as for him, it would maybe have served him right if he’d saddled 
himself with a wife who, the moment he turned her out of the house in her chemise, went off and insinuated 
herself into a nice new dress provided by a lover who could ride her better.” Boccaccio, The Decameron, 678. 
However, Chaucer’s Clerk judges Walter throughout the tale – explicitly arguing that Walter’s treatment of 
Griselda is cruel and needless.  
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cause of “murmur” (628) among his people: “Whan Walter is agon,/ Thanne shal the blood of Janicle 

succeed/ And been oure lord, for oother have we noon” (631-633). Walter tells Griselda that “wel oghte 

I of swich murmur taken hede” (635), but of course, this is all fabricated resentment. Furthermore, it 

gives an ironic mirror to the earlier concerns about “straunge successours,” since the people’s real 

complaint against Walter is due to his treatment of Griselda:  

The sclaundre of Walter ofte and wide spradde, 
That of a cruel herte he wickedly, 
For he a povre woman wedded hadde, 
Hath mordred bothe his children prively (721-725).  
 

This “sclaundre” is, of course, entirely justified. Walter, in his own transformation, gives his people a 

wicked ruler rooted in his own blood, going beyond his earlier suggestion that “children ofte ben/ Unlik 

hir worthy eldres hem before” (155-6) to instead become unlike himself. Walter’s use of the people’s 

logic against Griselda critiques the kind of continuity the people desire: the man who has the lineage is 

far less virtuous than his humble wife. In cloaking his test this way, Walter helpfully elides the fact that 

he has extracted a promise from his own people to marry whomever he wishes – they have consented 

not to “grucche” just like Griselda and only begin to complain after Walter begins to abuse his promise 

with Griselda. 

It might seem like the fabrication of this popular resistance makes Walter’s first request less 

selfish – an issue of state – until he admits the truth: “I desire, as I have doon before,/ To live my lif with 

hem in reste and pees” (486-7) from their supposed complaints. It is not that Walter wishes for his 

subjects to be happy; rather, he desires his own peace and rest. Even though he describes it as “ful looth 

to me” (491), Walter clearly relishes in the test: his demand to Griselda to “Shewe now youre pacience 

in youre working/ That ye me highte and swore in youre village” (495-496). The demand from Walter 

explicitly refers to the covenant that he and Griselda made, and in her response, Griselda acknowledges 

Walter’s sovereignty, telling him he may “save or spille/ Youre owne thing; werketh after youre wille” 

(504). Griselda is sensitive to the reality of Walter’s request – it is not to address the people’s concerns, 
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but instead, a manifestation of Walter’s sovereign patriarchal “wille.” Griselda’s reply continues with an 

apparent negation of her own will: 

Ther may nothing, God so my soule save, 
Liken to yow that may displease me; 
Ne I desire nothing for to have 
Ne drede for to lese, save oonly ye. 
This wil is in min herte and ay shal be; (505-509). 
 

Griselda’s repetition of “nothing” is a reminder of the lack of options available to her. Understanding her 

limited agency and aware of the possibilities open to her, Griselda responds to her husband’s request 

like Emelye. Griselda clearly wishes for her child to live, and the reminder to Walter that he can “save” 

or “spille” encapsulates a similar understanding of possibility to Emelye. However, Griselda’s promise to 

Walter puts her in a position where, against Walter, she can “desire nothing… save oonly ye.” Her 

passionate attachment to Walter would seem to suggest that in her reply and acquiescence to Walter’s 

“wille” Griselda acknowledges her position as subject to Walter (doubly bound by her unique promise) 

and puts her hopes on the possibility her husband might decide to “save” instead of “spille” the child’s 

blood.  

However, Griselda’s own speech goes beyond simply following Walter’s “wille.” She insists that 

her obedience comes from a place beyond her promise and states that she is obedient because of her 

love for Walter – her “desire.” In effect, she exceeds the terms of the contract that Walter reminds her 

of, instead assenting of her own “wil.” Rather than “grucche,” Griselda chooses to insist that even bereft 

of a real choice, she is nonetheless acting ethically and of her own free will. Even as her choice leads to 

the surrender of her child, Griselda insists that her “wil” is what is at play, rather than her obligation to 

the contract. This assertion of “wil” at a moment where Griselda appears to have no options (breaching 

the contract or losing her child) suggests that her choice is real, despite the constraints put upon her.  

By insisting on her own will to Walter, Griselda might be seen as complicit in her child’s “death.” 

J. Allan Mitchell describes this complicity as Griselda’s “ethical monstrosity” in choosing the death of her 
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child. Mitchell suggests that Griselda’s “dilemma, which is whether to keep her promise and transgress 

the maternal bond, or to attempt to rescue her children and transgress her prenuptial promise, pushes 

hard against our capacity to account for her conscious response, even as it figures utmost 

responsibility.”98 Mitchell is correct that Griselda is “responsible” – her own speech insists that she is 

choosing to align her will with Walter’s. The surrender of her children thus appears particularly 

horrifying, and Chaucer’s own narrative gloss suggests as much, with the Clerk noting: 

It hadde been hard this routhe for to se;  
Wel mighte a moder than han cryd ‘allas!’ 
But nathelees, so sad steadfast was she 
That she endured al adversitee; (562-565).  
 

The choice to have faith in Walter (however misguided) thus emphasizes the different register of agency 

that Griselda operates in. As with the contract before, she has no choice but to say yes. She may be 

responsible, but her lack of a sovereign action (for instance, defending the life of her child) is horrifying 

to us because we are assuming that she has the same capacity for sovereign actions as Walter does. 

However, she can at this point only “endure,” but she makes a point to turn her endurance into agency. 

In a sense, assigning Griselda “blame” for surrendering her children misses her speech’s sensitivity to 

the fact that, were Walter different, the child’s life could be “saved” rather than “spilled.” Like Emelye, 

Griselda shows grace by being open to the possibility of a different future (both the possibility her child 

could be killed and the possibility Walter might change his mind) – the refusal of Walter to consider this 

and in her response find “ynough” patience is entirely his.  

There is thus a difference between the kind of will that Walter exercises in pressing his privilege 

as sovereign, husband, and partner in Griselda’s promise, and the kind of will that Griselda exercises, 

asserting her desires even as the outcome she would prefer – her child’s life to be preserved – is entirely 

out of her hands. Griselda’s will works within the historical and existential world rather than upon it. 

 
98 Mitchell, “Chaucer’s ‘Clerk’s Tale’ and the Question of Ethical Monstrosity,” 23. 
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Like most romance heroes and heroines, Griselda does not exactly know how her actions will end up – 

while it is likely Walter will kill her child, she seems to suggest that there is another possibility. Griselda 

insists the choice is hers in a situation without hope, acknowledging that what will happen is ultimately 

beyond her. In Griselda’s refusal to directly address Walter’s insistence that she show her patience in 

her reply, she transforms her patience into an active choice. Claiming a will in her impossible position, 

Griselda reminds Walter and the reader that her patience is an active one. Rather than simply endure 

Walter’s cruelty, Griselda actively chooses to follow his will, aware of the potential consequences.  

Like Emelye, Griselda insists on a participatory agency even when she seems robbed of any real 

choice. However, unlike Emelye, Griselda’s active patience goes beyond merely being open to 

possibility. Jill Mann reminds us that “it is not Griselda who gives way under the pressures of her trial, 

but Walter,” and the power of this active patience reveals itself several times throughout the tale.99 

When Griselda surrenders her second child to Walter, her response makes Walter “caste adoun/ His 

eyen two” (668-680). Walter is so moved by her willingness to follow his demands that he has to hide his 

visage – he leaves with “drery contenance,/ But to his herte it was ful gret pleasance” (671-672). While 

his look down is clearly part of his move to dissemble in front of Griselda, it also is suggestive of shame 

in the face of Griselda’s patience. His shame is overcome by pleasure at his wife’s virtue, but the fact he 

cannot meet her gaze suggests that even if he is hiding his pleasure, he is so affected he cannot actually 

look at her. The role of shame here shows that Grisleda works her own “wille” upon Walter through her 

patience. In this moment, Walter is closest to Theseus in the grove, who with “gentil herte” grants 

mercy to Arcite and Palamon in response to the weeping of women. However, opposed to Theseus’s 

more mediated role in the knights’ battle in the woods, Walter here is brought face to face with the 

direct consequences of his actions. The power of Griselda’s actions to physically affect Walter is clearest 

as she responds to his demands that she divorce him: the Clerk describes him as speaking “wel 

 
99 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 119. 
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unnethes” (892) (with difficulty) to her before he “wente his wey, for routhe and for pitee” (893). 

Walter’s physical reaction here to Griselda’s humble reply shows us that patience, as Mann suggests, is 

an active virtue in Chaucer that conquers Walter through “routhe” and “pitee.” In her willingness to go 

along with Walter, her patience continually chips away at him; the grace she shows when she aligns her 

will with his is overshadowed by the sheer endurance in the face of Walter’s cruelty. However, after this 

moment – as she is (apparently) released from her marriage vows – Griselda begins to show the power 

of suffering against injustice in the world.  

It is in Griselda’s response to the final request of Walter – that she work to arrange the house 

for Walter’s new wife – that patience is replaced by grace. Before this final test, the Clerk continually 

notes that Griselda has been and remains a paragon of humility: even in “hir grete estat/ Hir goost was 

evere in plein humiliteee” (924-925). However, beyond her prior humility, the Clerk suggests that 

Griselda outdoes Job in her humility:  

Men speke of Job, and moost for his humblesse,…  
Thogh clerkes preise women but a lit, 
Ther kan no man in humblesse him acquite 
As a woman kan (932, 935-938).  
 

In the gendering of his metaphor, the Clerk praises women as more capable of “humblesse” than men. 

Importantly, in her “humblesse” she is not simply a passive endure. Receiving a summons from Walter, 

Griselda “with humble herte and glad visage,/ Nat with no swollen thought in hir corage,/ Cam at his 

heste” (949-951). The choice to actively return to the one who caused her suffering distinguishes her 

from either Stoic forms of endurance or Job’s patience. The repeated insistence on Griselda’s 

“humblesse” – both previously when she was Walter’s wife, and now at her lowered state – reminds us 

that grace’s power comes from its connection to the human condition of humility, as Auerbach shows 

us.100 Released from marital and contractual obligations, Griselda nevertheless returns to serve Walter 

 
100 See Section 3 of my Introduction above 
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one last time. However, in returning, Griselda continues to act the way she always has – she preserves 

herself in the face of Walter’s assault on her dignity. It is here that Griselda goes beyond the openness 

to possibility that Emeyle practices and actually creates her world anew through her radical grace. In the 

climax of the tale, Griselda is given a clear choice of how to reply to Walter – one without Walter’s 

insistence upon showing her patience. Walter asks Griselda “how liketh thee my wif and hir beautee?” 

(1030), pushing her humiliation even further as she is asked to compare herself to the younger “wife” 

that Walter has brought. However, her reply is not simply one of sufferance (though it starts with the 

acknowledgment of the new wife’s beauty); instead, Griselda speaks and appears in front of Walter with 

one thing she will “warne” (1637) him of. At this moment, the difference between them is (apparently) 

as distant as it has ever been. From this low place, Griselda speaks to Walter and makes a request for his 

future wife: 

Ne prike with no tormenting 
This tendre maiden, as ye han don mo; 
For she is fostred in hir norissinge 
Moore tenderly, and to my supposing, 
She koude nat adversitee endure 
As koude a povre fostred creature (1638-43). 
 

At first glance, Griselda’s concern for this new young woman looks to be determined by class; Griselda 

suggests that her humble origins have allowed her a unique ability to suffer that Walter’s new 

aristocratic wife will be unable to endure. However, in pointing to her low origins, we should remember 

that Griselda has always had this virtue and grace. When she is first introduced, the narrator suggests 

that “hye God som time senden can/ His grace into a litel oxes stalle” (205-206). Griselda’s appearance 

in the house of the poorest man of the village thus speaks to the unique power of grace to grow in 

humble circumstances. However, Griselda’s choice to speak out against Walter’s treatment of her and 

remind him of her past life and their life together, all while looking forward, shows the force of grace in 

the world. Rather than insisting on redress for the wrongs done to her, Griselda instead looks to change 

the future for the girl before her. Her choice not to further berate Walter for his treatment of her and 
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instead remain focused on the future opens up that future for her, breaking down Walter’s resolve to 

test his wife further. 

It is only appropriate that this is the moment that Walter finally relents, stating “this is inogh, 

Grisilde min” (1051). Jill Mann has made a strong case for the central role that this term plays in the tale, 

suggesting that  

Walter’s response to Griselda’s promise to obey him – ‘This is ynogh, Grisilde myn’ – is repeated 
verbatim as he puts an end to her testing. The repetition raises the question of what is enough; 
so far from being satisfied by Griselda’s first promise, Walter succumbs to the insatiable desire 
to test her ‘alwey moore and moore.’101  
 

Mann is correct that this repetition is central, but what breaks the cycle is exactly Griselda’s choice to go 

beyond the terms of her original promise. Asserting her grace out of humility without the confines of 

Walter’s contract or marital power, Griselda exceeds the terms of patience and instead shows a concern 

for Walter’s new wife that can no longer be called patience. Only by going past the power of active 

patience can Griselda truly conquer Walter’s will. If Griselda’s patience conquers Walter, it is her grace 

in her final speech that opens up a future that at least seems to invite the possibility of reconciliation 

and repair.  

However, it is not merely Griselda’s humble circumstances that allow for the unique power of 

her actions. The tale’s figural contours remind us that the power of Griselda’s humble grace comes from 

her position as a figure not of man, but instead of God. Jill Mann has suggested that “the religious 

interpretation of The Clerk’s Tale that identifies Walter’s role with God’s is only half of the picture.”102 

Throughout my own reading, I have suggested the ways that we can see political theological contours to 

Walter’s own abuses of sovereignty, and these would quickly align with any reading that sees God in 

Walter. However, while the inscrutability of Walter’s actions might well appear to be those of God, the 

tale’s interpretation can also be turned on its head. As Mann suggests, “God is more truly imagined in 

 
101 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 125. 
102 Mann, 125. 
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Griselda’s boundless suffering than in Walter’s tyrannical cruelty.”103 The central way in which Griselda is 

a figure of God is not only in her experience of testing patience – it is also in her humility. In participating 

in the humility of the human Christ, Griselda’s grace takes on a force that overcomes Walter’s tyranny. 

Rather than extracting “mercy” from Walter and a release from her contract – the way that it is 

extracted from Theseus by weeping women – Griselda speaks and acts with dignity and feeling to 

change his heart. She, like Augustine’s understanding of grace, joins her will to his and repairs it: “the 

will is not destroyed by grace, but it changed from a bad to a good will, and it is aided by grace once it 

becomes good.”104 Rather than relenting out of a sovereign’s ability to absorb debt, Walter relents once 

he recognizes his own debt to Griselda. In this sense, the tale embodies the figures of both father and 

son – the humility and suffering of the Son overcomes the sovereign will of the Father. However, it is in 

the human world that grace’s power can overcome the sovereign imagination and open up a new 

possibility. Importantly, this goes beyond Mann’s understanding of Griselda as another figure of God the 

Father, experiencing “man making endless trial of the patience of God.”105 Griselda is most important as 

a figure of humanity that redirects a sovereign will through humility – the same kind of humility that the 

Son experiences. Appreciating how Griselda’s Augustinian grace participates in the same kind of humility 

that the Son experiences, we can see how it is able to overcome sovereignty – just as the Son’s grace is 

what allows for the Father’s mercy, so Griselda’s grace allows for Walter to finally relent and reveal the 

truth of Griselda’s experience. 

This final revelation – “resurrecting” Griselda’s children and restoring Griselda’s position as 

Walter’s wife – is what marks this tale as a romance. Importantly, the radical ambiguity of Griselda’s 

choices (is she a monster or a saint in sending her children to “death”) is something that remains; the 

tale does not ever erase the reality of these choices or their seriousness. In this sense, The Clerk’s Tale, 

 
103 Mann, 125. 
104 Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 20.41. 
105 Mann, Feminizing Chaucer, 125. 
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even more than The Knight’s Tale, shows us an emphasis on worldly life in existential romance. 

Griselda’s patience is not an abstract virtue but grounded in a series of choices she makes even though 

she does not have the power or freedom of a sovereign. Griselda’s choices are embedded in a historicity 

as well, one created from the contracts that Walter abuses. Yet in her ambiguous choices, Griselda 

shows us the excess of grace, since we can never fully account for her and her radical decision to 

sacrifice her children. The “fairy tale elements” of the text – in the restoration of her children and her 

place – do not paper over the seriousness of her experiences. Griselda never truly knows the 

consequences of her choices, but she must choose and do so without any real kind of sovereignty, 

bound as she is by her promise to Walter and his will. In the recovery of her own speech and her 

decision to act anew, rather than react to Walter’s wrongs to her, Griselda shows us how grace 

transforms romance, breaking the cycles of sovereignty to repair a world that has been wounded. 
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Chapter 2 
 “A Gracious Season”: Action and the Repair of Work in Cymbeline 

 
 

INNOGEN:  There cannot be a pinch in death 
More sharp than this. 

CYMBELINE:  O disloyal thing, 
That shouldst repair youth, thou heap’st 
A year’s age on me 

INNOGEN:  I beseech you sir, 
Harm not yourself with your vexation, 
I am senseless to your wrath; a touch more rare 
Subdues all pangs, all fears. 

CYMBELINE:  Past grace, obedience? 
INNOGEN:  Past hope and in despair: that way past grace. 

Cymbeline 1.1.138-139 
 

That deeds possess such an enormous capacity for endurance, superior to every other man-made 

product, could be a matter of pride if men were able to bear its burden, the burden of irreversibility and 

unpredictability, from which the action process draws its very strength. That this is impossible, men 

have always known. They have known that he who acts never quite knows what he is doing, that he 

always becomes “guilty” of consequences he never intended or even foresaw. 

Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (1958)1 

 

In Cymbeline, the banishment of Posthumus by King Cymbeline is first in a series of events that 

culminates in an incredible chain of repairs and revelations that grows out of Innogen’s graceful actions. 

The tangles of Cymbeline’s plot are such that an entire scene is dedicated to discovering hidden 

identities and the truth behind events that were, earlier in the play, opaque for the characters. The 

outpouring of revelations will eventually cause King Cymbeline to declare that “pardon’s the word to all” 

(5.4.422), participating in the forgiveness and grace that Innogen’s actions began. However, here, as 

Cymbeline berates her for her defiance, Innogen feels pain in her imminent separation from Posthumus 

that drives her to imagine herself “past hope and in despair.” Innogen’s pains at this moment will 

eventually be overshadowed by her suffering in the middle of the play: the physical loss of Posthumus 

 
1 Arendt, The Human Condition, 233. 
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will be compounded by the damage that Giacomo does to their relationship, and later in the play 

Innogen will actually mourn what she thinks is the decapitated body of her husband. Here, at the 

beginning of Cymbeline, this loss is figured as despair, and in particular its theological form: the refusal 

to believe grace is vast enough to reconcile the sinner with God.2 Through the course of the play, 

Innogen’s actions will serve to move past despair and recover grace for her, Posthumus, and Britain as a 

whole. In the final scene, it is the desire to participate in grace that motivates the changes of heart that 

affect both Posthumus and Cymbeline. Importantly, these final repairs do not perfectly restore the past, 

but instead are ones that acknowledge the damage of the past and changes in the present; Cymbeline 

himself finally recognizes the futility of the kind of restoration that he invokes here in which Innogen will 

“repair youth.” Rather than attempt to fabricate a new political or personal settlement through the 

power of Arendt’s homo faber like Theseus in The Knight’s Tale, Cymbeline instead shows us that human 

action in the Augustinian and Arendtian sense allows for life to move forwards after trauma. In 

embracing action instead of work, Cymbeline shows the degree to which human grace can repair the 

world the sovereign work of fabrication damages. 

As we have seen, grace has a decentering quality that can tend towards the despair that 

Innogen describes in her speech. The burden of the Law, without grace, is destructive for Augustine.3 

The spiritually deadly potential of the Law is transformed through grace. Paradoxically, the inability to 

fulfill the Law becomes a mechanism for grace to work in the believer for Augustine:  

The Pelagians imagine they know something important when they assert “God would not 
command something that He knew man was unable to do.” How could anyone be ignorant of 

 
2 Both Hartwig and Geller note how the disparity between Innogen and Cymbeline also resonates with the 
theology grace. Hartwig argues that Innogen has “substituted Posthumus for the ultimate values her soul can 
receive. He is her source of her grace, the means to her redemption.” Hartwig, Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 
74. Geller meanwhile reminds us that Posthumus is “chosen: Innogen freely “elects” him to be her spouse.” In 
both cases, the difference in station echoes the absolute difference of divine grace and human existence. Geller, 
“Cymbeline and the Imagery of Covenant Theology,” 249. 
3 For example, in Grace and Free Will Augustine describes the dual nature of the Law: “Now these precepts are 
given in both the Old and New Law, though the grace promised in the Old Law comes only with the New Law. 
Without grace, the Law is the letter that killeth, whereas, with grace, it is the life-giving spirit. Whence comes this 
love of God and neighbor in man, if not from God Himself.” Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 18.37. 
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that? But God does give commands beyond our power precisely in order that we may know 
what it is we ought to ask of him. For it is faith itself which accomplishes through prayer that 
which the Law commands.4 
 

The excess of the Law is only overcome through an excess of grace. Without grace, this impossible task 

can only lead to despair in the face of an insurmountable debt of sin. As with all forms of grace, this goes 

beyond the economies of debt and merit: “But grace is not given according to men’s merits; otherwise 

grace is no longer grace, seeing that it is called grace precisely because it is freely given.”5 Recognizing 

the freely given nature of grace and its total excess is key to understanding how Innogen moves from a 

“sinful” despair (where one refuses to have faith in the excess) to a “graceful” despair (where one acts 

even though the outcome is not theirs to control and only completed through the excess of grace). The 

suffering that Innogen experiences throughout the play further connects her actions to the kind of 

humility – the sublime human frailty of Auerbach’s sermo humilis – that we associate with grace, and 

her moments of despair prepare her for participation in a grace that exceeds any one individual’s 

actions. 

To give in to despair is thus, in the theological sense, to imagine that divine grace cannot repair 

the damage of individual sin against the Law. However, in an existential sense despair is a refusal to 

believe that the unintended consequences of action and the suffering one experiences can be 

reincorporated into the narratives and actions of others. As we will see, Innogen rejects despair three 

times in the play: here, when Posthumus thinks her false, and when she awakens next to the headless 

corpse of what she thinks was her husband. Her suffering and survival allow for the regeneration of both 

the family and the empire in the final act of the play, creating effects far more potent than the work of 

fabrication that causes these traumas for her. For all of the sovereign works that Cymbeline, Giacomo, 

and Posthumus attempt, it is a harmonious joining of narratives that ends the play (which, importantly, 

 
4 Augustine of Hippo, 16.32. 
5 Augustine of Hippo, 21.43. 
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reveals the true identities of the “actors” and “sufferers” of the plot: Posthumus, Innogen, Giacomo, 

Belarius, and Cymbeline’s sons). It is not a sovereign work that begins this chain of events in the final 

act, but instead Innogen’s action. Passing through the kind of despair that opens up grace, the play ends 

with collective participation in the providential perspective Augustinian grace creates. Through mutual 

embrace of humility and vulnerability, Cymbeline ends with a “gracious season” that rejects individual 

sovereignty, instead imagining a space of action that can repair the damage that the works of homo 

faber cause in the middle acts. In Cymbeline, human actions in the world and time, rather than a divine 

providential narrative, are shown to repair the trauma of the past. 

 

8. “Nobody Is Its Author:” Work Versus Action 

With its political and domestic plots, Cymbeline has drawn the attention of scholars interested in 

political theology. In “Dismemberment, Corporeal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in Cymbeline,” 

Maurice Hunt suggests that there is a relationship between the Pauline body politic and authoritative 

political-theological bodies politic through “reconstituting several bodies in Cymbeline that are 

figuratively and on at least one occasion literally dismembered as a result of fracturing within the body 

politic.”6 Hunt argues that Cymbeline’s “fault involves losing mastery over his evil Queen, a mannish, 

bloodthirsty woman who rules him, even plots against him.”7 While being seduced by the Queen’s 

rhetoric is surely part of Cymbeline’s faults, I would like to suggest that this is a symptom of the bigger 

problem that the play poses with the fantasy of self-sufficiency. The analogy of the body politic of Britain 

to the various bodies natural that populate the play in Hunt’s reading allows us to see how political 

 
6 Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 407. Hunt examines the 
way bodies politic and natural are dismembered and reconstituted in the play, probing if “an authoritative top-
down, politicized body politic – a given of Shakespeare's England – [can] function in the charitable, self-sacrificing 
spirit of the Pauline body politic.” Hunt, 407. Hunt argues that the play “purges” the body politic of its illnesses (in 
particular Cloten and the evil Queen) to imagine a “borderless” approach to geopolitics that resonates with James 
I’s own political positions. Hunt, 431. 
7 Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 411. 
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sovereignty and identity are at play in the text. Yet, the way that the play dismantles an isolationist 

identity – both politically and individually – suggests that Cymbeline is interested in more than the 

mystification of power. Instead, the multitude of revelations and excessive artifice – things that some 

critics as unserious – are part of the play’s interest in an existentially honest assessment of how humble 

actions contribute to historical life. For instance, in her reading of the play, Sarah Beckwith correctly 

argues that in the final scene, a picture of shared life emerges: 

The multiple confessions that end the play, the expression of each person’s remorse engenders 
further truths, and these truths are seen to be part of a shared story that makes sense only 
when told together, a story whose individual part turns out to be part of the same whole, a 
whole not visible until each individual part of those stories is told.8 
 

Beckwith’s argument that remorse engenders further truth is correct, but her accounting of the 

forgiveness in the final scene means that the theatricality and physicality of the play must be sidelined 

for a “Christianization of Aristotle’s ‘anagnorisis.’”9 Yet, in sidelining the spectacles that so interest the 

political theological critics, Beckwith fails to connect the fleshy and historical world of the first five acts 

of the play to the outpouring of forgiveness at the end.  

Beckwith’s reading uses the work of Hannah Arendt in The Human Condition to make the case 

for the kind of forgiveness that the final scene of Cymbeline creates. However, Arendt proposes a 

threefold division of the vita activa (active life) into the capacities of labor, work, and action. In fully 

accounting for Arendt’s existential framework in Cymbeline, we can reconcile the “fangled world” 

(5.3.228) of the spectacular, fleshy, and theatrical with the community created in the final scene 

through forgiveness. Labor involves the maintenance of the life process through the transitory and 

cyclical activities – it is the life of animal laborans for Arendt.10 Work, which we already examined above, 

 
8 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 106. 
9 Beckwith, 105. 
10 Arendt describes this labor as “the daily fight in which the human body is engaged to keep the world clean and 
prevent its decay” which “bears little resemblance to heroic deeds; the endurance it needs to repair every day 
anew the waste of yesterday is not courage, and what makes the effort painful is not danger but its relentless 
repetition.” Arendt, The Human Condition, 101. 
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involves homo faber’s reification and transformation of natural material into a thing that can last – 

especially when taken in contrast to the transitory and cyclical life of animal laborans. Finally, action is 

the political and social dimension of life, where through speech and deed humans can collectively 

transform the world that they live in. This world, furnished by homo faber, is more contingent than the 

work process, and a distinction between the two – action and work – is necessary before we continue. 

In The Human Condition, Arendt suggests that the work of homo faber endows the world with a 

sense of permanence that allows man to live in it:  

The man-made world of things, the human artifice erected by homo faber, becomes a home for 
mortal men, whose stability will endure and outlast the ever-changing movement of their lives 
and actions, inasmuch as it transcends both the sheer functionalism of things produced for 
consumption and the sheer utility of objects produced for use.11  
 

The power of work lies in its ability to transform the transitory natural world into one that provides 

stability to human life. Work, however, includes more than just the portable things that are produced 

through fabrication; the process of work can be applied to political life through a sovereign who works 

upon the world as a homo faber. We have seen forms of this process in The Knight’s Tale: both the 

sovereign work of mercy that Theseus does in “taming” the conflict between Arcite and Palamon and 

the literal work of fabrication that Theseus orders in the crafting of the tournament grounds serve to 

memorialize and give a sheen of stability and permanence to the transitory conflict between the two 

knights. However, it is in the fabrication of a narrative that preserves the memory of Arcite (and with it 

the appearance of his own sovereign authority) that Theseus most movingly illustrates the appeal of the 

work of homo faber. Theseus’s speech imagines a place for Arcite in a larger cosmic plan designed by a 

divine artisan: “The Firste Moevere of the cause above/ Whan he first made the faire cheine of love 

(2987-8). Theseus’ final sermon imagines a god who has more in common with his own virtues of 

fabrication than the Jupiter of the poem, who acts in a participatory way to accomplish his ends.  

 
11 Arendt, 173. 
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However, Theseus imagines the “cheine of love” of the universe as a kind of “work” that 

humanity is merely part of, subject to sovereign will in the same way that nature is subject to the work 

of homo faber and humans are subject to the works of their sovereigns. Arendt suggests the final 

implication here – that the sovereign “works” upon his subjects and realm – is a common substitute for 

the deficiencies of action:  

The remarkable monotony of the proposed solutions [to the deficiencies of action] throughout 
our recorded history testifies to the elemental simplicity of the matter. Generally speaking, they 
always amount to seeking shelter from action’s calamities in an activity where one man, isolated 
from all others, remains master of his doings from beginning to end.12  
 

This substitution of work for action relies on the fact that work, unlike action, is possessed of the kind of 

autonomy that action lacks, and Theseus’s speech imagines that the work of the “Firste Moevere” is a 

similarly complete piece of fabrication. However, even as these claims are called into question by the 

supernatural machinery of the poem which does not work like a craftsman, Theseus’s speech has an 

immediate goal in mind: establishing a narrative that will allow his sister-in-law and her betrothed to 

move past trauma and instead forge an alliance between Thebes and Athens. For all its appeal, 

Theseus’s understanding of sovereign work remains functional and instrumental as he wields poetry to 

fashion a new political alliance.  

 Work also underlies poetry and art. For Arendt, these are special cases where the processes of 

work are turned upon thought. In art, “reification is more than mere transformation; it is 

transfiguration.”13 However, the special product of poetry and art remains tied to the work process, 

since it involves the creation of durability and permanence out of the most impermanent of human 

objects, thought:  

The reification which occurs in writing something down… is of course related to the thought 
which preceded it, but what actually makes the thought a reality and fabricates things of 

 
12 Arendt, 220–21. 
13 Arendt, 168. 
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thought is the same workmanship which, through the primordial instrument of human hands, 
builds the other durable things of the human artifice.14 

 
Thus, in the production of art and poetry, work is used to crystalize thought, taking the raw material of 

nature to stabilize the world of feeling. The art object is then a “thought thing” – a tangible and portable 

piece of work with special properties, but a thing nevertheless.15 The material and tangible properties of 

art then align it with the works of homo faber even as the poetic process might appear to rebel against 

it. Poetry is of all the arts the “least worldly” for Arendt, and occupies a special place in the world of 

homo faber.16 In Arendt’s thinking, the arts thus turn the work of homo faber towards its highest end: 

the memorialization of action – speech and deed – that occurs in the world homo faber creates. We 

should take earnestly Arendt’s contention that “drama comes fully to life only when it is enacted in the 

theater.”17 The fabrication process that makes a place for the performance of drama (the craft that 

makes stone, wood, or other natural material into a theater) turns the capacities of homo faber toward 

the creation of “a place fit for action and speech.”18 Theseus engages in this kind of craftsmanship in The 

Knight’s Tale when he designs the lists for the actions that take place during the tournament. Thus, the 

materiality of an art like drama, embedded in stage, scenery, costume, and all other manner of dramatic 

artifice aligns it with action rather than work, since action takes place within the world of homo faber.  

Action helps to reconcile the need for human grace to hold off despair at action the same way 

that Augustine sees grace as a remedy for despair in the face of the law.19 The fact that actions are 

irreversible and produce effects beyond the intentions of their agents would be cause for despair, with 

each human bearing the “guilt” of his or her actions with no chance to recall it.  

 
14 Arendt, 169. 
15 Arendt, 169. 
16 Arendt, 169. 
17 Arendt, 187. 
18 Arendt, 174. 
19 “But it is grace that helps to achieve this, and, unless we are assisted by grace, the law will only be a power of 
sin.” Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 4.8. 
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Arendt reminds us that “no matter how disastrous and unexpected the consequences of his deed he can 

never undo it, that the process he starts is never consummated unequivocally in one single deed or 

event.”20 Opposed to work which is done by the individual craftsman, the participatory processes of 

human action are such that “it seems as though each action were divided into two parts, the beginning 

made by a single person and the achievement in which many join by ‘bearing’ and ‘finishing’ the 

enterprise, by seeing it through.”21 Arendt suggests of action that “somebody began it and is its subject 

in the twofold sense of the word, namely, its actor and sufferer, but nobody is its author.”22 Opposed to 

the apparent stability of the world that homo faber creates, the world of action is unstable and one 

where human choices and deeds can produce unexpected and unintended consequences. The sheer 

potential in the world of action can be cause for despair, since one’s actions (like Augustine’s 

understanding of an individual will without grace) can never achieve their desired end on their own. Yet, 

what Cymbeline shows us is the turn towards sovereign work fails to remedy the instability of the 

political world.  

Arendt describes the web of actions as the medium of action: “the realm of human affairs, 

strictly speaking, consists of the web of human relationships which exists wherever men live together. 

The disclosure of the ‘who’ through speech, and the setting of a new beginning through action, always 

fall into an already existing web where their immediate consequences can be felt.”23 In this web of 

relationships, actions frequently fail, since there are so many ongoing actions: “because of this already 

existing web of human relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and intentions, that action 

almost never achieves its purpose.”24 Opposed to the medium of work, which is the raw material of the 

natural world, the medium of action is living and changing moment to moment. While work appears 

 
20 Arendt, The Human Condition, 223. 
21 Arendt, 189. 
22 Arendt, 184. 
23 Arendt, 183–84. 
24 Arendt, 184. 
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more stable, it is the product of a process that does not work with humanity as it is. Instead, work is a 

process that stabilizes the natural world, and when practiced through sovereign works, ultimately 

cannot account for the web of human relationships. The weakness of action can only be repaired 

through the special actions of promise and forgiveness, which, owing to their embrace of plurality, 

incorporate the individual’s will into the community and the world. 

 

9.  “The Natural Bravery of Your Isle:” Cymbeline’s Isolationist Sovereignty 

The final scene of Cymbeline does not restore the past as Cymbeline imagines it in the first 

scenes of the play. Instead, the regeneration that takes place preserves the harsh realities of the middle 

of the play – in particular the death of Cloten. Furthermore, Innogen is not restored to her position as 

heir apparent – she “hast lost by this a kingdom” (5.4.374) when all is resolved. However, the play’s 

rejection of complete restoration is important since the political plot of the play revolves around 

restoring a past British sovereignty. In the British rebellion from Rome, Cymbeline illustrates the degree 

to which restoration is a dangerous fantasy built on a rhetoric of national isolation. In Chapter One we 

saw Theseus use sovereign work to make “vertu of necessitee,” refashioning his world through the 

powers of homo faber. However, Theseus works in the service of justice: both his war against Cleon and 

his actions towards Arcite and Palamon hinge on either the use or refusal of sovereign violence in order 

to find balance between competing claims for justice. When Theseus goes to war against Cleon, he is 

balancing the accounts of the widows who have been wronged; his intervention with the knights is an 

attempt to fashion a balanced and felicitous outcome for the destructive love rivalry. In each case, 

Theseus’s works incline towards Aristotelian justice even if they do not accomplish this end.25 

 
25 Theseus’s intentions would seem to echo those of Aristotle, who argues in the Nicomachean Ethics that “since 
what is equal is a mean, the just will be some sort of mean.” Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1131a. The works that 
Theseus does throughout The Knight’s Tale are in the service of justice – both for the widows of Thebes and the 
two knights. Attempting to find that mean, of course, leads to excesses; we could remember the “taas” or heap of 
bodies that Arcite and Palamon are left in as just one example of this excess of justice. However, the exercise of 
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However, in Cymbeline, sovereign works are used not for justice, but instead in the 

advancement of political and personal isolation. This form of isolation is most clearly figured in the 

Queen’s speech to King Cymbeline advocating for war against Rome: 

Remember sir, my liege, 
The kings your ancestors, together with 
The natural bravery of your isle, which stands 
As Neptune’s park, ribbed and paled in 
With oaks unscalable and roaring waters, 
With sands that will not bear your enemies’ boats, 
But suck them up to th’ topmast. A kind of conquest 
Caesar made here, but made not her his brag 
Of ‘came and saw and overcame.’ (3.1.16-24) 

 
Her image of Britain as “Neptune’s Park,” walled with trees and oceans, depicts the island as entirely 

enclosed, an image of the walled polis.26 The natural isolation of the isle will serve to repel invaders, 

with the “roaring” waters and sands “that will not bear your enemies’ boats” preventing or blunting 

military conquest. The image of an entirely independent Britain thus animates the march to war against 

Rome. The nostalgia for sovereignty that the Queen taps into – the “ancestors, together with/ the 

natural bravery of your isle” (17-18) – suggests that the past freedom of Britain both justifies the war 

and guarantees its success. Jodi Mikalachki has argued that Elizabethan nationalism faced a difficult 

paradox in this nostalgia: “as much as English historiographers sought to recover their nation’s 

unrecorded prehistory, they also recoiled from the evidence of native barbarism in the only reliable 

written records of British antiquity, namely, the histories of the island’s Roman conquerors.”27 Crucially, 

in this ambivalent relationship to Rome, the evil Queen serves to both “invok[e] the restitutive drive of 

early modern English nationalism” while simultaneously being wicked since, as Mikalachki recognizes, 

 
sovereignty in The Knight’s Tale remains, for the most part, in the service of this supposed “mean” that would 
repair injury and injustice.  
26 “The organization of the polis, physically secured by the wall around the city and physiognomically guaranteed 
by its laws… is a kind of organized remembrance.” Arendt, The Human Condition, 198. After the Queen boasts of 
the physical barriers, Cymbeline takes up a legal heritage that has been marred, moving from the physical walls to 
the legal barriers of Arendt’s polis. 
27 Mikalachki, The Legacy of Boadicea, 4. 



 

108 
 

“despite everything she does to earn this epithet, Cymbeline accords it [at the end of the play] in the 

context of her opposition to the Roman tribute.”28 However, in the final act, the play does not merely 

restore an imperial “masculine network of kinship, promises, and honor” that the obscene Queen 

replaces with her isolationist fantasy.29 Instead, the final act involves participating in an action that is 

begun by Innogen; the new ties and regenerated relationships come out of Innogen’s and Posthumus’s 

choices to refuse vengeance and integrity. These acts of grace are what move Cymbeline to restore the 

tribute and reject the project of integrity that, even in the final scene, he is ready to continue with the 

execution of the Roman troops who injured the British body politic.  

Yet, in this early moment of the play, the Queen’s fantasy of national enclosure is effective in 

swaying Cymbeline – the king goes to war with Rome to preserve a sovereignty that he imagines is 

rooted in a time and law before the Roman conquest of the isle. In the imagination of the British court, 

the absolutely enclosed “Neptune’s park” is both legally and geographically isolated. The spatial-legal 

distinction is further developed as Cymbeline declares to the Roman ambassador Lucius that “our 

ancestor was that Mulmutius which/ Ordained our laws, whose use the sword of Caesar/ Hath too much 

mangled” (3.1.53-55). Cymbeline’s decision to “make Britain great again” imagines that restoring the 

original legal space – the isolated island of Britain – will have the effect of restoring the old laws 

“mangled” by Roman rule.30 The isolationist fantasy that Cymbeline and his queen engage in uses the 

law to separate Britain from the rest of the word.31 However, even Cymbeline realizes the only way 

 
28 Mikalachki, 98. 
29 Mikalachki, 98. 
30 The 2016 RSC production of the play made this undercurrent in the play explicit with a “post-Brexit” setting. 
31 In A Power to do Justice, Bradin Cormack suggests that “in the more overtly political story [of Cymbeline], Rome 
invades Britain, the two sides having embraced war as a way to decide Britain’s constitutional status relative to 
Rome.” Cormack, A Power to Do Justice, 231. Cormack argues that imperium covers both “national independence 
and supranational authority,” and in Cymbeline these two possibilities are in conflict (figured by Britain and Rome). 
Cormack, 229. National and international claims to imperium each require a contradictory claim of sovereignty This 
jurisdictional question is one way in which Shakespeare undercuts the fantasy of sovereign self-sufficiency – the 
very possibility of another jurisdiction that can make a rival claim undercuts the claims to absolute authority and 
integrity. However the refusal of national isolation in the final act speaks to a movement away from law – “works” 
in both a Pauline and Arendtian sense – and towards action and participation in grace.  
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Britain will achieve sovereignty is through armed conflict: a conflict that is not actually grounded in 

ancient British law but instead a reaction to current events. As Lucius parts, Cymbeline declares “the 

Pannonians and Dalmatians for/ Their liberties are now in arms, a precedent/ Which not to read would 

show the Britons cold” (72-74). Cymbeline acknowledges that the simultaneous rebellion of other 

Roman territories is an opportune moment for Britain; the time is ripe for rebellion with Caesar’s armies 

elsewhere. Cymbeline and his court attempt to legitimize the rebellion on this flimsy legal pretense, 

while revealing the real motive rooted in a politic response to contemporary events. The Queen’s 

pretense originates authority in a fiction of Britain’s previous sovereign isolation, rather than rebellion 

rooted in either the burdens of tribute or in the current weakness of Roman global power. In The 

Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche locates one source of the sovereign’s power in his isolation and 

potential to keep promises despite the darkness of human affairs:  

If we place ourselves at the end of this tremendous process… where society and the morality of 
custom at last reveal what they have simply been the means to: then we discover that the ripest 
fruit is the sovereign individual, like only to himself… the man who has his own independent, 
protracted will and the right to make promises.32 
 

Thus, for Nietzsche, through the power of the promise he can guarantee, the sovereign is able to endow 

his will with the kind of force that homo faber possesses over the material of nature. The will of 

Nietzsche’s sovereign, even if it exists in the field of action, takes on the quality of works. The darkness 

of action is resolved through this will, large enough to manage and overcome any unanticipated 

exercises of freedom from other humans. The Queen’s speech imagines for the isle of Britain the kind of 

isolation that Nietzsche posits is the prerogative of the sovereign; the “natural bravery” of the isle 

guarantees its promise of political isolation and sovereignty despite the attempts Romans have made at 

conquest. Indeed, like Nietzsche’s sovereign man who is powerful and rich enough that he can 

guarantee his own promises despite the contingencies of the world while also being able to discharge 

 
32 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 59. 
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his debtors as he sees fit (either through his justice or mercy), the Queen’s Britain is able to absorb and 

repel all challenges to its borders. Nietzsche’s understanding of how promises and contracts are a 

condition of possibility for sovereignty takes it for granted that this form of power that isolates itself 

from the contingencies of the world is sovereign; nevertheless, his insight into how isolation and self-

sufficiency informs the development of justice helps us understand how enclosure provides another key 

metaphor that the rhetoric of sovereignty uses.33 Indeed, the limited forms of sovereignty that exist in 

the world for Arendt draw upon the power of the promise, which distinguishes true sovereignty from 

the “spurious” forms of sovereignty “claimed by an isolated single entity, be it the individual entity of 

the person or the collective entity of a nation.”34 Arendt’s turn to the many promises made in action 

reverses the direction of Nietzsche’s Schuld/Schulden genealogy, endowing the promise in those who 

can never make them in a way that would be satisfactory for Nietzsche.35 

The imaginary walled Britain also serves to highlight competing sovereign claims that undercut 

the imagined self-sufficiency of the island. The national form of sovereignty that the Queen’s speech 

imagines is a “spurious” form of sovereignty, imagining that Britain can be independent politically in the 

same way that an island appears geographically distinct from the rest of the world. Isolation also 

informs the individuals of the play: Posthumus and Giacomo conduct themselves as if they themselves 

are possessed of this kind of ideal self-sufficiency. Fantasies of individual independence and isolation 

animate how Giacomo violates Innogen’s privacy and how Posthumus violently responds to Giacomo’s 

fabricated breach of his wife’s chastity. Since this sovereignty is rooted in isolation, it cannot 

 
33 Arendt herself describes this as Nietzsche’s “modern prejudice to see the source of all power in the will power of 
the isolated individual.” Arendt, The Human Condition, 245. Nietzsche remains a fundamentally important figure in 
the discourse of sovereignty, since more than any other he imagines that individual and self-sufficient sovereignty 
can exist in the world. However, the realities of human plurality show that this kind of individual guarantee is 
always illusory. Sovereign work can exist and can prove terrifyingly effective, but it requires forgetting the plural 
nature of the world.  
34 Arendt, 245. 
35 Arendt, like Augustine, takes man’s will to be frail: “Man’s inability to rely upon himself or have complete faith in 
himself” is “the price human beings pay for freedom.” Arendt, 244. 
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acknowledge the realities of life or politics – either other individuals or other nations. The reeducation 

of the male characters of Cymbeline serves to change their understanding of sovereignty to one that 

acknowledges the limits of isolation and instead embraces action. According to Arendt, action, unlike 

work, is not the result of one author with total control of his or her craft, but instead a process that 

takes place in a web of already ongoing human actions. The best that one can be is a “sufferer” or 

“actor” in one’s own actions – something that Innogen’s experience in Cymbeline most clearly shows. 

Her survival and then choice to act gracefully allow for the entire community at the end of the play to 

participate in actions rather than works, and in doing so the play rejects both national and individual 

isolation and sovereignty. However, in the case of Posthumus, Giacomo, and the Queen, the reality of 

human experience is rejected for a fantasy of self-sufficiency and isolation that upholds sovereign 

claims. In the domestic plot, a surrender to the temptations of absolute autonomy produces violent and 

destructive results, even as the possibility for self-sufficiency – either corporate or individual – is 

undercut by the events of the play. 

 

10. “I will write all down:” The Wager in the World of Homo Faber 

In Chapter 1, I discussed how Chaucer’s Theseus is an example of Arendt’s homo faber, who 

“conducts himself as lord and master of the whole earth.”36 While Theseus attempts to use sovereign 

works to repair his world and fails, his work is, by and large, well-intentioned. While Shakespeare is no 

less skeptical of the power of the works of homo faber, in Cymbeline the wager plot shows how the 

worldly stability that human work creates can actively damage relationships between people. The false 

narrative Giacomo creates relies upon the apparent stability of both artisanal and poetic work in order 

to take hold. The story damages the integrity of Innogen and Posthumus’s marriage and also threatens 

Innogen’s life. Giacomo’s ability to exploit the weakness of reality through a process of fabrication 

 
36 Arendt, 139. 
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shows that even as the world of homo faber appears to provide stability, the unique permanence the 

objects of work possess destabilizes the individual self-sufficiency that Posthumus and Giacomo each 

think that they possess. Instead of a centering narrative brought forward by a sovereign like Theseus at 

the end of The Knight’s Tale, what Cymbeline shows us with Giacomo’s fabricated narrative is the degree 

to which these narratives can be easily disrupted without a collective effort to maintain them. 

Cymbeline takes work’s potential to two different ends. Initially, Giacomo’s narrative fabrication 

uses the work of craftspeople, coupled with his own poetic imagination, to produce “alternative facts” 

that support his having seduced Innogen. However, alongside Giacomo’s troubling ability to fabricate 

convincing lies, Innogen and Posthumus, in their mourning and remorse respectively, each use the 

power of narrative to work upon themselves until their reconciliation in the final scene. This capacity for 

homo faber to craft (or fabricate) a world worth living in is under unique scrutiny in Cymbeline, as it 

provides both cause and cure for the wager plot. The world of homo faber presents itself as stable and 

grounded; however, this apparent stability of work is what damages the marriage of Imogen and 

Posthumus. The damage to the corporate body of Innogen and Posthumus begins when Posthumus 

grounds their marital body on Innogen’s purity.37 His boasts to Giacomo set him up to be injured, since 

Posthumus’s description of Innogen as “the gift of the gods” (1.4.81) and one “which by their graces I 

will keep” (83) raises Giacomo’s skeptical interest. Innogen figured here as a “grace” also brings out an 

undercurrent of anxiety in Posthumus and Innogen’s relationship: their difference in rank.38 However, 

Posthumus’s choice to parade this “gift” and the material gift of her ring in front of Giacomo debases 

their corporate marital body. In the transformation of Innogen into a property that he possesses, rather 

than a partner in a relationship, Posthumus has already fallen for the seductive rhetoric of self-

 
37 Hunt’s consideration of Innogen and Posthumus’s corporate body also finds in the moment of wager an initial 
rending of the relationship. Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 
415. 
38 Hartwig, Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 74; Geller, “Cymbeline and the Imagery of Covenant Theology,” 249. 
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sufficiency that the king falls for on a political level. The body politic and the marital body are both ones 

that are susceptible to “fracture” since each is a fiction that is never entirely whole.39 The damage in 

Cymbeline comes from the imposition of an artificial totality on these bodies, damaging their potential 

adaptability and the real possibilities of corporate joining (either in nation or marriage). 

Giacomo’s ability to persuade Posthumus that he has cuckolded him requires Giacomo to fully 

embrace man’s capacity for work. In his deceptions, Giacomo has no hesitation in using the world of 

things and his own poetic abilities to fabricate a world of “alternative facts” to persuade Posthumus. 

Arendt suggests that homo faber imposes this entirely purpose-driven attitude upon the world, 

devaluing the world of material and natural things:  

If one permits the standards of homo faber to rule the finished world as they must necessarily 
rule the coming into being of the world, then homo faber will eventually help himself to 
everything and consider everything that is as a mere means for himself.40 
 

Through his reification of raw material into things with permanence, Arendt’s homo faber creates, but 

also ends up viewing the whole world as this same material for use. Thus, homo faber is “man the user 

and instrumentalizer, and not man the speaker and doer or man the thinker.”41 In Giacomo’s use of 

Innogen’s room and body, we can see the world of homo faber more sharply than we do in The Knight’s 

Tale. While Theseus uses the abilities of homo faber in the service of justice and equity, Giacomo is the 

end point of this relationship to sovereign work, unmoored from any apparent virtue. If homo faber’s 

“instrumentalization implies a degradation of all things into means, their loss of intrinsic and 

independent value,” then Giacomo’s use of Innogen’s hospitality and her sleeping body to win a bet 

with her husband shows how this entirely utilitarian mentality usurps the “virtuous” work of Theseus.42 

 
39 Hunt argues that “Posthumus’s removal of his finger from Imogen's ring represents his sexual withdrawal from 
her and her isolation.” Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 415. 
However, what allows for this is the flattening of the corporate married body (more than its parts) into instead two 
neatly joined “pieces of work” (2.4.72) that can be passed around in the ring and bracelet.  
40 Arendt, The Human Condition, 158. 
41 Arendt, 158. 
42 Arendt, 156. 
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If we recall the final moments of The Knight’s Tale, this work still serves to fabricate Theseus’s own 

sovereign project, since it ensures dynastic continuity and political stability. For Theseus then, work is 

still required to create the world of homo faber. Giacomo inhabits a world already defined by work and 

stabilized by homo faber, and subsequent fabrication (material or narrative) is simply the simplest way 

to inhabit a world where all is means. 

Giacomo’s fabrications begin with his attempt to seduce Innogen. Upon his arrival in Britain, 

Giacomo first tries to incite Imogen to jealousy in order to win the wager. With his tale of Posthumus as 

“the Briton Reveller” (1.6.61), Giacomo creates a rakish picture of Posthumus in Rome who has, in the 

words of Innogen, “forgot Britain” (112). Allowing Innogen to fill in the implications, Giacomo suggests 

that “others do -/ I was about to say enjoy your – but/ It is an office of the gods to venge it,/ Not mine to 

speak on’t” (90-94). Giacomo’s halting speech piques Innogen’s curiosity – she believes that perhaps 

Giacomo has true information about her husband and begs him to “discover to me/ What both you spur 

and stop” (98-99). Narrative fabrication is seductive and dangerous here, since Giacomo fits Posthumus 

into a story that Innogen can imagine and acknowledge, even if she abhors the possibility. Her 

willingness to believe her husband’s infidelity at this moment shows Innogen seeking the stability that 

narrative gives to the darkness of human affairs even at the cost of her relationship. Unwittingly, 

Giacomo has built upon Innogen’s own desire to have spoken more to him before he left. Earlier, she 

expressed a desire to say more before her father’s interruption, telling Posthumus to “swear/ The shes 

of Italy should not betray/ Mine interest and his honor” (1.3.29-31). However, while Giacomo is effective 

in producing a narrative that depicts Posthumus as an unfaithful husband in Rome without any 

evidence, he is unable to use Innogen’s initial credulity to win the wager. Once he suggests that she 

allow him to “dedicate [himself] to your sweet pleasure, more noble than that runagate to your bed” 

(1.6.136-7) in order to revenge herself on Posthumus, Innogen immediately recoils: “Away, I do 

condemn mine ears that have/ So long attended thee. If thou wert honourable/ Thou wouldst have told 
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this tale for virtue, not/ For such an end thou seek’st” (140-144). Giacomo’s focus on his end and 

purpose betrays his vice, and it allows for Innogen to see Giacomo, for a moment, as he really is. 

However, Giacomo backpedals, and turns the proposition into a test for Innogen, exclaiming “Oh happy 

Leonatus I may say,/ the credit that thy lady hath of thee” (156). Giacomo replaces one lie with another, 

giving Innogen the new image of Posthumus as a “descended god” (169). Innogen’s belief in this new 

story further reinforces the degree to which the characters of Cymbeline crave narrative unity and 

stability.43 Rather than the messy entanglements of action and life in the world, Innogen accepts the 

idolatrous image of Posthumus. Importantly, Innogen sees Posthumus both as a lord who has “forgot 

Britain” and one who is a “descended god” so quickly in succession because each one simplifies the 

complexity of the real Posthumus, who contains both possibilities.44 He is capable of acting bravely and 

nobly, but also capable of extreme violence and cruelty. Giacomo’s stories merely reduce Posthumus to 

one of these two possibilities for Innogen, seducing her with the simplicity that his false narratives 

provide.  

However, Giacomo’s desire to accomplish his purpose means that he is willing to employ other 

means, and in his use of the trunk and Innogen’s hospitality to gain access to her chamber we can the 

instrumental logic of homo faber. The scene in the bedchamber begins with the work of poetry that 

Giacomo creates from Innogen’s sleeping body. Giacomo’s first thoughts are the legacy of “our Tarquin” 

(2.2.12), which directs his thoughts to the possibility of violating Innogen’s body. J.K. Barret suggests 

that “narrative possibilities (what might be), once discarded, exhibit staying power as what might have 

been… even when allusive possibilities – whether threats or hopes – are relieved because an alternative 

is actualized, they do not merely vanish.”45 The durability of the allusions in the play is suggestive of the 

 
43 Critics who have seen Innogen as too credulous here thus miss how in the absence of her husband, Innogen 
craves the stability that Giacomo offers in the contradictory narratives he presents. For a particularly jaded 
perspective on Innogen’s credulity, see Hoeniger, “Irony and Romance in Cymbeline,” 224. 
44 See Chapter 3 for Leontes’s similar desire for a stabilized narrative. His, however, is self-inflicted. 
45 Barret, “The Crowd in Imogen’s Bedroom,” 441. 
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durability of events and the objects of work more broadly in Cymbeline. Even though alternatives are 

realized for Innogen in the play, she is never restored to her original state. Pointedly, Innogen never 

“reappears” as Innogen after she is disguised as Fidele, and the fact that metamorphoses and events 

remain as durable as allusion suggests that Cymbeline is broadly concerned with narrative alternatives. 

Barret also argues that Giacomo’s “blather” about the moveable properties in the room has an 

important role in this moment:  

Classical allusions bring stories onstage even when they are not reenacted; neglected 
furnishings promise to return via future narrative… [Giacomo] experiences his present moment 
in expectation of its later erasure. It is destined to be written over, like a palimpsest, because he 
deems it most relevant for its potential afterlife as narrative.46  
 

For Barret, the way that these other narratives crowd into the chamber (Philomel, Lucrece, Tarquin, and 

others) suggests on the one hand the power of allusion in producing a sense of “almost” for the 

audience. The palimpsestic writing will also work on Innogen herself, as Giacomo convinces Posthumus 

of her infidelity in Italy. However, another reason that Giacomo “blathers” is he is in the process of 

fabrication and narrative creation in the moment. While he has not yet “finished” this work, his note-

taking and exploration of the chamber (and Innogen’s body) provides the raw material from which he 

will fabricate his narrative. The extraction of material from nature is still a part of the fabrication 

process, and in his allusions, Giacomo is also imagining alternative ways that his poetic creation could 

go, even as far as the rape of Innogen. 

 Even though Giacomo avoids this horrific outcome, he manages to get quite close, leaning in for 

a kiss of Innogen’s “rubies unparagoned” (17). The language that Giacomo uses to blazon Innogen’s 

body further transforms her body into the objects of human work, with her closed eyes “enclosed lights, 

now canopied/ Under these windows, white and azure-laced/ With blue of heaven’s own tinct” (19-21). 

While the transformation of a lover’s body into objects is typical of a blazon, the fact that for Giacomo 

 
46 Barret, 444. 
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the body is turned into precious stones (the material of nature that homo faber uses) and the features 

of a house shows the fixation that the Italian courtier has for the objects of work. A homo faber himself, 

Giacomo takes raw material and transforms it through his poetic work. The violation that he commits 

takes her body and room as the raw material for his poetry, and even though nothing is “used up” in his 

fabrication process, he remains capable of working a transformation upon Innogen’s relationship. 

Giacomo turns from her body to his “design – to note the chamber” (23-24), remaining fixated on his 

purpose and accomplishing it in a world inhabited by the objects of work. As he turns his gaze from 

Innogen, Giacomo takes the work of others – the furniture and arrangement of Innogen’s room – and 

transforms it into an “inventory” (30).47  

This inventory, however, is one where depictions are minimally embellished: “such and such 

pictures, there the window, such/ Th’adornment of her bed, the arras, figures,/ Why such and such; and 

the contents o’th’ story” (25-27). The works of art and craft in Innogen’s room provide raw material for 

Giacomo to depict the fabricated tryst to Posthumus just as her body did. As Barret notes, this language 

draws attention to the unadorned nature of the actual theatrical space:  

Even if [the stage] had been decorated, there is no reason to believe that the items in Iachimo’s 
catalogue would have been actual props owned by Shakespeare’s playing company. That is, 
even if they had owned a tapestry, they wouldn’t have owned this tapestry… Through verbal 
description, imagination provides our only access to these art objects. 48  
 

 
47 Julia Lupton suggests that “furniture plays midwife to action in Cymbeline” and that “in Act 2, Innogen’s furniture 
approximates Gibson’s definition of affordances as ‘value rich ecological objects.’”Lupton, “Nativity and Natality in 
Cymbeline,” 171. Also following Arendt’s analysis of the products of work, Lupton notes that in curation and care, 
Innogen’s chamber “resembles a museum or temple, where objects of beauty are removed from use.” Lupton, 
175. This idea of a space removed from the instrumentality of homo faber adds an added dimension to Giacomo’s 
willingness to use the room and its affordances; it also hints at one (destructive) strategy available to undermine 
the rhetoric of self-sufficiency and self-mastery. In entering the private space of Innogen’s chamber and using the 
furniture of the chamber to illustrate his story, Giacomo breaches the imagined isolation of the room – it is a rape 
of her private space if not her person. Of course, this is in the service of his own sovereign works, which suggests a 
cycle of breaches in the service of self-sufficiency, rather than any real kind of resistance to sovereign works. While 
profaning the sacred space of Innogen’s curated chamber gets results, it lacks the transformative qualities of 
action and grace.  
48 Barret, “The Crowd in Imogen’s Bedroom,” 447. 
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The fact that Giacomo further “fabricates” a chamber for the audience here (and in the echoing scene of 

2.4) simply heightens the degree to which his language highlights human work. In creating an entire 

chamber from a bare stage, the actor who plays Giacomo draws upon poetic work to focus the 

character’s fixation on the literal objects of work here (culminating in the theft of the bracelet). The 

products of work will anchor the tale that Giacomo will tell to Posthumus about Innogen, and even 

though none of these things provide sufficient proof on their own, they nevertheless anchor the story in 

the space of Innogen’s chamber. Giacomo senses that this is not enough, turning to “some natural notes 

about her body/ Above ten thousand meaner movables/ Would testify t’enrich mine inventory” (28-30). 

However, it is a “meaner movable” – the bracelet given to Innogen by Posthumus as a “manacle of love” 

(1.1.123) – that Giacomo immediately finds to enrich his testimony. Upon taking this bracelet from 

Innogen, he suggests that “this will witness outwardly,/ As strongly as the conscience does within,/ To 

th’ madding of her lord” (35-37). This potential for a piece of work to allow for “outward witness” is due 

to the stabilizing qualities of human work. The objects of work serve to ground the human experience, 

ordering the indifference of the natural world. However, unlike Theseus, who attempts to work upon 

raw and untamed nature (either brawling knights or a wild wood) to stabilize his world, Giacomo (and 

Posthumus) instead take this apparent stability of the world at face value. Giacomo works from within 

the world of homo faber, using the objects that he acquires to fabricate, rather than the raw material of 

the earth. Arendt suggests that “against the subjectivity of men stands the objectivity of the man-made 

world rather than the sublime indifference of an untouched nature.”49 The bracelet that Giacomo steals 

can serve as an effective “outward witness” because, as a piece of human work, it occupies an 

apparently “objective” place. If The Knight’s Tale shows Theseus attempting to make a stable world out 

of the tragic events that he is faced with, Cymbeline shows a world that homo faber has so saturated 

with the products of work that the stability work should produce turns back upon itself. In Cymbline the 

 
49 Arendt, The Human Condition, 137. 
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products of work – art, the home, and poetry – are shown to actually work against the stability of reality 

due to their portability and potential for refabrication. However, it is only when coupled with further 

bodily evidence and – importantly – the work of narrative fabrication that Giacomo can persuade 

Posthumus. 

After taking in the bedroom, Giacomo returns to the sleeping body of Innogen, commanding 

that “sleep, thou ape of death, lie dull upon her” (31). The sleeping-dead body is thus made subject 

again to Giacomo’s work – this time, he notices “On her left breast/ a mole cinque-spotted, like the 

crimson drops/ I’th’ bottom of a cowslip.” (36-38). Here, again, Giacomo turns the body of Innogen to 

nature – raw material for his fabrication. This intimate mark is changed into a “voucher/ Stronger than 

ever law could make” (39-40). Rather than the poetry of his initial gaze, here Giacomo speaks with the 

language of fact-finding, realizing how he can now fabricate a new narrative of “alternative facts.” The 

second-order poetry of this speech (since it remains metaphorical even as it turns to the mundane 

discourse of facts) continues to illustrate how Giacomo easily moves through the world that homo faber 

has created. Giacomo finally has his evidence for convincing Posthumus of Innogen’s infidelity, and with 

all in his memory, he finally has “enough” (45). In his dangerous use of Innogen’s body, Giacomo shows 

fabrication from within the world that homo faber creates. As Arendt suggests, what is corrosive is not 

“instrumentality, the use of means to achieve an end, as such, but rather the generalization of the 

fabrication experience in which usefulness and utility are established as the ultimate standards for life 

and the world of men.”50 Giacomo himself works upon the world only at a remove – he does not, as 

Theseus does, build anything. Instead, he uses the work of others as material for his poetic fabrication. 

Giacomo’s concern is entirely towards his end – his “design” – and he is willing to use any and all means 

to accomplish it. His instrumental worldview allows him to exceed the potency of Theseus (who himself 

remains instrumental in his willingness to involve Arcite and Palemon in the tournament he “schal 

 
50 Arendt, 157. 
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devise”(1846) to retain sovereign control over life and death) in effecting changes in his world as he 

takes the works of others and joins them to his own fabrications.  

Giacomo’s private experience in Innogen’s chamber must be translated into a narrative that can 

enter the public world of Rome. Giacomo’s moment of instrumentality occurs in the privacy of Innogen’s 

chamber. Opposed to the public space where Theseus grants mercy and decides to “work” upon the two 

knights, Giacomo does so secretly, and this actually increases the potency of his fabrication. Like Walter, 

Giacomo’s ability to fabricate is enhanced by privacy he enjoys. Privacy allows for a sovereign and 

unverifiable claim: one that the other party can only contest through an equal sovereign claim. Upon his 

return, Giacomo continues to work in order to convince Posthumus that he has violated the integrity of 

the marriage bond between Posthumus and Innogen. In this moment, the stability of the world of things 

cuts into the self-sufficiency that Posthumus imagines himself possessing. Giacomo’s depiction of the 

room stands at a marked contrast to the bare-bones depiction earlier: the audience and Posthumus now 

see a chamber with a tapestry of  

Proud Cleopatra when she met her Roman, 
And Cydnus swelled above the banks, or for 
The press of boats or pride: a piece of work 
So bravely done, so rich, that it did strive 
In workmanship and value. (70-74) 
 

Giacomo’s choice to describe this “piece of work” also highlights his own skill and work as a master 

fabricator. Giacomo’s ekphrasis serves as his own piece of work that sets the stage for his alternative 

facts.51 Opposed to the collective participation in grace that closes the play, this is an individual piece of 

work that supports Giacomo’s autonomy and virtuosic performance (both as artist and lover). Giacomo’s 

asides to his lovemaking – “I confess I slept not” (67) and that Innogen’s “pretty action did outsell her 

 
51 Barrett suggests that “the machinery of narrative – and its vulnerability – comes squarely into view because 
Shakespeare makes both memory and ekphrasis instruments of allusion.” Barret, “The Crowd in Imogen’s 
Bedroom,” 451. The “alternative histories” that Giacomo’s allusions imagine make the more general “reality” of 
Cymbeline apparent to the audience as well. The conflicting narratives about Posthumus (base or noble) that 
Giacomo exploits operate in the same field of possibility that Barrett notes for the play’s allusions.  
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gift,/ And yet enriched it too” (103-104) – build to Posthumus’s belief that Giacomo’s individual potency 

has come between the marriage and that Innogen “hath been colted by him” (132) even before the 

revelation of the bodily mark. Posthumus’s credulity towards homo faber’s apparent self-sufficiency 

means that even as Philario suggests that the bracelet is not sufficient proof, Posthumus is still willing to 

believe it as soon as Giacomo swears he speaks true. This willingness lies in the public appearance of an 

object with intense value for Posthumus, since it serves as a token of the corporate married body that 

he shares with Innogen. The apparent stability of the objects of work (and in particular, the bracelet and 

ring) is further undercut by how Giacomo’s speech brings to the front the instability these objects 

produce for the audience. As Barret notes, it is likely the audience has never seen this chamber, even as 

we have been in it.52 Giacomo’s public revelation of the private token makes what was originally a gift 

instead a commodity for exchange.53 In turning the “manacle of love” into a mere bracelet, Giacomo 

returns it to the world of exchange, where, according to Arendt, “value consists solely in the esteem of 

the public realm where things appear as commodities, and it is neither labor, nor work, nor capital, nor 

profit, nor material, which bestows such value upon an object, but only and exclusively the public realm 

where it appears to be esteemed, demanded, or neglected.”54 The return of the bracelet to the market 

brings forward the apparent “stability” of the objects of work with intense irony – the entire narrative 

 
52 Barret, 447. 
53 Valerie Wayne argues that the bracelet that Posthumus gives Innogen is transferred between different spheres 
of value: "when the stage properties are exchanged in Cymbeline, the ring and the manacle become what 
Appadurai calls "incarnated signs" of the marital bond between this husband and wife.” Wayne, “The Woman’s 
Parts of Cymbeline.,” 290. However, since at the moment of exchange, Posthumus suggests that his bracelet is less 
valuable than the ring given him, “the marriage is fractured by a discrepancy in exchange values of commodities 
precisely when it is symbolized on stage as a union through these stage properties.” The unequal values in the 
exchange are part of what brings on Posthumus’s extreme reaction. Posthumus’s anxiety around this unequal 
exchange is one that Giacomo exploits to insert himself between Posthumus and Innogen, breaching the integrity 
of their corporate body which, as Wayne notes, was never entirely equal to begin with. See also Hartwig and 
Geller. Hartwig, Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 74; Geller, “Cymbeline and the Imagery of Covenant Theology,” 
249. 
54 Arendt, The Human Condition, 164. 
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that has supported it has been a work of fabrication. However, this work cuts into Posthumus and 

Innogen’s corporate body, as Posthumus turns to writing and work to repair his damaged individuality. 

The world of homo faber in the play is also the world of writing, and several texts that are 

produced deserve closer scrutiny.55 Giacomo, as he enters the room, says he will “write all down,” and 

we have seen the way he transforms his “writing” (mental or literal) into an apparently stable text to 

damage Posthumus. However, in this case it is his translation of the space to the audience (both in the 

trunk scene and in his ekphrasis) that we remember, rather than his scribbling. The consequences of his 

persuasion bring us to another scene of writing and imagined isolation. After the wager is completed, 

Posthumus is consumed with a violent fantasy of revenge: “O that I had her here to tear her limb-meal!/ 

I will go there and do’t, I’th’ court, before/ Her father. I’ll do something” (2.4.146-149). The desire to 

destroy Innogen’s body comes from way that Posthumus’s own pride and self has been injured.56 

Giacomo’s deception makes Posthumus think his masculine identity has been damaged (he is less a man 

since he has been cuckolded) and he lashes out against his wife and their corporate body in the service 

of this masculine self-sufficiency. Hunt finds sexual connotations to the ring that Posthumus was given 

by Innogen and suggests that “in the symbolic dramatic business of the ring and bracelet, playgoers 

witness not only the disjoining of a married body but also the figurative dismemberment of Imogen’s 

sexuality.”57 However, in addition to the damage to Innogen, Posthumus is dismembering his own 

sexuality, trying to find the “woman’s part” in him and cut it out. In pursuit of his own masculine 

integrity, Posthumus imagines the dismemberment of his own feminine qualities.  

 
55 Alison Thorne has correctly noted how “textual objects and allusions are enlisted as a device for highlighting the 
degree to which identity, meaning and value are mediated by hermeneutic processes that prove to be highly 
suspect.” Thorne, “‘To Write and Read/ Be Henceforth Treacherous’: Cymbeline and the Problem of 
Interpretation,” 179. Her argument that Posthumus, Giacomo, and Cloten all compete “for possession not so much 
of her [Innogen’s] ‘dearest bodily part’ as of its textual significance” is exactly correct – possession of the bracelet 
is complemented by the narrative around the object. Thorne, 183. 
56 Hunt reminds us that “both Imogen and Posthumus – the potential queen and royal consort of Britain – consider 
themselves as one body rent apart by his banishment.” Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the 
Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 413. 
57 Hunt, 415. 
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However, Posthumus transfers this self-hatred towards the destruction of Innogen’s body to 

repair his own wounded pride. His matrimonial integrity violated, Posthumus immediately turns 

fantasies of bodily dissolution, violently rending in his mind the “one flesh” that the marital bond 

creates. The use of a violent punishment in the service of “justice” is entirely Nietzschean: “an 

equivalence is provided by the creditor’s receiving, in place of a literal compensation for an injury… a 

recompense in the form of a kind of pleasure – the pleasure of being allowed to vent his power freely 

upon one who is powerless… the enjoyment of violation” (64-65).58 Nietzsche’s economy of punishment 

that exchanges violence for injury is exactly what Posthumus desires; however, Shakespeare undercuts 

the will to power in the following speech from Posthumus. After a misogynistic screed against women, 

Posthumus ends with the resolution that “I’ll write against them” (184). In one sense then, this is an 

almost comic about-face from the imagined violence of tearing Innogen limb from limb. Unable to act, 

Posthumus sputters and rages, but is reduced to only writing misogynistic pamphlets which will work to 

shore up his lost individuality. However, the play reveals a cutting edge to this writing: Posthumus also 

dispatches a letter to his servant in Britain, Pisanio, demanding that he kill Innogen for Posthumus. The 

transformation of writing and pamphleteering to the instrument of sovereign violence provocatively 

collapses the history of political theology Kantorowicz traces; for Kantorowicz the legal theorization of 

sovereignty by medieval and early modern clerks was a fiction that legitimated state violence – the pro 

patria mori that absolutist regimes used and eventually served the interests of Fascist and Nazi 

ideology.59 Posthumus scribbles out his sovereign violence in the service of his (fictive) absolute 

individuality. Rather than live on as a wounded self that has been betrayed by Innogen and cuckolded by 

Giacomo, Posthumus wishes to return to a sovereign self that has removed all femininity: “could I find 

 
58 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 64–65. 
59 Posthumus’s individuality and the Queen’s state thus share in what Kantorowicz calls “the distortions which the 
central idea of the corpus mysticum has suffered by its transference to national, party, and racial doctrines in more 
distant and in more recent times.” He later specifically notes “recent nationalistic ravings which so terribly distort 
an originally venerable and lofty idea.” Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” 491–92. 
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out/ The woman’s part in me – for there’s no motion/ that tends to vice in man” (171-173). A fantasy of 

absolute masculine autonomy thus drives Posthumus’s vengeance, turning to the possibilities afforded 

by the world of homo faber to write against his wife in more ways than one. The only way to accomplish 

Posthumus’s imagined surgery upon “the woman’s part” in him is to violently destroy the bonds that 

connected him to Innogen, which in their corporate married body, represent an actual “woman’s part” 

in him. In his revenge, Posthumus looks to sever his human connection the same way he has severed 

their material connection when he surrendered Innogen’s ring to Giacomo in exchange for victory in the 

wager. 

 

11. “Turned to Heresy:” Innogen’s Work of Art against Despair 

However, poetic work, while suspect in Cymbeline, remains crucial for allowing one to live 

through the damage caused by the work of others. Importantly, the kind of activity that allows for 

redemption is either collaborative labor (done with someone) or personal (work on oneself), rather than 

the sovereign works upon nature and others that Giacomo and Posthumus practice. In Innogen’s 

collaborative labor with Pisanio and her poetic work upon the dismembered corpse of Posthumus, we 

see labor and work as a potential bulwark against despair. Art and poetry remove the objects of work 

from use in the world; labor, meanwhile, resists the stability of fabrication, in its focus on survival and 

being. These nonproductive activities preserve the life of Innogen and set the stage for the action of the 

final act of the play. 

In response to being cuckolded, Posthumus sends orders to his servant Pisanio to murder 

Innogen. Using writing to work from a distance, Posthumus orders his servant to kill Innogen in the wilds 

of Wales, providing her a “letter… [that] by her own command,/ shall give the opportunity” (3.2.17-19). 

This piece of “damned paper” (19), as Pisanio calls it, serves to carry the kind of destructive work that 

we have seen between Giacomo and Posthumus in Rome back to Britain. However, Pisanio, rather than 
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decide individually to change the outcome of events, collaborates with Innogen to come up with a plan 

to preserve her life. However, before this can happen, Pisanio chooses to reveal the truth of his orders 

to Innogen. In doing so, he acts as a foil to Giacomo and Posthumus, who are more concerned with 

preserving their own individual autonomy. Pisanio, instead, reveals a truth that renders him vulnerable 

to suspicion, since he has taken Innogen to Wales on Posthumus’s orders to kill her. The moment he 

reveals the letter echoes Innogen’s earlier encounter with Giacomo when, in reading him, she tries to 

get him to reveal the truth of Posthumus in Italy. Here, Innogen reads Pisanio’s silence, asking him 

what’s wrong: 

Wherefore breaks that sigh? 
From th’inward of thee? One but painted thus 
Would be interpreted a thing perplexed 
Beyond self-explication. Put thyself 
Into a haviour of less fear, ere wildness 
Vanquish my stadier senses? What’s the matter? (3.4.5-10) 
 

In this speech, we again see the language of art working to fix the image of Pisanio. However, Innogen 

notes that the apparent stability of the portrait that she imagines painted of Pisanio would actually 

produce an image “beyond self-explication,” attending to the kind of instability that Giacomo and 

Posthumus exploit or ignore. However, rather than the feigned stories of Giacomo, Pisanio instead gives 

her the letter he has received from Posthumus ordering him to kill Innogen. His reply to her, “please you 

read,/ And you shall find me, wretched man, a thing/ The most disdained of fortune” (18-20) allows 

Innogen to see for herself the truth of her husband’s orders, rather than a fabrication that would 

exonerate Posthumus from his behavior and protect Innogen.  

The letter remains an instrument of cutting and violence, building on Posthumus’s desire to tear 

Innogen “limb-meal.” Pisanio acknowledges as much after she has read the letter: “what shall I need to 

draw my sword? The paper/ hath cut her throat already” (31). Pisanio’s metaphor is more apt than he 

realizes. While the paper does not, finally, kill Innogen, it does cut into the bonds between her and 
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Posthumus. In her reaction, Innogen immediately turns to the false narrative that Giacomo first used 

upon her to try and make sense of things: 

Giacomo, 
Thou didst accuse him on incontinency. 
Thou then looked’st like a villain; now methinks 
Thy favour’s good enough. Some jay of Italy, 
Whose mother was her painting, hath betrayed him. (46-50) 
 

In imagining Posthumus as unfaithful, Innogen actually falls back on the previous work that Giacomo has 

done. Filling in the picture that he gave her, she imagines a “jay of Italy” who is painted with cosmetics – 

an opaque contrast to the inscrutable painting that Pisanio just gave her. Innogen’s language remains 

fixated upon works of art, evoking her richly decorated chamber. The products of work continue to color 

her language as she contrasts herself to the imagined Italian woman: “Poor I am stale, a garment out of 

fashion,/ And for I am richer than to hang by th’walls/ I must be ripped. To pieces with me!” (51-53). The 

language of division, tearing, and dismemberment that Posthumus engaged in is brought out in 

Innogen’s response to the letter. 

Hunt suggests that “this self-lacerating sentiment is perhaps the most poignant expression of 

the many figurative and literal rendings of the human body in Cymbeline” but concludes that “the 

catalyst for the figurative dismemberments of different bodies associated with the couple… is a blind act 

of the effectively separated body politic: Cymbeline’s decree of banishment.”60 This original moment of 

separation, as I noted above, is figured as despair. It is particularly important at this moment of second 

crisis the language of dismemberment immediately leads to Innogen’s desire for death (a deeper 

despair). Pisanio’s care and sympathy is critical here, protecting her from giving in to despair and 

actualizing the dismemberment that Hunt’s analysis recognizes here. Importantly, in feeling with 

Innogen, Pisanio shows us an Augustinian caritas that precedes grace.  

 
60 Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 415. 
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However, the language of work is complemented by the language of religion and faith. After she 

begs Pisanio to kill her, Innogen finds at her breast letters from Posthumus: 

The scriptures of the loyal Leonatus, 
All turned to heresy? Away, away, 
Corruptors of my faith, you shall no more 
Be stomachers to my heart. Thus may poor fools 
Believe false teachers. (3.4.81-85).  
 

Innogen’s description of the letters from Posthumus suggests the religious feelings that the play began 

with, when she was “past hope and in despair.” Since her affections and identity are part of a corporate 

body with Posthumus, his letter serves to rend Innogen from that body and the theological virtues – 

faith, hope, and love – she has expressed towards him.61 Here, she again faces a crisis, and the danger of 

despair is even greater, with Posthumus’s work threatening her own identity and sense of self. Like her 

husband, Innogen is forced to come to terms with a changing story about her life, one that has turned 

scripture to heresy. Each of them seems aware of the power of writing, but unlike Posthumus’s 

confidence in being able to “write against them” and take control of his story, Innogen’s language 

suggests something out of her control, as her former scriptures turn heretical. Against the apparent 

stability of work, Innogen recognizes the fundamental instability of the world that homo faber creates 

and how quickly work can upend apparently stable identities. In the description of these “scriptures” as 

“heresy,” Innogen realizes that the new “facts” about Posthumus have reshaped her previous choices – 

including her decision to defy her father. As she reflects, she realizes  

thou, Posthumus, 
That didst set up my disobedience ‘gainst the King 
My father, and make me put into contempt the suits 
Of princely fellows, shalt hereafter find 
It is no act of common passage but 
A strain of rareness (87-91).  

 
61 Hartwig notes the way the earlier speech connects Innogen’s salvation to Posthumus over Cymbeline. Hartwig, 
Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 74. In Chapter 3, I deal more directly with the theological virtues and their 
relation to grace, but we should note that faith (Innogen as Fidele, Pisanio’s certainty she is faithful), hope 
(Innogen’s survival in the cave) and love (Pisanio’s care here, the brothers’ care of Innogen in the cave) are all also 
at stake in Cymbeline.  



 

128 
 

 
This turn away from the objects of work and towards her previous actions and choices begins to build 

towards Innogen’s rejection of work for action. 

Julia Lupton argues that in this moment Innogen “gives birth, posthumously, to herself, by both 

avowing the courage of her earlier deeds and by pulling herself out of the temptation to martyrdom.”62 

This first rebirth will be followed by a second rebirth in the cave. However, to arrive there, Innogen’s 

acknowledgement of her previous action here is helped by Pisanio’s own labor and work. Pisanio’s self-

disclosure sets the stage for Innogen to survive and act in the future, and while the scene ends with 

them drawing upon work to disguise Innogen in the garments Pisanio has brought (he came prepared), 

mutual action and participation begins to bloom in the dialogue between the two. Innogen leaves the 

scene as embedded in the world of work as before; however, both Pisanio’s self-disclosure and 

Innogen’s self-recognition set the stage for her rebirth through work and action. Instead of remaining 

charmed by the apparent permanence and stability of the objects of work, Innogen instead decides to 

live and survive, becoming a laborer in collaboration with others rather than a self-sufficient fabricator. 

 Pisanio’s dialogue with Innogen after refusing to kill her creates a new relationship to the world 

of homo faber for Innogen. Rather than one of isolationism, Innogen’s new approach to the world is 

instead cosmopolitan. She recognizes that “I’th’ world’s volume/ Our Britain seems as of it but not in’t/ 

In a great pool a swan’s nest” (138-140). Mikalachki argues that this image “perpetuates the imperial 

view of Britain’s separation from the world of civilization. Rather than lauding this separation, as would 

Boadicea or the wicked Queen, Imogen suggests that there is a world outside Britain where she may fare 

better than at the hands of the Queen and her son.”63 While the “imperial perspective” of Britain as part 

of a wider world with Rome informs the final scene, this scene merges a rejection of national self-

sufficiency with the rejection of personal self-sufficiency and work. The labor between Innogen and 

 
62 Lupton, “Nativity and Natality in Cymbeline,” 156. 
63 Mikalachki, The Legacy of Boadicea, 108. 
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Pisanio is collaborative, and even as it draws upon work (disguise and poetry) to accomplish it. The 

merger of the “domestic” and “political” plots here at this moment reminds us of how the rhetoric of 

national self-sufficiency remains closely connected to the perspectives of the characters of Cymbeline. 

Innogen’s image explicitly contrasts with the queen’s isolationist language, and Pisanio builds upon 

Innogen’s budding confidence in life beyond the court. The rejection of isolation is accompanied by 

collaborative labor. He offers Innogen a new narrative where “it cannot be/ But that my master is 

abused” (119-120) and that “not in Britain must you bide” (136). In this encouragement, Pisanio sets the 

stage for Innogen to work upon herself and transform into the page Fidele. The choice to change herself 

and try to uncover the truth of Posthumus’s betrayal by treading “a course/ Pretty and full of view; yea, 

haply near/ The residence of Posthumus” (147-149) would seem to be one way for work to allow 

Innogen to recover her reputation and her husband. However, Innogen’s choice to continue to live and 

try to work things out, rather than surrender to despair here, is predicated on working with Pisanio to 

come up with the device of the disguise. While Pisanio has everything prepared, it still remains for 

Innogen to accept the offer and work with the servant to unravel the truth about Posthumus.  

This choice to live in history with others, rather than attempt to take control of it, is a central 

aspect of the kind of existential romance that we have seen in Chaucer and see here in Cymbeline. 

Rather than be overwhelmed by their circumstances, the heroines of these romances instead find ways 

to act within the limits of the creatural human condition. For these characters, the dual existential 

conditions of Augustine’s anthropology – the providential perspective of historicity and the individual 

perspective of thrownness – make non-sovereign graceful actions regenerative. This kind of 

regeneration from below, from within existence rather than from without, is what marks existential 

romance as existential. To consider The Knight’s Tale again, it is the willingness of Emelye to live and act 

within the constraints of her life that alter the narrative. Similarly, Innogen’s resilience and grace, rather 

than surrender to despair, allow for the story of Cymbeline to change. Importantly, this potential to 
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change and redirect narrative comes from within the historical unfolding of the narrative – even as 

Jupiter will appear in a few acts, his authorizing stamp is retrospective, closer to theodicy than 

providence. Posthumus and Giacomo each use writing to attempt to put their own stamp of sovereignty 

on the events of the play. In the case of Giacomo, his ability to fabricate a narrative allows him to create 

“alternative facts” in his “writing” that Posthumus takes as gospel. Posthumus’s work of writing, 

meanwhile, serves to break Innogen’s heart and faith, bringing her, again, to the brink of despair. In 

each case though, the attempt to take the reins of history and narrative falls short of the real 

transformations that Innogen’s turn to poetry and then action accomplishes. 

For Arendt, the work of art is not “used” in the way that homo faber uses material (and, we 

might here note that Giacomo’s perverse “use” of tapestries and other works of art in Innogen’s room is 

exactly the kind of use that Arendt sees as against what makes a work of art “art”); instead, the art work 

in reification undergoes “a veritable metamorphosis in which it is as though the course of nature which 

wills that all fire burn to ashes is reverted and even dust can burst into flames.”64 Art provides the 

illusion (I emphasize Arendt’s careful “as though”) of regeneration and reversal of the processes that 

draw all living things towards death, which would nearly accomplish the “repair of youth” that 

Cymbeline desired. Yet, Arendt insists that even at its most detached from the world of things, art 

requires the process of reification that transforms raw material into the work of fabrication. Without 

this process “no thought can become a tangible thing, [and it is] always paid for, and that price is life 

itself.”65 The illusion of the reversal of life-process comes at the very cost of life– the paper on which a 

poem is written down constitutes the literal “‘dead letter’ in which the ‘living spirit’ must survive.”66 

Even the living theater is not exempt from this.67 Even though the transformative and regenerative 

 
64 Arendt, The Human Condition, 168. 
65 Arendt, 169. 
66 Arendt, 169. 
67 Vin Nardizzi has suggested the theater is “untimely matter, insofar as the playhouse is an object whose prior 
meaning breaks into the theatrical present.” Nardizzi, “Shakespeare’s Globe and England’s Woods,” 54. Nardizzi’s 
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processes remain illusory, the staging of Innogen’s awakening next to the decapitated corpse of Cloten 

shows how the “work” done by poetry and art can nonetheless return to the world of human action and 

politics. It is in the artistic and poetic realm that Arendt herself sees the potential for “works of art 

[which are] the most intensely worldly of all tangible things” to break with the utilitarian ends of homo 

faber.68 Arendt suggests that “the proper intercourse with a work of art is certainly not ‘using’ it; on the 

contrary, it must be removed carefully from the whole context of ordinary use objects to attain its 

proper place in the world.”69 To some extent this removal from use echoes the idea that art was 

originally born in the sacred (Arendt herself notes as much). Innogen’s transformation of the headless 

corpse of Cloten into an object of art works to move her past despair a final time in the play, decisively 

changing her attitude towards work and opening up the possibility for action and grace, which she 

chooses in the final scene of the play. 

Innogen turns to poetry in order to re-member the dis-membered Posthumus with the body of 

Cloten. At this point, the corporate integrity that Posthumus and Innogen might have had at the 

beginning of the play has been entirely broken by Posthumus’s letter. Indeed, she is no longer even 

Innogen but instead “Fidele.” Faced with a headless corpse dressed in her husband’s clothes, Innogen 

again turns to writing and poetry in her desperate attempts to work through what has brought her to 

this: 

I know the shape of ‘s leg; this is his hand, 
His foot Mercurial, his Martial thigh, 
The brawns of Hercules; but his Jovial face – 
Murder in heaven! How? ‘Tis gone. Pisanio, 
All curses madded Hecuba gave the Greeks 
And mine to boot, be darted on thee! Thou, 

 
interest in how scenes that take place in woods activate the past of the theater as trees further develops Arendt’s 
idea that art can seem to reverse the inevitable decline towards death – briefly, the wood of the floorboards 
becomes involved again in their past. However, the potential for re-animation in the theatrical space is larger than 
the “untimely matter” that Nardizzi finds in the woods of the globe, since even the stage properties – like the 
material used to make a corpse – can “come to life” in drama.  
68 Arendt, The Human Condition, 167. 
69 Arendt, 167. 
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Conspired with that irregulou devil Cloten, 
Hath here cut off my lord. To write and read 
Be henceforth treacherous! Damned Pisanio 
Hath with his forged letters – Damned Pisanio –  
From this most bravest vessel of the world 
Struck the main-top! O Posthumus, alas 
Where is thy head? Where’s that? Ay me, where’s that? 
Pisanio might have killed thee at the heart  
And left this head on. (4.2.310-324) 
 

Opposed to Giacomo’s language of movable property, Innogen’s blazon instead uses an image of 

godhood – one that echoes the lies that she wanted to believe about Posthumus in Italy earlier in the 

play to anatomize the body next to her.70 Her blazon reworks Giacomo’s picture of Posthumus as a 

“descended god” and finds in the headless body next to her exactly what she imagined: “his foot 

Mercurial, his Martial thigh.” Only when she arrives at the headless trunk does she break with this 

return to Giacomo’s story and instead use the language of made things with the figure of the “most 

bravest vessel of the world;” this both highlights the destruction that has been visited upon the body 

she believes to be that of her husband and also moves her away from her previous fantasy of 

Posthumus as a “descended god.” In her moment of crisis, Innogen finally breaks from both the stories 

that she wants to believe about her husband and also with the seductive control of fabrication and 

poetry. The speech’s climax is devoid of metaphor; the simplicity of “O Posthumus, alas/ Where is thy 

head? Where’s that? Ay me, where’s that?” (321-322) emphasizes how this moment of real suffering 

has pushed Imogen away from the fabricated narratives that she has told herself about Posthumus. 

 
70 On this (mis)recognition, Lyne has made a suggestive argument for its cognitive realism. Meanwhile, even 
criticism that finds comic contours in the “implausibility” recognize its pathos. Thorne’s argument, that this is “the 
most humiliating of misreadings,” misses the fact that this falsehood also saves Innogen. Lies have as much 
political and existential life as facts. Lyne, “Cymbeline: Recognition in Cymbleine,” 66; Hoeniger, “Irony and 
Romance in Cymbeline,” 223; Thorne, “‘To Write and Read/ Be Henceforth Treacherous’: Cymbeline and the 
Problem of Interpretation,” 185. 
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Both Posthumus the unfaithful husband and Posthumus the perfect paragon are wiped away here, 

replaced with the stark image of the headless corpse in her husband’s clothes.71  

Of course, the entire speech also operates on a misdirection of poetry and pathos.72 The corpse 

that Innogen awakes next to is not the owner of the leg and hand that she “knows” – instead, it is the 

very villain that Innogen suspects has “killed” her husband, Cloten. Using the same language of 

unreliable writing that she had used when Posthumus’s betrayal was made known to her, Innogen turns 

back time and her own history, re-writing her past sufferings as a plot between (the innocent) Pisanio 

and Cloten. Yet, the misrecognition goes even further, since both a false corpse or living actor (head 

obscured) would highlight the work that goes into this scene – the layers of fabrication that the director 

and company have gone through to arrive at this illusion that is illusion for both audience and character 

in the drama. 

This process of transformation returns us to the regenerative possibilities of poetry as Innogen 

remakes Cloten in the image of Posthumus (and purges her perception of Posthumus as Cloten-esque). 

Shakespeare’s choice to put Cloten’s lifeless corpse next to the “living spirit” of Innogen’s poetry 

highlights how this “least worldly” of the arts still comes out of worldly (and creatural) circumstances. 

 
71 Hartwig almost arrives at the point when she recognizes the way this scene produces a double-vision: “all the 
pretenses to real distinctions which depend on outward form have been exploded. Posthumus, without the 
distinction of rational perception and rational control of his appetites, might very well be a Cloten.” Hartwig, 
however, backs off the real resonances, suggesting that there is still a “vast difference between them [Cloten and 
Posthumus].” Hartwig, Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 80–81. 
72 However, calling the corpse Posthumus’s remains appropriate. Hunt suggests that  

Posthumus’s homicidal rage toward Imogen closely resembles Cloten's rapacious mood. It is as though the 
play's protagonist has grown a boorish Cloten within himself. Like Cymbeline, Posthumus could be said to 
have lost his head in a mindless savage rage. In this sense, Cloten literally loses what Posthumus has 
figuratively lost and undergoes what the protagonist figuratively deserves (if believing that a 
commissioned murder has been accomplished deserves the death penalty). Hunt, “Dismemberment, 
Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 416–17. 

The transfer of Posthumus’s guilt to Cloten here is a strange echo of the participatory and mediating economy of 
grace. This association of the two also allows for Innogen’s speech to remain touching even as it is profoundly 
misdirected, and furthermore, as Hunt notes, “the major characters of Cymbeline stand in need of a purge of the 
Cloten within.” Hunt, 418. The misrecognition allows for an initial purge of Posthumus’s vicious qualities for 
Innogen, even as in the following scenes he himself will express contrition to the audience.  
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Even though “of all things of thought, poetry is closest to thought, and a poem is less a thing than any 

other work of art” the inevitable drive to reification remains, since “even a poem, no matter how long it 

existed as a living spoken word in the recollection of the bard and those who listened to him, will 

eventually be “made,” that is, written down and transformed into a tangible thing among things.”73 On 

one level, Innogen is suspicious of this very “making” of poetry, damning Pisanio and writing while still 

using poetry to try and remember Posthumus and reverse the death she has been brought to face. 

However, as is clear from the scene’s irony, Innogen remains a poor reader at this moment, using the 

very things and objects of homo faber’s world (in this case, her husband’s clothes) to (mis)identify her 

husband. Indeed, Innogen’s own poetry comes out of various dead material – the fabric of the clothes 

and lost life of Cloten. 

However, this dead material serves as the means for Innogen to reorient her own story and the 

entire play. Rather than die in the grave with her “beloved” like Juliet before her, Innogen instead uses 

poetry to tell a story about her dead husband. The arrival of Lucius in the cave interrupts her mourning 

and requests that Innogen “instruct us of this body” (361) that they encounter, asking her to explain the 

bizarre tableau: 

Who is this 
Thou mak’st thy bloody pillow? Or who was he 
That, otherwise than noble nature did, 
Hath altered that good picture? What’s thy interest 
In this sad wreck? How came’t? Who is’t? 
What art thou?(363-368). 
 

Lucius enters at the end of what appears to be a tragedy, like Fortinbras at the end of Hamlet. The 

questions of who and how that he asks of Innogen are the very ones that someone like Horatio becomes 

authorized to tell. Instead of giving an “authorized” relation of events though, Innogen replies that she is 

“nothing; or, if not,/ Nothing to be were better” (368-9). Innogen’s nothingness here stems from the 

 
73 Arendt, The Human Condition, 170. 
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fact that, in her mind, her corporate body with Posthumus has been severed more permanently than 

when she saw the letter ordering her death. The old Innogen whose corporate body was associated with 

the tokens exchanged in Act 1 is exchanged for “Fidele.” Her story that “this was my master,/ A very 

valiant Briton and a good,/ That here by mountaineers lies slain” (369-71) works to incorporate her 

newfound perspective of Posthumus (and indeed, the “valiant” person that Posthumus will become in 

the following act) into a story that binds them in a different corporate body – one of master and page – 

that allows her to live. Rather than tell the truth of her own individual catastrophe, Innogen makes the 

choice to instead “lie and do/ No harm by it” (378-9). This final moment of fabrication helps Innogen 

leave the cave and the scene of her “husband’s” death. Even if this story is false (from the audience’s 

perspective) it retains real effects for Innogen. Through her ability to take control of this dead corpse’s 

story, Innogen uses poetry to work through her own grief, eventually choosing to “follow” (388) the 

Roman general Lucius. Poetry, for Innogen, is the path out of the cave, back into the world of human 

affairs where action and collective narrative, rather than poetry’s individual self-fashioning, provide the 

path for real redemption. Her final poetic labor over “Posthumus’s” corpse before she resolves to follow 

Lucius is the dignity of a grave and mourning: 

 I’ll hide my master from the flies as deep 
 As these poor pickaxes can dig; and when, 

With wildwood leaves and weeds I ha’ strewed his grave 
And on it said a century of prayers, 
Such as I can, twice o’er, I’ll weep and sigh, 
And leaving so his service, follow you (389-394)  
 

The “century of prayers” is, of course, a poetic exaggeration, but it still speaks to the movement back 

into the historicity of life and away from both the absolute moment of her crisis and the cyclical time of 

animal laborans.  

The grave that Innogen plans, with “wildwood leaves and weeds” becomes a final dwelling place 

for the corpse of “Posthumus.” The grave serves to finally restore the work of poetry to the natural 

world, allowing the life processes of labor that poetry and work try to stop and even reverse to instead 
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continue forwards. Cloten’s burial will end in his decomposition and return to nature – back to the 

indifferent world that all of homo faber’s work tries to shore up a space of stability against. This final 

work of burial gracefully harmonizes the material that Innogen has used – the corpse of Cloten – with 

the processes of nature and decay. This dwelling place is one that has natural touches – “wildwood 

leaves and weeds” – that stem from opportunity rather than craft. Lupton argues that Innogen “aims to 

perform a lightly scripted funerary rite that is environmental as well as linguistic: when she refers to 

“wildwood leaves and weeds,” the actor might be looking around to see what’s ready to hand, conjuring 

sylvan underbrush out of a simple searching glance.”74 The affordances that Innogen finds at hand – in 

performance and in the scene – speak to how this final piece of poetic work is one that is done in 

harmony with nature. While there may be some destruction (the gathering of the local fauna to mark 

the site), the funeral rite ultimately deposits Cloten’s trunk in the earth. Provocatively, this body will 

become an affordance for the worms and other creatures in the ground – a reminder that all life draws 

from the affordances that are at hand in our environment.75 Cloten’s restoration to the ground serves as 

a final reminder that for all its apparent permanence, the world of homo faber remains impermanent in 

the face of the natural world. Yet, Innogen’s ability to gracefully reconcile the work of poetry and the 

natural process of decomposition in this final moment also reminds us that even corporeal autonomy 

remains a fleeting reality. Outside of the violently breached integrity of Cloten’s body, his eventual 

decomposition and dissolution stands as a reminder that isolation and self-sufficiency are temporary 

propositions at best. However, the processes of work, and especially poetic work, remain tied to 

Innogen’s ability to save herself, opening up a path out of the cave and into the world of action. 

  

 
74 Lupton, “Nativity and Natality in Cymbeline,” 190. 
75 For the medieval contours of this attitude towards decay, see Steel, “Abyss: Everything Is Food.” 
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12. “Such stuff as madmen tongue, and brain not”: Posthumus’s Incomprehensible Grace 

If Innogen uses work to move past her crisis in the cave, Posthumus’s crisis at the beginning of 

Act V might at first appear to mirror this use of work. The descent of Jupiter from the heavens is a tour 

de force of theatrical fabrication, and the dream that Posthumus has helps him to move past despair. 

The scene also contains the most artificial and fabricated of the “theatrical” events in the play. Many 

critics tend to dismiss the event as mere window dressing in the face of the revelations that are yet to 

come.76 Jupiter, however, provides an important rejection of the very kind of sovereignty that the play 

has been working against; we see the inadequacy of literal divine grace to repair the events of the play 

on its own. The inability for Posthumus to recognize a possible future for him in the tablet left by Jupiter 

also illustrates his failure to live in the way that Innogen is able to after her experience in the cave. While 

Posthumus awakens from his dream without despair, the best he can muster is cheer as he is led to the 

gallows. Posthumus’s inability to read the gift given by Jupiter shows the limits of confession and 

contrition; without participation from others, the divine words that Posthumus possesses cannot be 

interpreted. 

 At the beginning of Act V, Posthumus returns to the stage with a prop: the bloody cloth that 

Pisanio fabricated for “proof” of Innogen’s murder. Posthumus’s regret is such that upon arriving in 

Britain, he decides to try and make amends for his previous behavior: 

‘Tis enough 
That, Britain, I have killed thy mistress; peace, 
I’ll give no wound to thee. Therefore, good heavens, 
Hear patiently my purpose… 
I’ll fight 
Against the part I come with; So I’ll die 

 
76 Few critics defend this moment. Beckwith suggests the descent of Jupiter is “spectacular and histrionic” when 
compared to the human reconciliation that is yet to come. Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of 
Forgiveness, 105. Joan Hartwig suggests that “Jupiter’s characterization is comic and he descends primarily to show 
how silly it is to doubt that he is controlling everything,” and even Roger Warren, who mounts a strong defense of 
the episode in his introduction to the Oxford edition of the play, acknowledges that the scene is often seen as a 
“detachable episode” and that the speeches of the ghosts are “written so oddly – if you like, so badly.” Hartwig, 
Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 97,; Warren, “Introduction,” 55. 
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For thee, O Innogen, even for whom my life 
Is every breath a death; (5.1.19-27) 
 

Importantly, Posthumus here sees the chance to die in battle for Britain as a way to make up for the 

damage that he has done to both his married body and to the political body of Britain by “killing” 

Innogen. His desire to “die/ For thee, O Innogen” suggests that in exchanging his life he can make up for 

the injury that he has caused both Innogen personally and Britain politically. Importantly, the potential 

to ennoble his death through a death for Britain relies on the kind of patriotic ethics that we saw in the 

Queen’s figure of “Neptune’s Park” – an ethics developed through political theology.77 The exchange 

here also recalls the language of debt and mercy that we discussed in Chapter 1; however, for 

Posthumus, his situation seems hopeless, since he cannot ever repay the “dead” Innogen or make a 

payment that could make amends. Even as Posthumus recognizes the damage his personal embrace of 

sovereignty has done, he falls back on the very rhetoric of sovereignty and political theology in the 

ability to imagine this exchange. 

Beckwith notes that in Posthumus’s following speech in jail this language of exchange takes a 

literal turn. Posthumus’s soliloquy hopes that in death he will finally make his desired exchange, and 

declares: “for Innogen’s dear life take mine, and though/ ‘Tis not so dear, yet ‘tis a life; you coined it” 

(5.3.116-17). Beckwith suggests “the image of the sovereign’s coin hovers between an understanding of 

himself as a creature, made in the image of God, therefore gifted, gift and recipient at once, and one of 

despair. He can’t pay, because nothing will be enough and the coin he might wish to pay in is not his to 

give.”78 However, in addition to Posthumus’s condition as a creature, he is also a subject of Britain. 

 
77 For the history of this ethics, see the chapter on “Pro Patria Mori” in The King’s Two Bodies and Kantorowicz’s 
earlier essay on the topic. To summarize the development, Kantorowicz explains that “at a certain moment in 
history the ‘state’ in the abstract or the state as a corporation appeared as a corpus mysticum and that death for 
this new mystical body appeared equal in value to the death of a crusader for the cause of God.” Kantorowicz, “Pro 
Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” 491.This patriotic political theology is what allows for Posthumus to 
make the link in the exchange he wishes to make. Importantly, the ancient setting contributes to this effect, since 
Kantorowicz argues that for a mixture of ancient thought with the medieval corpus mysticum. 
78 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 107–8. 
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Paradoxically, in dying for Britain, he injures the body politic of the realm he seeks to heal. In the same 

way that his life is “not his to give” because of his status as a creature, he is further restricted as his 

status as a subject. The sovereign’s mercy appears to be Posthumus’s only way out of his debt, since 

there is no way for him to actually repay his guilt. 

Comically, Posthumus’s scheme to die valiantly defending Britain fails; he, joining with the lost 

princes and Belarius, rescues Cymbeline from the Roman forces, turning the tide of the battle. Since he 

has joined the winning side, Posthumus changes sides again, looking to die, stating that he will “end it by 

some means for Innogen” (5.3.83). In his failure to exchange his life for Innogen on the battlefield, 

Posthumus decides to substitute an execution as a prisoner. In each case, Posthumus looks to sacrifice 

himself for the life that he thinks that he took. Importantly, Posthumus remains at the level of 

Nietzsche’s debt-mercy circuit here; instead of the excess of grace that ends the play, Posthumus’s 

attempts to die in Act 5 are concerned with balancing a life for a life. His fixation on his own guilty debt 

blinds him to the kind of survival that Innogen has chosen. Posthumus is unable to change his own 

memory through work like Innogen. While he has escaped from his fixation on taking control of his own 

narrative, he remains at the mercy of others. However, due to the fact that the person who could 

release him from his guilty shame is “dead,” Posthumus’s attempt to change his narrative about himself 

comes up short; he is left preferring “most welcome bondage” (5.3.96) and eventual death in a British 

prison.  

While his penitent speech in the jail begins the process of reconciliation, wishing that “if you 

take this audit, take this life” (5.4.27), Posthumus’s guilty conscience is not yet free of the memory his 

actions.79 Indeed, Beckwith notes the language of “accounting” here out of the medieval tradition, but 

 
79 Sterrett notes how that Posthumus’s prayer oscillates between the “medieval Catholic view that penitent acts 
and prayers offered to God in exchange for forgiveness could be, at least in part, efficacious” and the Lutheran and 
Calvinist argument that the penitent subject can contribute nothing of worth to the transaction of salvation save 
everything he is or has.” Sterrett, “‘Such a Peace’: Answered Prayer in Shakespeare’s ‘Late Plays,’” 72. However, 
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we should also remember Nietzsche’s sensitivity to the role of debt in bad conscience – something that 

can only be set free (for Nietzsche) by sovereign mercy.80 The appearance of Jupiter would seem to 

accomplish this, but the scene that follows in the jail actually lays the ground for sovereign work to give 

way to action in the final scenes of the play. We have already seen Innogen move towards a different 

kind of work that appears to work with natural processes rather than against them in her eulogy and 

burial of “Posthumus,” and with Posthumus’s dream in jail Shakespeare shows us still another kind of 

work. This scene is at once a tour de force of theatrical work and a final illustration of the limits of 

sovereign isolation. Jupiter’s descent may appear to be an artificial imposition of sovereign order, 

dispensing divine grace upon Posthumus; however, in the appearance of the pleading Leonati and the 

refusal of neat divine closure we can see echoes of Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale. Like Chaucer, 

Shakespeare gives Jupiter an authorizing power in the narrative, but one that must be carried through 

by others. Against the human works of Giacomo and Posthumus, Shakespeare shows Jupiter as a 

corrective to human sovereignty that, alone, is never enough. Like Chaucer’s Jupiter, Shakespeare’s 

comes to settle a quarrel; however, unlike the co-equal Mars and Venus, Shakespeare has instead the 

shades of Posthumus’s family pleading for justice. The first words from Posthumus’s father demand 

Jupiter change his course: “No more, thou thunder-master, show/ Thy spite on mortal flies” (124-125). 

The family of Posthumus continually calls upon Jupiter, and Posthumus’s brother even goes so far as to 

ask “why hast thou thus adjourned/ The graces for his merits due, / Being all to dolours turned?” (172-

174). In the invocation of grace due for merit, the brother here speaks the language of works and debts 

 
even total surrender and a transcendental vision, as we will see, is inadequate without the human participation of 
others in the final scene.  
80 Beckwith’s work argues that Posthumus uses “the logic of penance as counting and accounting, and it has an old 
and scandalous history, the history that prompted Luther’s liberation from the impossibly exacting cost of sinning 
and its ruthless, insatiable demands.” Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 107. Indeed, the 
very logic of counting that Beckwith notes here is the kind of logic that Nietzsche uncovers in his own analysis of 
sovereignty. The guilt (schuld) and debt (schulden) connection is something the penance Luther found so 
scandalous simply codifies; grace – an Augustinian form that is absolutely gratuitous – is what breaks this circuit.  
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that the theology of grace explicitly turns against.81 Indeed, the pleading of the spirits remains fixated 

upon the economy of justice, closing their appeal with “Help, Jupiter, or we appeal,/ And from thy 

justice fly” (185-6). The brothers’ suggestion that Jupiter has somehow miscarried justice and requires 

an appeal to another provokes Jupiter, and his descent in “thunder and lightning” provides a significant 

contrast to the mediating Jupiter of The Knight’s Tale.  

Shakespeare’s Jupiter has no time for accommodation or negotiation with the lesser spirits of 

Posthumus’s family: “No more you petty spirits of region low/ Offend our hearing. Hush! How dare you 

ghosts/ Accuse the thunderer” (5.3.187-90). Against the justice and merit that the spirits demand, 

Jupiter asserts a different form of justice that begins to look closer to Augustinian providence. Jupiter 

states that “whom best I love, I cross, to make my gift,/ The more delayed, delighted” (195-6). The idea 

that Jupiter (or God) causes those he loves to suffer may seem provocative, but it remains central to a 

theological understanding of grace and in particular its associated humility.82 Augustine’s focus on both 

the individual life and historical unfolding allows us to understand that Posthumus’s theophany, far from 

being an imposition of providence upon the narrative, instead amplifies the background of historical life 

in which Posthumus’s choices have taken place. Even though Posthumus is in miserable circumstances, 

his suffering matters because it is part of the larger unfolding that will repair both his marriage and 

Britian’s relationship with Rome. In this way, Jupiter’s assertion that “his trials are well spent” (198) 

echoes the theme of romance and existential romance in particular.83 Only from Augustine’s “zoomed 

out” perspective can the sufferings of Posthumus become legible as education and repair and thus 

 
81 “God’s grace is not given according to our merits.” Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 6.13. 
82 As noted in Chapter 1, Augustine rejects the association of suffering with virtue directly. Instead, it is in the 
response to suffering that distinguishes the Christian for Augustine. However, the Christian’s suffering need not be 
stoic – see Chapter 3 and Augustine XIV.9. Thus, suffering has no value in itself. Instead, the trial allows for a 
connection to grace and humility. Martyrdom, which both Innogen and Posthumus must fail at for the play to 
arrive at its happy ending, represents a final form of Augustine’s response-based virtue. Augustine of Hippo, City of 
God, I.7-9, XIV.9. 
83 See the “bumbling” of the romance hero in Jameson, “Magical Narratives.” 
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beautiful. The fact that he will “happier much by his affliction made” echoes, on an individual level, the 

kind of providential theology that Augustine suggests of sin, that the black spots on a painting are 

beautiful when taken as a whole. 

Yet, even as Jupiter appears to grant grace, neither suffering nor divine authority on their own 

are sufficient for grace. Shakespeare develops the kind of intervention that Chaucer uses in The Knight’s 

Tale, immediately undercutting the power of Jupiter’s sovereignty through the failure of Posthumus to 

recognize the gift he has been given. Instead of choosing to participate in grace, as Emelye does in The 

Knight’s Tale, Posthumus fails to remain humble and instead tries to take control of his narrative. While 

his initial interpretation of his dream suggests that he has begun to find a place in history, with his 

assertion that “sleep, thou hast been a grandsire, and begot/ A father to me; and thou hast created/ A 

mother and two brothers” (217-219), he is unable to comprehend the grace he has been given. 

Posthumus actually describes how his dream has been a form of undeserved grace for him, suggesting 

that he is among the many who “dream not to find, neither deserve,/ And yet are steeped in favours; so 

am I,/ That have this golden chance and know not why” (224-226). His “golden chance” is just as quickly 

squandered, as he turns to the book that has appeared at his side. He wishes it to  

Be not, as is our fangled world, a garment 
Nobler than that it covers. Let thy effects 
So follow to be most unlike our courtiers, 
As good as promise (228-231).  
 

The crescendo of Posthumus’s speech suggests that, opposed to the works of fabrication that have 

consistently damaged the integrity of both Posthumus and Innogen (and their marriage), this divine 

book will somehow speak true. However, as we have seen, the work of fabrication – even divine 

fabrication – tends at its worst to cut through human relationships. Here, we see it at its best, and it 

becomes  

A dream, or else such stuff as madmen 
Tongue, and brain not; either both, or nothing, 
Or senseless speaking, or a speaking such 
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as sense cannot untie (239-242).  
 

There are echoes of Theseus’s speech in A Midsummer Night’s Dream here, when he voices his 

skepticism about the fairies:  

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains, 
Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend 
More than cool reason ever comprehends, 
The lunatic, the lover, and the poet 
Are of imagination all compact. 
One sees more devils than vast hell can hold: 
That is the madman” (MSND 5.1.4-10) 
 

Theseus’ speech comes after hearing the tale of the lovers in the play and their encounter with the 

supernatural fairies of the forest. Theseus’s self-assured comparison between “cool reason” to the 

“seething brains” of the lovers, madmen, and poets echoes Chaucer’s Theseus’s own certainty. Faced 

with the death of Arcite in The Knight’s Tale, Theseus argues for a stable providence guided by a “firste 

moevre” that the poem’s machinery has showed us is ambivalent at best.  

Shakespeare’s Theseus imposes his stable patriarchal reasoning (and reading) upon the events 

of the previous night, failing to grasp the adaptive and chaotic powers of Puck’s mischief. It might 

appear that Cymbeline lacks any ambivalence towards divine machinery in the way that The Knight’s 

Tale and A Midsummer Night’s Dream do, as Jupiter arrives suddenly as a providential force that sets 

out the play’s denouement on a written tablet that Posthumus receives. His arrival on an eagle above 

the action places him in authority over the gathered spirits; opposed to Chaucer’s Jupiter, who draws on 

others to act for him, or even Oberon’s theatrical “directing” of Puck, Cymbeline’s Jupiter apparently 

arrives to take control of the narrative. Yet, in the response to this theophany, the text turns again 

towards a more complicated relationship to divine providence, since Posthumus has encountered a god 

and comes away even less capable of making sense of the divine. In each case, ironic failures to read 

also prevent the supernatural elements of either play from having an “authoritative” hold on the events 
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of the play. Instead, like The Knight’s Tale, the supernatural serves as an avenue towards human action, 

and in the case of Cymbeline, this is acted out quite literally in the final scene. 

 The comic failure of Posthumus to read the divine book that was given to him echoes Innogen’s 

“success” in misreading “Posthumus’s” corpse. In Innogen’s case, she can only use the work of 

fabrication to work upon herself – the body remains lifeless and must be returned to the earth. 

Meanwhile, in Posthumus’s case, he cannot work upon himself since he is unable to or unwilling to 

misconstrue the meaning in any way.84 Treating the text as sacred means that Posthumus cannot, as 

Philharmonious will do, read poetically. The final scene, of course, remains the true moment of wonder 

and revelation in the play; however, the descent of Jupiter paves the way for this outpouring of grace 

and forgiveness. Posthumus’s inability to read the words of Jupiter’s tablet serves to make the 

fulfillment of the providential design a human endeavor. Only after actions and histories are recognized 

in the final scene is the tablet interpreted. Because he relies on either God or the sovereign to free him 

from his bonds, the “new” Posthumus requires the face-to-face acknowledgement of the final scene in 

order to free his guilty memory and make a place for him to live in the world. Posthumus’s final repair is 

thus a fulfillment of this earlier, abortive opportunity grounded in spectacle. Even with the appearance 

of an Jupiter, Posthumus looks for an “authorized” narrative rather than reading creatively. Rejecting 

these various attempts at sovereign repairs in its final scene, Cymbeline works to dramatize the 

collective process of memory-making that is history and how humans acknowledge changes in their own 

personal narratives. This is done through action, instead of work, and the participation of others in 

Innogen’s graceful actions is what creates a new political and personal future, instead of the sovereign 

grace of either a king or a god. 

 
84 The fact that it is Innogen’s failure that preserves her suggests that Thorne is correct in suggesting that “it is our 
interpretive abilities that are being tested;” however, it seems that the embrace of apparent contraries – for 
instance, it is good that Innogen fails to read Posthumus – that what we are meant to embrace is fundamentally 
the productive possibility for fiction rather than reading. Thorne, “‘To Write and Read/ Be Henceforth 
Treacherous’: Cymbeline and the Problem of Interpretation,” 188–89. 
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13.  “Let him show his skill in the construction:” Harmonious Endings and the Rejection of 

Vengeance 

The final scene of Cymbeline begins with Cymbeline prepared to mete out justice and reward as 

the restored sovereign of Britain. His elevation of Belarius, Guiderius and Arviragus, “the liver, heart, and 

brain of Britain” (5.4.14), to knighthood appears to be a restoration of the old sovereign body politic of 

“Neptune’s Park.”85 However, even after the revelation of the wickedness of the Queen, Cymbeline 

remains fixated on his newly won sovereignty. Rather than opening up the possibility of grace and 

forgiveness, the recognition of the Queen’s evil merely makes Cymbeline more sure of his absolute 

sovereignty. While Hunt sees this moment as purgative of a sickness in the body politic, the death of the 

queen does nothing to quench Cymbeline’s burning for vengeance.86 If anything, his choice to 

retroactively justify his decisions suggests that even after the revelation of the queen’s true identity, the 

project of national sovereignty (and the price Cymbeline is ready to extract from the Romans) remains a 

priority. In an apparent acknowledgment of the virtues of national sovereignty, Cymbeline absolves 

himself of any wrongdoing in listening to her council: “mine eyes/ Were not in fault for she was 

beautiful,/ Mine ears that heard her flattery, nor my heart/ That thought her like her seeming. It had 

been vicious/ To have mistrusted her” (62-66). His praise of the Queen’s surface virtues (and his own 

absolution of his own actions) suggests that Cymbeline remains unchanged in his opinion of sovereignty 

rooted in isolation, since “vice” would have been in suspicion of the Queen’s patriotism. His very next 

 
85 Hunt suggests that “one is tempted to associate each of Britain's primary organs-its "liver, heart, and brain"-with 
one of the three Welsh characters,” but that these are not hard and fast associations. Hunt, “Dismemberment, 
Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline,’” 408. The importance of this and other bodily 
metaphors is ultimately that “playgoers and readers on subsequent experiences with the text become more 
attuned to the body politic as an informing principle of dramatic organization and interpretation.” Hunt, 410. Hunt 
suggests that we could read the Queen’s speech as evoking the “ribs” of the British state, and the restoration of 
the “liver, heart, and brain” might suggest that the foundation of a new body politic is at hand.  
86 “The death of his malignant queen frees Cymbeline, and with the reconstitution of his family, his mind clears and 
he becomes magnanimous.” Hunt, “Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in 
‘Cymbeline,’” 427. 



 

146 
 

action is to revenge the damage to Britain’s body politic in blood; as the Roman captives enter, 

Cymbeline declares: 

Thou com’st not, Caius, now for tribute. That 
The Britons have razed out, though with the loss 
Of many a bold one; whose kinsmen have made suit 
That their good souls may be appeased with slaughter 
Of you their captives, which ourself have granted, 
So think of your estate. (69-64) 
 

Cymbeline’s language is explicitly transactional; the British soldiers lost in war will be satisfied in death 

with the equivalent exchange of the surviving Romans. Cymbeline’s revenge would re-assert British 

isolation and sovereignty through an equivalent injury to Rome’s body politic to the one that has been 

inflicted upon Britain, and Lucius explicitly suggests these injuries might be further returned, intimating 

that “Agustus lives to think on’t” (82). Of course, Posthumus has been trying to accomplish a similar 

trade through the course of the final act, and each time his attempts have failed. The play continually 

refuses its characters the chance to actually engage in the kind of exchange that Cymbeline’s language 

of revenge imagines. However, while the characters again are tempted by the apparent stability and 

simplicity of sovereign isolation, Innogen’s actions transform the outcome of the final scene. Her choice 

to expose the truth of her story and fidelity, rather than revenge herself upon Giacomo, allows for her 

husband (who, importantly, she does not yet recognize among the Roman host) and eventually 

everyone gathered to participate in grace.87 

 The choice Innogen makes – to find the truth of her own story – shows us how action, rather 

than work, allows for the repair of wounds and the recognition of new possibilities. The final scene of 

 
87 Grace always has a collaborative and social quality, even when given by God: “It was neither grace alone nor he 
himself alone, but the grace of God and himself together.” Augustine of Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 5.12. Paul’s 
model of grace (and his body of Christ) is also participatory and communal: “But God, who is rich in mercy, for his 
great love wherewith he loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ, (by 
grace ye are saved;) and hath raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” 
Eph. 2:4-6. The suggestion that the community of believers is “together with Christ” evokes a participatory form of 
grace where the believer is not merely a subject of a divine sovereign but instead an actor and participant with 
Christ.  
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Cymbeline moves beyond individual sovereign works to the participation in actions begun here by 

Innogen – the choices that each character makes serves to unfold the identities that, until this point, 

have been purposefully or unwittingly hidden. The chains of revelation speak to how “in acting and 

speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their 

appearance in the human world.”88 Innogen’s decision to discover the truth behind the events of the 

play rather than revenge the injury done her (as her father does) explicitly redirects Cymbeline’s offer to 

perform a sovereign work for “Fidele” to a chance for action and recognition instead. Indeed, the choice 

to find out what happened to Innogen is hers, but it is both a response to and a result of her suffering at 

the hands of both Giacomo and Posthumus. Her disguise, meanwhile, is the result of Pisanio’s helpful 

collaborative work and labor, and her own individual work has brought her from the brink of despair to 

this moment. Furthermore, the very possibility for Innogen to discover the truth comes from the fact 

she has been granted a favor by Cymbeline, who tells “Fidele” “Thou has looked thyself into my grace,/ 

And art mine own” (94-95). Cymbeline’s choice of “grace” here is provocative, especially since the grace 

that the sovereign has in mind is merely just the choice to grant “what boon thou wilt” (97) – a work 

done by the sovereign. Yet, from this exercise of sovereign mercy, Innogen chooses to act rather than 

work in her request. Rather than have Cymbeline exercise his power over life and death to spare Lucius 

or some other captive, she instead simply asks of Giacomo “that this gentleman may render/ Of whom 

he had this ring” (135-136). Cymbeline, of course, frames this action with threats of sovereign violence, 

noting before Innogen makes the request that Giacomo must  

Give answer to this boy, and do it freely, 
Or by our greatness and the grace of it, 
Which is our honour, bitter torture shall 
Winnow the truth from falsehood” (130-134). 
  

 
88 Arendt, The Human Condition, 179. 
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The choice for Cymbeline to describe the violence of torture as a product of the “grace” of his 

“greatness” serves to contrast with the actual grace that Cymbeline will finally participate in several 

hundred lines later. However, after Innogen chooses to ask Giacomo for the truth, she is then silent for a 

hundred lines as both Giacomo and Posthumus confess.  

Beckwith suggests that Giacomo’s confession is “in every sense what a confession should be in 

the medieval confessional manuals: bitter, self-accusing, complete, particular.”89 However, even if 

Giacomo is merely responding to the threat of torture, his choice to unfold the truth behind his 

fabrication allows for the real identity of both himself and Posthumus to come out. Even if his choice to 

confess is formulaic, he still chooses to participate in Innogen’s request rather than deny speaking the 

truth (like Iago does at the end of Othello). Giacomo’s confession reveals the devices that he used to 

slander Innogen, admitting that he “returned with similar proof enough/ To make the noble Leonatus 

mad/ By wounding his belief in her renown/ With tokens thus and thus” (200-203); here, action provides 

a remedy for the damage that privacy and work have done earlier in the play. The world of homo faber 

begins to be recognized as such in these moments, as Giacomo reproduces the “inventory” that he 

created earlier in the play one last time, but without the added embellishment. His “thus and thus” 

echoes the “such and such” of the initial speech, and Giacomo’s choice to reveal the truth of his 

deception rather than remain silent like Iago provides the first step towards revealing the truth of the 

play’s events. 

While Giacomo’s revelation does not yet “revive” the dead Innogen, it still works to reveal the 

truth of both Giacomo and Innogen’s identities to Posthumus, who reveals himself in response. 

However, Posthumus’s desire remains a desire for death, revealing himself with the horrified: 

Ay me, moust credulous fool, 
Egregious murderer, thief, anything 
That’s due to all the villians past, in being, 
To come! O give me cord, or knife, or poison, 

 
89 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 125. 
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Some upright justicer! Thou King, send out 
For torturers ingenious. It is I 
That all th’abhorred things o’th’earth amend 
By being worse than they. I am Posthumus, 
That killed thy daughter – (210-218) 
 

Posthumus’s desire to die for Innogen here comes out as explicitly as possible with the address to the 

king. Having realized that Innogen was faithful causes Posthumus’s regret and contrition to come out 

forcefully. However, rather than throw himself upon the mercy of the sovereign, Posthumus craves the 

sovereign’s justice. Echoing the end of Innogen’s mourning for Posthumus, he ends his speech with the 

name of his “dead” wife: “O Innogen!/ My queen, my life, my wife, O Innogen,/ Innogen, Innogen!” 

(225-227). Fixating not on the tokens that figure her but instead her identity speaks to how Posthumus 

has been struck by the change from who he thought she was. The moment of tragic recognition here is 

also one of appearance, where Posthumus and Giacomo participate in action and Arendt’s “space of 

appearance… the space where I appear to others as others appear to me, where men exist not merely 

like other living or inanimate things but make their appearance explicitly.”90 In exposing themselves and 

making themselves vulnerable (quite literally) to the law, Giacomo and Posthumus each relinquish their 

designs on being able to control their world through works. Instead, they make themselves vulnerable – 

what Arendt describes as the “risk” of self-disclosure – and participate in Innogen’s humble grace.91 

While it remains a submission to the works of the sovereign (and his justice), the choice to confess in 

response to Innogen’s request shows their willingness to participate in action and, in their vulnerability 

and humility, grace. 

However, the moment of confession is not sufficient for grace, and indeed, were the play to 

“end” here, there would be no change of heart in Cymbeline. While Giacomo’s “alternative facts” have 

been corrected, there is not the yet the possibility for social transformation and change. Giacomo and 

 
90 Arendt, The Human Condition, 199. 
91 Arendt, 180. 
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Posthumus have each confessed their own stories and experiences, but it is only when these are joined 

to Innogen’s that something more begins to happen. Innogen’s choice to reveal herself from her 

disguise is what begins the shift from action to grace, but in this moment, as Innogen runs to embrace 

him, Posthumus strikes her down, showing a flash of the old cretinous Posthumus.92 This final moment 

of crisis speaks to how fragile the new reality of the play, built upon action, really is, since were Innogen 

to die here, the “truth” of it all (that Innogen is alive) would be lost. Arendt has spoken of this fragility, 

suggesting that one reason for the human reliance on the polis lies in the potential for forgetting:  

The very fact that so great an enterprise as the Trojan War could have been forgotten without a 
poet to immortalize it several hundred years later offered only too good an example of what 
could happen to human greatness if it had nothing but poets to rely on for its performance.93  
 

Indeed, Arendt goes as far as to suggest that the polis is an “organized remembrance.”94 Yet, with its 

reliance on memory (collective and individual), the polis is precarious. While more institutionalized than 

the poet’s arbitrary choice of what events to memorialize, the fact that there is no way to know that 

what we remember is the “correct” story is seen in Cymbeline. While the audience can recognize that 

Innogen’s revelation is necessary for the characters in the play to get to the “right” reading of events, 

the potential that she could be killed at this moment (and with it the truth of the shared world the 

characters inhabit) speaks to the fact that even if the polis might seem a substitution for poiesis, it 

nonetheless requires a shared poetic process in order to guarantee that the “correct” reality is the one 

that we agree upon. The fact that as he strikes her, Posthumus uses the language of acting – “Shall’s 

have a play of this? Thou scornful page,/ There lie thy part” (228-229) – explicitly associates this 

 
92 Bruce Smith has suggested that this moment of violence is a central moment for a play concerned with the 
disconnect between what we see and what we hear. Considering how “eyeing” and “wording” are incongruous in 
the play, Smith suggests that at the end of the play, when Posthumus strikes Innogen, his “violent gesture 
threatens to obliterate one of the competing stories, the “right” one.” Smith, “Eyeing and Wording in Cymbeline,” 
52. Smith’s analysis of the stakes is absolutely correct, but what this potential danger shows us is an essential 
feature of shared political reality. Indeed, Innogen’s vulnerability and humility here reminds us that there is a “risk” 
in self-disclosure, and that action and speech expose us to others.  
93 Arendt, The Human Condition, 197. 
94 Arendt, 198. 
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moment of action with drama and each actor playing his part.95 Even though Posthumus’s language has 

shifted, he remains fixated on his individuality, refusing the possibility of others participating in his 

exchange of his life for Innogen’s. 

Rather than the self-revelation of Posthumus and Giacomo, Innogen (the actor and sufferer of 

the play) is revealed through the testimony of others. Her fidelity has been affirmed by Giacomo, and 

her real identity under “Fidele” is proved by Pisanio, whose own loyalty is proven by the doctor, who 

“approves thee honest” (245). Opposed to the destructive and suicidal Posthumus, Innogen acts 

towards what she sees as a new future, and aided again by Pisanio, she is able to participate in the 

“scene” even as Posthumus nearly writes her out of it. The recognitions in the final scene continue to 

cascade, with Pisanio and Guiderius filling in Cloten’s fate. Innogen’s earlier choice to discover how 

Giacomo acquired the ring continues to roll onwards, even as her own story has been repaired. The way 

that the stories of Cloten and the princes are further woven into this initial revelation continues the 

play’s movement towards grace. However, upon the revelation of Guiderius’ murder of Cloten, the king 

moves once more towards the works of sovereignty, suggesting that “by thine own tongue thou art 

condemned, and must/ Endure our law. Thou’rt dead” (298-300). The reminder again of sovereign 

violence suggests that Cymbeline is working to put his stamp on the narrative again. It is only in Belarius’ 

choice to potentially expose himself to sovereign violence in proving “this man is better than the man he 

slew” (303) that action is able to redirect Cymbeline’s desire to work. While he continues to insist upon 

violence upon the revelation of Belarius’ identity, demanding “take him hence,/ The whole world shall 

not save him” (323), Belarius’ rejoinder “Not too hot./ First pay me for the nursing of thy sons” (324) 

serves to save him in the immediate moment, and the recovery of the princes opens up Cymbeline to 

 
95 Somewhat dismissively, Hartwig hits on the truth when she suggests that “Cymbeline, too, wants a part in the 
action of this theatrical performance.” Hartwig, Shakespeare’s Tragicomic Vision, 102. However, the idea that he 
wishes to play a “part” is exactly correct, since his willingness to relinquish his sovereign power over life and 
instead play a “part” some hundred lines later completes the process that Innogen’s actions have begun.  
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the possibility of pardon (even as more is required to finally change Cymbeline’s mind). Cymbeline 

begins to speak the language of natality, rather than justice, when, after Belarius’ relation of the princes’ 

identity, the king declares: 

O what am I, 
A mother to the birth of three? Ne’er mother 
Rejoiced deliverance more. Blest pray you be, 
That after this strange starting from your orbs, 
You may reign in them now! O Innogen, 
Thou hast lost by this a kingdom. (369-374). 
 

Cymbeline’s move from the protection of isolation to the language of birth and new beginnings sets the 

stage for the final acts of grace.96 The participation of Pisanio, Giacomo, Posthumus, Belarius, and the 

others in Innogen’s action has allowed for the recognition by all gathered of the reality of their situation. 

Innogen characterizes this moment as a “gracious season” (402), and it is only after the mutual 

recognition of the assembled characters that the meaning of grace can change from Cymbeline’s 

sovereign mercy to the collective participation in this seasonal change. In a response to the “gracious 

season” of revelation and recognition, Cymbeline changes his mind and realizes that he should further 

extend grace, since he sees “all o’erjoyed,/ Save these in bonds. Let them be joyful too,/ For they shall 

taste our comfort” (402-404). The choice to free the Roman captives, importantly, is recognized as 

something owed to Innogen, who declares to Lucius “my good master,/ I will yet do you service” (405). 

The graceful actions of the final scene all stem from Innogen’s choice to spend the grace granted her by 

Cymbeline in a way that, at the moment of action, does not fully reveal its importance. 

 
96 In responding to critics that note the way Cymbeline is set during the birth of Christ, Lupton reminds us that 
Innogen “is thus less a figure of nativity than of natality, in Hannah Arendt’s sense of the new beginnings… 
initiated by human beings acting in the world.” Lupton, “Nativity and Natality in Cymbeline,” 154. Importantly, it is 
in the participatory quality of the final scene that Innogen’s condition of natality can be realized, with Cymbeline 
finally reversing his original desire for restoration and the repair of youth to instead the new beginning that birth 
marks. Rather than looking to the past, Cymbeline in this moment finally looks forwards and embraces action. 
Crucially for our analysis, Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, explicitly associates this condition of natality 
with Augustine. Arendt, The Human Condition, 246–47; Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 479. 
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In a final moment of guilt, Giacomo requests that Posthumus “take that life, beseech you,/ 

Which I so often owe” (415-416). Doubly owed, since Giacomo has already been shown mercy by 

Posthumus once during the battle. Here, Giacomo submits again, but he notes that “conscience sinks my 

knee/ As then your force did” (414-415). The contrast between the mercy shown a defeated soldier and 

the grace that we have seen now comes out, as Giacomo willingly submits and allows Posthumus, finally 

freed of his own despair, to perform one final act of grace, telling Giacomo to  

Kneel not to me. 
The power that I have on you is to spare you, 
The malice towards you to forgive you. Live, 
And deal with others better (418-421). 
 

Here we see, in the starkest terms, how “forgiveness is the exact opposite of vengeance.”97 Instead of 

“the natural, automatic reaction to transgression,” forgiveness “is the only reaction which does not 

merely re-act but acts new and unexpectedly."98 Giacomo’s final choice to make himself vulnerable once 

more and Posthumus’s response finally rejects vengeance for participation in grace, a movement that 

builds throughout the scene. We are reminded that forgiveness is a human form of grace, one that 

“must be mobilized by men toward each other before they can hope to be forgiven by God also.”99 Since 

human forgiveness precedes divine forgiveness, the tablet from Jupiter that Posthumus carries remains 

crucial, since it is only after the assembled characters participate in forgiveness and grace that the 

prophecy and divine grace become legible. The human and social registers of grace are what allow for 

the divine and providential grace to exist, rather than the other way around. Instead of a secularization 

of divine grace, the final scene raises the human actions of forgiveness and action to the perspective of 

the providential. Humans are not the “work” of Jupiter’s craft in Cymbeline; human choices and human 

history instead come to take on the shape of Jupiter’s providential scheme, rising to the prophecy of the 

 
97 Arendt, The Human Condition, 240. 
98 Arendt, 241. 
99 Arendt, 239. 
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tablet as they act and appear to be recognized as they really are. In the final scene mutual forgiveness 

leads to the rejection of vengeance and the recognition of the divine providence that, pointedly, has 

been arrived at through human actions. In each response to Innogen’s request, the stakes have 

increased, and the repairs that choosing appearance and forgiveness produce have also increased. At 

this point, Cymbeline happily declares “We’ll learn our freeness of a son-in-law/ Pardon’s the word to 

all” (421-422). This final word from the sovereign, freeing his captives to exercise mercy in the service of 

his national project, could end the play. 

However, the sovereign’s reclaimed national isolation pointedly does not end Cymbeline. 

Instead, Posthumus gives his prophetic tablet to the soothsayer Philharmonious – a figure of “grace” to 

close the play.100 Instead of the spurious sovereignty claimed by an isolated individual or nation 

grounded in isolation, the play ends with the collective surrender of individual sovereignty and a 

recognition that sovereignty “assumes, in the case of many men mutually bound by promises, a certain 

limited reality.”101 Cymbeline recognizes the degree to which individual narratives and selves are 

fragmented and fragmentary; the “promise” of Jupiter’s tablet is only realized through the collective 

action and interpretation of that action in the final scene. Furthermore, the scene continually defers the 

interpretation of the prophecy, allowing the assembled characters to participate in grace first. There is 

no single moment of clemency or sovereign mercy; instead, the final scene’s outpouring of grace and 

forgiveness releases Giacomo, Posthumus, Cymbeline, Guiderius, Belarius, Lucius, and even Innogen 

from their previous choices and works. The final image of the play, from the soothsayer, relates a 

prophetic image of Britain that contrasts with the Queen’s isolated island: 

For the Roman eagle, 
From south to west on wing soaring aloft, 
Lessened herself, and in the beams o’th’ sun 

 
100 Jordan suggests “the final scene, dazzling in its revelations, realizes the terms of the prophecy as if to dramatize 
the hand of providence in human history.” Jordan, “Contract and Conscience in ‘Cymbeline,’” 51. However, as we 
will see, it is exactly the reverse – the final scene dramatizes the human role in fashioning providence.  
101 Arendt, The Human Condition, 245. 



 

155 
 

So vanished; which foreshadowed our princely eagle, 
Th’ imperial Ceasar, should again unite 
His favour with the radiant Cymbeline, 
Which shines here in the west (471-475). 
 

The eagle of Ceasar vanishes into the sun of Cymbeline; Britian’s national identity becomes intertwined 

with the Roman one.102 This final image of sovereignty is no longer isolated: Britain (and Cymbeline’s) 

sovereignty is instead founded upon participation in Roman empire. Reestablishing the covenant of 

British tribute also serves to remind Cymbeline (and us) that sovereignty is only actualized when it is 

recognized and agreed upon by others. In his choice to participate in Europe, Cymbeline transforms 

Innogen’s graceful action into a political peace. In the surrender of both individual and national 

sovereignty, Cymbeline finds a new beginning. 

This new national identity and the rebirth of the characters are sealed with a piece of writing. As 

we have seen, the play has a troubled relationship with writing, and yet it uses Jupiter’s tablet to 

authorize the final version of events. Indeed, Arendt suggests that “action reveals itself fully only to the 

storyteller, that is, to the backward glance of the historian, who indeed always knows better what it was 

all about than the participants,” which comes out in relief as the soothsayer Philharmonius declares the 

meaning behind Jupiter’s tablet.103 While Posthumus was incapable of interpreting it himself, 

Philharmonius, as a storyteller with a different perspective, is capable of telling the characters and 

audience the meaning. He suggests that “Thou, Leonatus, art the lion’s whelp. The fit and apt 

construction of thy name, being leo-natus, doth import so much” (444-446). The interpretation of the 

prophecy proceeds, translating Latin, or finding “fit” images. Cymbeline, the “lofty cedar” that evokes 

the image of Neptune’s Park is reunited with his “lopped branches,” the borders of the arboreal barrier 

breached by the newly grafted heirs. Throughout it all, the sense we are given is that this piece of 

 
102 This imperial sublimation is clearly connected to the foreign policy and geopolitics of James I. Hunt, 
“Dismemberment, Corporal Reconstitution, and the Body Politic in ‘Cymbeline’”; Sterrett, “‘Such a Peace’: 
Answered Prayer in Shakespeare’s ‘Late Plays.’” 
103 Arendt, The Human Condition, 192. 
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writing is being made to fit the story that the characters have all already come to know. Indeed, the 

quick and tidy translation of the prophecy almost appears unnecessary after the floodgates of revelation 

have been lifted. Rather than a neat bow on top of a series of revelations, the interpretation of the 

prophecy reminds us that it is human grace and forgiveness that has led us to this final recognition of 

divine grace. Jupiter’s tablet only becomes legible once the characters of the play surrender their stable 

individual narratives and participate in grace. Rather than surrender to despair or the exercise of 

vengeance’s reactionary force, the final scene shows that even though action is precarious, it creates the 

new beginning that Jupiter’s tablet promises. The extended “gracious season” provides an interval for 

the characters to act – one that recognizes the tablet as something “as good as promise” (5.3.231) since 

it becomes an account of human action. Importantly, these actions, as we have seen, come from within 

the world and historical time, rather than from without. The emphasis on both the individual creatural 

actions of Innogen and Posthumus alongside the providential currents of Jupiter’s tablet and 

Philharmonius’s interpretation follows Augustine’s own doubled perspective. For all of its supernatural, 

theatrical, and individual artifice – the world and work of homo faber that marks the play – Cymbeline’s 

denouement is a human one, rooted in the existential conditions of human life. 
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Chapter 3 
“Prisoner to the Womb”: Original Sin and Historical Life in The Winter’s Tale 

 
Just as Epicureanism rests on the illusion of happiness when one is roasted alive in the Phaleric Bull, 
Stoicism rests on the illusion of freedom when one is enslaved. Such illusions testify to the psychological 
power of imagination, but this power can exert itself only as long as the reality of the world and the 
living, where one is and appears to be either happy or unhappy, either free or slave, are eliminated to 
such an extent that they are not even admitted as spectators to the spectacle of self-delusion.  

-Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition1 
 

 PAULINA:    As she lived peerless, 
   So her dead likeness I do well believe 
   Excels whatever yet you looked upon, 
   Or hand of man hath done; therefore I keep it 
   Lonely, apart. 

The Winter’s Tale, 5.3.14-18 
 
At the end of The Winter’s Tale, Hermione’s statue is set apart, sacred. The beginning of 

Paulina’s speech reminds us of the language of political theology and the rhetoric of sovereignty. 

Hermione, without peer, is of a different order than the other “singularities” in Paulina’s gallery. The 

language of individuality and exception thus marks Hermione as somewhat other-worldly in Paulina’s 

moment of hyperbole. Yet, the final lines of Paulina’s praise hint at something darker: the loneliness that 

Leontes’s jealousy produces.2 Hermione’s singularity is not, as it were, an isolated event. Paulina’s 

choice to separate Hermione is emblematic of Leontes’s choice to separate Hermione from her past 

with him. Hermione’s solitude is a consequence of Leontes’s own sovereign works and choices, choices 

rooted in his faith in his own special knowledge that Hermione has been unfaithful. The choice to act on 

this absolute knowledge is absolutely destructive to political life and personal relationships in Sicilia. In 

The Winter’s Tale, with its emphasis on the court of Sicilia in the first three acts, we can see responses to 

this kind of destructive sovereignty that the international scope of Cymbeline cannot bring into focus. In 

the actions of courtiers like Camillo, we can see an echo of the ethics of Stoicism. As a response to 

 
1 Arendt, 235. 
2 Leontes clearly expresses loneliness, where “the lonely man (eremos) finds himself surrounded by others with 
whom he cannot establish contact or to whose hostility he is exposed.” Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 477. 
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injustice, Stoicism seems to resemble the kind of patience and grace that we have been examining. 

However, as Arendt makes clear in my epigraph, the Stoic response to injustice neither takes the world 

as it is nor tries to meaningfully resist it. Instead, in the “illusion of freedom when one is enslaved,” Stoic 

apatheia possesses the same kinds of ripple effects as the works of sovereignty since it posits a 

sovereign self, beyond the power of historical life.  

Yet, in The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare imagines more than sovereign works and sovereign 

selves. Instead, in addition to a more traditional opposition between sovereign work and Stoic resolve, 

Shakespeare introduces a third form of knowledge and action in The Winter’s Tale. This knowledge is 

best seen in the faith of Paulina and Hermione in each other and their historical life in the world. Paulina 

refuses to believe Leontes and change her opinion of Hermione without reason, showing courage as she 

rejects Leontes’s tyrannous mood; Hermione rejects Leontes’s arbitrary accusations and abuse of 

sovereign authority, instead demanding he recognize their past together as proof of her fidelity and his 

delusion. Importantly, neither’s action is a Stoic “illusion of freedom” – Paulina and Hermione recognize 

they are not free to do as they will, but instead suffer passionately in their refusal to either stoically 

avoid Leontes’s tyranny or merely accept it, as the other lords do. 

To better show how The Winter’s Tale rejects both sovereign works and stoic resolve for 

passionate suffering and regenerative grace, I turn to the work of Erich Auerbach on Augustine. In his 

essay “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” Auerbach uses Pascal’s radical Augustinianism to show us how the 

existential consequences of original sin and a fallen world also apply to historicity as such. “Passio as 

Passion” allows us to see what passive action in a fallen world looks like. And in the third chapter of 

Mimesis, read alongside Arendt’s work in Love and Saint Augustine, we can see how historicity repairs 

world-alienating faith. Auerbach’s work reveals how Augustine’s concern for the historical life in the 

world that humans share makes his doctrines of grace and original sin illuminates the human aspects of 

The Winter’s Tale’s apparently theological roots. In my introduction, I suggested that the two concepts 



 

159 
 

of humilis and figura structure existential romances: humilis allows for the individual humble human to 

participate in the sublimity of Christ’s incarnation; figura provides the larger providential/historical 

fabric that this participation unfolds in. This Augustinian double perspective is taken up by what I am 

calling existential romance, which undercuts sovereign works in favor of human action and historical life. 

While my previous texts have illustrated how romance unfolds in this world of Augustinian grace, in The 

Winter’s Tale we see the fragility of these existential conditions. The ease with which Leontes abuses his 

power to destroy Hermione speaks to the threat individual sovereignty poses to historicity. Thus, even 

though Leontes is a political sovereign, his faith in his opinion of Hermione doubles his isolation. When 

he acts upon this absolute belief, Leontes severs the historical ties that bind him to Hermione. His choice 

to act on faith echoes Paulina’s command to “awake your faith” in the final act of the play; what 

distinguishes the two acts of faith is their embrace or rejection of historicity and original sin. The 

Winter’s Tale, with its unjust sovereign works, presents us with a world defined by the ethical and 

political responsibilities and relationships that Augustine’s existentialism demands. In his focus on 

justice and ethics, Auerbach allows us to understand how Leontes’s jealousy, Camillo’s prudence, and 

Paulina’s and Hermione’s courage all respond to the conditions given to humanity. Reading The Winter’s 

Tale through Auerbach and Arendt’s Augustine reveals how original sin undermines the sovereign 

individual’s claim to absolute authority. Without the absolute agency of the sovereign, passion and 

grace allow for action and transformation that work from within the historicity of human life. 

 

14. “The injustice of this world is God’s true justice:” Power and Historicity in Auerbach’s 

Pascal 

Sovereign power’s political theological legitimation relies on the imposition of a fiction upon the 

world we inhabit. Opposed to the limited reality that sovereignty achieves when rooted in collective 

human action and promising, sovereign power that posits itself as invested entirely in the individual or 
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the state has no basis in real life. However, Arendt suggests that “only under the assumption of one 

god… can sovereignty and freedom be the same.”3 The association of sovereignty and freedom – only he 

who is sovereign is truly free – rejects creatural life; political theology translates the existence of the 

creator into the creatural world. This fiction of the sovereign self or sovereign authority is imposed upon 

the world at the expense of both historicity and plurality.4 Importantly, even if this political theological 

fiction owes its existence to monotheistic thinking, it is not Augustinian in origin. Instead, as Kantorowicz 

shows us, these fictions of sovereign power were instead a late medieval scholastic development that 

rejected Augustinian temporality for Averroistic and Aristotelian frameworks for time.5 Augustinian 

thought does not see the individual as either free or sovereign. In creatural life, Augustine finds the gift 

of grace as the only way to regenerate a fallen existence.6 The given nature of worldly life means that to 

evaluate injustice in The Winter’s Tale, an ethics that takes into account historicity is necessary. 

Auerbach develops an ethics sensitive to historicity in his essay “On Pascal’s Political Theory” 

through an analysis of the doctrine of original sin in Pascal’s “radical Augustinianism.” Pascal, as a near-

contemporary of Shakespeare, also shows us the way that a kind of existentialism comes out of 

Augustine’s thought. Auerbach suggests that Pascal’s political theory, such as it is, involves a logical 

extension of original sin and fallen life in the world: 

Among the extreme ideas that arose in [Pascal’s] mind, three are closely related to one another, 
and these constitute what I call his political theory: his hatred of human nature (and thus of his 

 
3 Arendt, The Human Condition, 235. 
4 The imposition of fiction upon reality is touched on by Arendt, when she suggests “the aggressiveness of 
totalitarianism springs not from lust for power… but only for ideological reasons: to make the world consistent, to 
prove that its respective supersense has been right.” Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 458. Kateb describes 
this as a “notion of compelling the world to conform to a fiction, to a construction of the possessed imagination.” 
Kateb, “Existential Values in Arendt’s Treatment of Evil and Morality,” 823. While the totalitarian impulse to order 
the world based on its operating fictions may be unique, the fact that sovereign power similarly imposes a fiction 
on reality more generally speaks to a fundamental illegitimacy at the heart of the issue this chapter speaks to.  
5 The idea of aveum comes, in part, out of the scholastic emphasis on the work of Boethius, among others. See 
Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 275–81. 
6 “For Saint Paul teaches that he who sees ought not to boast as thought what he sees, and even the power by 
which he sees, had not come to him by gift. For, whatever powers he has, did they not come to him by gift? By the 
gift of grace he is not only shown how to see you, who are always the same, but is also given the strength to hold 
you.” Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VII.21. 
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own nature); his unmasking of existing law and as purely arbitrary and evil; and his acceptance 
that this evil law was the only one with any legitimacy.7  
 

Thus, the rule of evil and arbitrary men is nevertheless grounded as legitimate due to the fallen 

condition of the world. These “extreme” ideas that Auerbach finds in Pascal flow logically from a 

“radically Augustinian view of the world as a realm of evil.”8 The fallen world of Augustine creates, for 

Pascal’s view, “a tragic paradox of a most imposing and dangerous kind” that “our whole earthly order is 

nothing but madness (folie)… and then goes on to argue that a Christian must obey these follies in the 

full and detailed awareness that they are follies, and he must do so not because he respects them, but 

because he respects God’s will.”9 Auerbach’s characterization of Pascal’s radical ideas as “dangerous” is 

clear, since they suggest that “God’s will subjected the human race to these follies in order both to 

punish mankind and to open up the road to salvation – even as He also makes that road more 

arduous.”10 The subjection to “follies” or unjust laws is something that is both Pauline and Augustinian. 

Paul’s notorious demand “slaves submit to your masters” is coupled to Augustine’s own thinking on the 

topic in The City of God, giving theological credence to this doctrine of submission.11 Yet, Augustine’s 

concern with political and personal subjection as a consequence of original sin is taken further in 

Auerbach’s assessment of Pascal’s thought: “a Christian must obey this madness and may not lift a 

finger to correct it, owing to the fact that madness and violence rule the world by God’s will. This is the 

true justice that we deserve.”12 Auerbach’s Pascal thus initially appears to be the most extreme kind of 

 
7 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 221. 
8 Auerbach, 221. The way Pascal “logically” follows Augustinianism echoes the thinking of Arendt on Ideology as 
“the logic of an idea,” Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 468–69. 
9 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 227. 
10 Auerbach, 227. 
11 Augustine works to temper the Pauline doctrine, suggesting “in the household of the just man who ‘lives on the 
basis of faith’ and who is still on pilgrimage, far from that Heavenly City, even those who give orders are the 
servants of those whom they appear to command.” Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.15. However, his position 
is still ultimately Pauline. For more on Augustine’s position on slavery, see note 23 below.  
12 We can see a faint echo of Pascal’s thought in Augustine’s own arguments that for slavery as a consequence of 
war is a consequence of original sin more generally: “victory, even when the victory falls to the wicked, is a 
humiliation visited on the conquered by divine judgment, either to correct or to punish their sins. We have a 
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other-worldly Christian – unconcerned with the world as it is, since all is simply subordinated to the 

eschatological end and God’s judgment. Rather than a world with a meaningful real-historical character, 

Pascal’s extreme Augustinianism would appear to detach itself from the world entirely, finding God’s 

justice in human suffering and letting it be at that.  

The other-worldly strain of Christianity might be best seen as a consequence of Augustine’s 

notorious distinction between use (uti) and enjoyment (frui). Augustine describes how use is properly 

the domain of this world, since only God is to be enjoyed: 

There are some things, then, which are to be enjoyed, others which are to be used, others still 
which enjoy and use… To enjoy a thing is to rest with satisfaction in it for its own sake. To use, 
on the other hand, is to employ whatever means are at one’s disposal to obtain what one 
desires, if it is a proper object of desire… if we wish to return to our Father’s home, this world 
must be used, not enjoyed.13 
 

Thus, we see the way that Augustine’s thought leads to a kind of world-alienation, since the world can 

no longer be lived in as such but becomes mere means to return to the Father. Auerbach glosses this in 

the essay, noting “the saint taught that we ought not to love creatures for their own sake, but, rather, 

for the sake of their Creator.14 However, for all these world-alienating currents in Pascal and Augustine’s 

thought, there are also tempering elements in Pascal’s world-alienating thought. For all the apparent 

barriers to action and life in the world due to an evil political system, he nevertheless demands the 

believer concern himself with action in that life.15 In this, we return to the doubled perspective of 

 
witness to this in Daniel, a man of God, who in captivity confesses to God his own sins and the sins of his people, 
and in devout grief testifies that they are the cause of that captivity.” Augustine of Hippo, XIX.16.  
13 Augustine of Hippo, On Christian Teaching, 1.7-10.See also Arendt’s thinking on this Augustinian doctrine: 
“Augustine is aware of the problem this creates for human relationships and of the danger, one could say, of 
degrading men into mere means for an end.” Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, B:033172. 
14 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory.” 
15 For how Auerbach’s reading of Pascal evolved over the 30s, see Newman, who argues that Auerbach saw the 
French 17th century’s “secularization” (or more accurately, “de-Christianization) as creating an “evacuated, 
deChristianized everydayness” that was an “unmitigated existential disaster in the early twentieth-century German 
sense of that term.” Newman, “Force and Justice: Auerbach’s Pascal,” 163. However, in his work on Pascal, 
Auerbach finds that “there is something like a realm of extra-institutional spiritual conviction that can both 
legitimate and lead to action in the name of justice.” However, what is important to note about this form of action 
that Auerbach discovers in Pascal is not only that takes place in the realm of the ““spirit” (“Geist”) as repaired by 
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Augustinianism – at once extra-worldly and historical. Auerbach acknowledges this doubled perspective 

in Pascal: 

At this point one might be inclined to conclude from all of this that the Christian who adheres to 
these views – to Pascal’s ideas as well as to the more moderate stance of Port-Royal – would not 
be able to fight for justice and truth. This is not the case. Pascal himself did.16  
 

The turn in Auerbach’s writing here leads to a transformation of the despairing fallen world that has 

been sketched until this point. Auerbach suggests that for Pascal “the Christian may fight, indeed he 

must fight, as soon as he is convinced that it is not for his own cause that he fights, but rather for 

God’s.”17 Yet, this potential to fight is marred again by the fallen condition of the world. Auerbach notes 

that Pascal’s believer must first distrust his own desire to fight (his knowledge is fallen), and then, even 

if sure of the righteousness of his cause, the believer must do is in an attitude of patience and humility. 

In this thinking there is an echo of Augustine’s own argument that the will is fundamentally corrupt as a 

consequence of original sin; furthermore, we have seen in the previous chapter that human action in 

general can fail to meet its end, requiring the participation and forgiveness of others.18 However, 

Auerbach goes further, noting that “a third important point is captured in Pascal’s proposition that our 

charge is to fight, not to win.”19 Yet, this demand to fight regardless of the outcome is further 

complicated by the fact that “even if – indeed, especially when – truth is defeated and remains hidden, 

justice is preserved. For God’s justice consists precisely in the fact that He hides the truth. When He lets 

 
faith.” Newman, 174. The kind of ethical action that Auerbach discovers in Pascal also requires the 
acknowledgement of the existential conditions of original sin and history, as we will see below.  
16 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 228. 
17 Auerbach, 228. 
18 For instance, in Confessions, on the apparent deficiency of the will (and against the Manichean doctrine of two 
natures), Augustine replies that the cause is sinfulness, and in particular original sin: 

I was at odds with myself. I was throwing myself into confusion. All this happened to me although I did 
not want it, but it did not prove that there was some second mind in me besides my own. It only meant 
that my mind was being punished. My action did not come from me, but from the sinful principle that 
dwells in me. It was part of the punishment of a sin freely committed by Adam, my first father.Augustine 
of Hippo, Confessions, VIII.9-10. 

For Arendt’s theory of action, see Chapter 2 above. Arendt, The Human Condition, 233–43. 
19 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 230. 
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it be known, He does so out of mercy, Grace, and love.”20 The fallen world that Auerbach sees in Pascal’s 

writing is one where the cause of truth is permanently embattled in a futile resistance to the forces of 

evil. Only in the intervention of divine grace can truth take on a momentary illumination for the believer. 

Pascal’s Christianity appears entirely divorced from the more humanistic relationship between figura 

and humilis that Auerbach details in his studies of “existential realism.” Pascal’s hatred of humanity, 

however, leads to an even more profound insight into the relationship between Christianity and human 

existence. 

Auerbach finds in Pascal’s extreme embrace of the doctrine of original sin and the fallen world 

we inhabit a unique approach to the problem of evil in the world:  

That to suffer injustice is the only justice that is fitting for the human race. From this it follows 
that in God’s eyes there is no one on earth who suffers injustice, or (to put it more precisely) 
human beings can commit injustice, but can never suffer it.21  
 

This “solution” to the problem of injustice is also entirely Augustinian. Augustine, for instance, argues 

that God 

Has willed that these temporal goods and temporal evils should befall good and bad alike, so 
that the good things should not be too eagerly coveted, when it is seen that the wicked also 
enjoy them, and that the evils should not be discreditably shunned, when it is apparent that the 
good are often afflicted with them. The most important question is this: What use is made of 
the things thought to be blessings, and of the things reputed evil? The good man is not exalted 
by this world’s goods, nor is he overwhelmed by this world’s ills.22 
 

Thus, Augustine refuses any Calvinist proof of election in worldly circumstance, instead insisting that 

there is an essentially random distribution of good fortune in the world. The “difference,” if there is one, 

in Pascal and Augustine’s thought, is that Pascal removes the problem of anything “good” in the world 

by emphasizing its evil. Everything is a punishment, equally meted out to good and wicked. The 

providential picture that Augustine imagines in City of God serves to illustrate this point, since the dark 

 
20 Auerbach, 230. 
21 Auerbach, 231. 
22 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, I.8. 
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splotches of sin are rendered beautiful through the divine perspective of the whole picture. Just as when 

one takes the proper perspective there is nothing but beauty, Pascal finds in his perspective nothing but 

justice. Auerbach drives the point home: “the neighbor who suffers that injustice is corrupt by virtue of 

Original Sin and thus deserves to suffer. This idea is absolutely Christian in its origin.”23 The aesthetic 

image of Augustine’s picture is lost, but the proportionality is preserved. However, Auerbach finds an 

ethical and existential insight in this paradox. In the doctrine of Original Sin, Auerbach discovers 

something remarkably similar to Arendt’s web of human action: 

Yet the paradox that one can commit an injustice but can never suffer injustice also has its place 
in a way of thinking that is not Christian in the strict sense – if, that is, we allow the phrase 
“original sin” to function as an index of the ways in which we are inextricably bound up in a web 
of what we have inherited, our historical situation, individual temperament, and the 

 
23 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 231. This idea is also Augustinian. On the conflict between man’s 
freedom and the fact of slavery, Augustine argues the following:  

And yet by nature, in the condition which God created man, no man is the slave either of man or of sin. 
But it remains true that slavery as a punishment is also ordained by that law which enjoins the 
preservation of the order of nature and forbids its disturbance; in fact, if nothing had been done to 
contravene that law, there would have been nothing to require the discipline of slavery as a punishment. 
That explains also the Apostle’s admonition to slaves, that they should be subject to their masters, and 
serve them loyally and willingly. What he means is that if they cannot be set free by their masters, they 
themselves may thus make their slavery, in a sense, free, by serving not with the slyness of fear, but with 
the fidelity of affection, until all injustice disappears and all human lordship and power is annihilated, and 
God is all in all. Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.15. 

Like Pascal, Augustine clearly sees human lordship and authority as a consequence of original sin – earlier in the 
chapter he clearly states that God “did not wish the rational being, made in his own image, to have dominion over 
any but irrational creatures, not man over man, but man over the beasts.” For both Augustine and Pascal, there is 
a sense that we all deserve anything that comes to us, and what matters is not the rightness or wrongness of our 
circumstances, but rather the response to these circumstances. However, Augustine’s eschatological bookend to 
the problem of authority and slavery is especially relevant for Pascal’s thinking, since Augustine clearly states that 
these conditions are not part of our first nature (as created beings), but instead our second nature (original sinners 
in a historical fallen world). It should be finally noted that near the end of his essay, Auerbach directly cites this 
passage from Augustine as a description for how Pascal’s thinking of power is indebted to Augustine’s thought. The 
contrast for Auerbach between the two thinkers is that, in Augustine, “a Christian state was perfectly capable of 
using its power to good ends, even though the power of one man over another was in and of itself, as an 
institution, an evil made necessary by Original Sin. But Pascal, who lived in the midst of a Christian system of 
states, lumped the two orders of evil together.” Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 235. Yet, even in Pascal’s 
more pessimistic view of state power – one that comes out of Augustine even if it is beyond Augustine’s own 
thinking in the matter – we can still see a fundamentally Augustinian view of how action must be repaired. Indeed, 
Pascal’s political theory, such as it is for Auerbach, boils down to the failure of sovereignty and power that 
romances explore: “not only is power evil as an institution because of Original Sin, but it follows from this that any 
time it is exercised, power will be nothing but foolish and unjust.” Auerbach, 235. 
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consequences of our individual actions, for it is in such a web that we find ourselves perpetually 
caught.24 
 

It should be no surprise that Auerbach, with his focus on Augustine and his followers, arrives at a similar 

metaphor to that of Arendt. However, Auerbach comes to a markedly different conclusion for how to 

act within this web of human history and actions.  

Rather than consider action’s completed form in the “backwards glance” of Arendt’s storyteller, 

Auerbach allows us to see the ethical implications of being bound up in such a web, and how one can act 

in the moment. He notes that the very doctrine appears at times objectionable since “daily experience 

gives innumerable examples of people who do in fact suffer injustice. It is of course impossible to prove 

the opposite.”25 Furthermore, Auerbach does not want to suggest that these injustices do not exist or 

matter. Auerbach goes on to illustrate how both the sufferer and the one who does wrong are equally 

bound up in this web: 

If he [the victim] can deny this question [if what was done to him was really done unjustly], this 
does not pardon or even justify the one who did him wrong, for the latter is not permitted to 
inflict anything on anyone, since he is not competent to judge the act’s legitimacy and since the 
power to execute justice is in fact held by him only by proxy.26  
 

Auerbach’s insight into how even those authorized to dispense “justice” cannot claim a true legitimacy 

due to their embedded perspective in the world seems particularly important for understanding why it 

is that sovereign works fail so frequently. While sovereignty can achieve a “limited reality” (as Arendt 

reminds us), this reality is founded on a usurpation of the real order of the world. Attempting to paper 

over the trauma of history and impose an artificial sovereignty and justice upon the world lacks the 

perspective from which to truly judge and balance the scales. Instead, attempts to execute “justice” in 

the world invariably breed injustice, since there is no Archimedean point from which to absolutely 

 
24 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 231. Arendt: “It is because of this already existing web of human 
relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and intentions, that action almost never achieves its 
purposes.” Arendt, The Human Condition, 184. See Chapter 2 for Arendt’s theory of action.  
25 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 231. 
26 Auerbach, 231. 
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account for the trauma of history. However, even as this perspective acknowledges the illegitimacy of 

this “justice,” it also retains the trauma of the victim:  

Nor may the defensive position of the victim of injustice be weakened by recognizing the 
legitimacy of what he has suffered, for insofar as he has had justice done to him, it was tendered 
at a different level of authority than the one at which he received the injury.”27  
 

Auerbach finds in Pascal’s thinking a new approach to the evil of the world that preserves a critique of 

the use of power, since it occurs “at a different level of authority.” Whereas Nietzsche’s “self-

overcoming of justice” is found in the sovereign’s mercy, Auerbach’s Pascal instead finds in any exercise 

of sovereign justice a debt on the balance sheets that can never be discharged. Yet, even as he finds 

political justice illegitimate, Pascal does not reject all action or even politics in general. Indeed, in finding 

a form of political activity in Pascal’s entirely fallen world, it would seem perverse to suggest Auerbach 

argues that no injustice in the world can be addressed. Pascal’s political theory, such as Auerbach 

understands it, demands action, even if that action can be stymied and fail.  

The power to execute justice for Auerbach’s Pascal must be approached with an appreciation 

for its original illegitimacy. Sovereignty and power are, for Pascal and Augustine, a consequence of 

original sin and only natural as second nature, as a consequence of historical life. For Auerbach’s Pascal, 

the theological justification of politics is negated – it is no longer a translation of God the Father into this 

world, but instead a consequence of divine absence from the world.28 Historical life, because its 

accounts can never be balanced or overcome in a Nietzschean sense, means that we can never truly 

know if anything we have experienced is deserved. However, the problem of historical injustice that 

Auerbach brings out from Pascal provides the grounds for an ethics: 

The proposition that, in the sense that has just been described, a person can commit an injustice 
but cannot suffer one, seems to me to be valuable as a working hypothesis in the field of ethics. 
At least initially, ethics can only be a matter for the individual, which is to say a matter between 

 
27 Auerbach, 231. 
28 Newman suggests that Descartes’s thought is “Schmittian political theology in reverse, the de-sacralization of 
divine hierarchy and rule.” Newman, “Force and Justice: Auerbach’s Pascal,” 165. Pascal and Augustine instead 
delegitimize worldly hierarchy in an absolute awe at divine hierarchy.  
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me and my conscience. Anyone who succeeds in recognizing that everything that happens to 
him is just, regardless of the extent to which others were wrong to have inflicted a wrong upon 
him, has not only established a foundation, it seems to me, for ethics in general and for his own 
individual ethical position, but has also discovered a new and enlightening way of understanding 
everything that happens in the world. But it is no easy matter to achieve and then maintain this 
theoretical insight as the basis for one’s practical behavior.29  
 

It is important that we attend to the complexities of Auerbach’s ethics here. The suffering that one 

experiences, to the extent that it is bound up inextricably in the web of historical “original sin,” is never 

unjust. Instead, it is an existential consequence of historicity. Historical trauma, for Auerbach, is what 

remains no matter what. This means that there is no way to truly account for the injustice one 

experiences as an “injustice,” since that would require balancing the scales of history. However, as we 

saw in Nietzsche, this economy of debt and guilt can never be properly accounted for. Nietzsche finds in 

the sovereign’s power the potential to absorb and discharge (and thus overcome) this debt. Pascal 

instead makes the debts unpayable, while Auerbach expands the debts to a point where they are 

universal. There are always circumstances or contingencies one could devise or account for to find the 

“justice” in what one has experienced, provided one is willing to approach the existential circumstances 

of history at vast enough or small enough a scale. In a sense, the ethics that come out of Auerbach’s 

Pascal is an ethics that recognizes the problems of scale inherent in any proper accounting of wrongs, 

since when one takes a broad or narrow enough perspective there is always a way to find both justice or 

injustice. In Auerbach’s Pascal, the providential picture of sin and its scale reasserts itself in this world as 

historicity. 

The shift from a historical perspective on injustice or justice to the individual ethical response to 

circumstances is also Augustinian, even though Augustine examines both good and evil fortune. In The 

City of God, Augustine’s response to the sack of Rome suggests that the divine justice in human suffering 

comes not from any sense of blessing or reward, but instead from the response to earthly conditions:  

 
29 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 231. 
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When the good and the wicked suffer alike, the identity of their sufferings does not mean that 
there is no difference between them. Though the sufferings are the same, the sufferers remain 
different. Virtue and vice are not the same, even if they undergo the same torment. The fire 
which makes gold shine makes chaff smoke… In the same way, the violence which assails good 
men to test them, to cleanse and purify them, effects in the wicked their condemnation, ruin, 
and annihilation. Thus, the wicked, under pressure of affliction, execrate God and blaspheme; 
the good, in the same affliction, offer up prayers and praises.30  
 

The focus on response means that apparently good or ill fortune (or good or ill circumstances) instead 

become entirely contingent on the response of the person experiencing them. Augustine’s thinking 

similarly suggests that the misfortune suffered by wicked men can “amend their impiety” and that their 

fortune, when seen as their own, can – and here Augustine cites Paul – “lay up for themselves a store of 

wrath in the day of God’s anger.” Pascal’s removal of “apparent good” from the picture simply brings 

into relief the ethics that were already there – an ethics of response that demand a fight even when 

there is no chance of victory.31 Understanding original sin as historicity grounds a creatural ethics that is 

more sensitive to the existential conditions that we occupy, rather than imagining a dyad of subject and 

object or an absolute individual sovereign.32 Yet, this is not absolution for all actions – far from it. 

Auerbach’s ethics instead insist that one can act unjustly. 

 
30 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, I.8. 
31 This is what distinguishes the position of Augustine and Pascal from a more Stoic or Boethian position. Chaucer, 
“Boece”; Tillich, The Courage to Be, 11. 
32 Arendt similarly finds in Augustine’s doctrine of original sin humanity’s historical existential condition: 

Humanity’s common descent is its common share in original sin. This sinfulness, conferred with birth, 
necessarily attaches to everyone. There is no escape from it. It is the same in all people. The equality of 
the situation means that all are sinful. […] Though freedom of choice recalls the individual from the world 
and severs his essential social ties with humankind, the equality of all people, once posited, cannot be 
canceled out. In this process, equality receives a new meaning – love of neighbor. Arendt, Love and Saint 
Augustine, A:033355. 

Above, I suggested that the extremity of Pascal’s thought comes in part from removing anything good from the 
world, following Auerbach’s analysis. However, another important contrast with Augustine is revealed in Arendt’s 
analysis here – the fact that any relationship with a neighbor is mediated through (and created by) original sin 
means that the world is “the home of human interdependence.” Accepting this interdependence allows for the 
beginning of community, since  

the sinful past is common to all, and nothing else could stabilize social life in a community. Yet the past is 
not simply wiped out, as it had seemed. Rather, it is the absolute obligation because it is past sinfulness. It 
does not remain pure past, but is newly experienced and reinterpreted out of the new situation of man 
redeemed. Arendt, A:033357. 

Here, we can again see the centrality of historicity for Augustine’s thought in both Arendt and Auerbach. As 
Auerbach finds in Pascal, Arendt finds in Augustine an ethical and existential burden that is reinterpreted by grace 



 

170 
 

15. Active Suffering: “Passio as Passion” 

Auerbach’s reading of Pascal thus recognizes the Augustinian problem of original sin as one that 

allows us to decide how to act in a world of traumatically unfolding history. For Pascal, this takes the 

shape of a demand for the individual to fight against injustice no matter the odds. Here, the debt to 

Stoic and Neoplatonic thought in Augustine carries a residual effect, since Pascal imagines the absolute 

isolation of the believer outside of a political settlement. Even as Pascal recognizes original sin as a 

barrier to action then, he remains interested in a sovereign choice for the believer to act on his faith. 

Variations on this sovereign self inform both Leontes’s absolutist and Camillo’s Stoic choices and actions 

in The Winter’s Tale. However, there is another possibility for human action that Christianity imagines, 

one that infuses The Winter’s Tale’s repair of the world through participatory suffering against injustice. 

In Auerbach’s analysis of the transformation of passion – both pathos and passio – from its ancient 

meaning, closer to “feelings” and “sensation,” to what we might understand as passion – “violent, 

heated affairs” – we can see a Christian response to Stoicism that goes beyond an ethics and politics of 

the sovereign individual.33 In Auerbach’s account the Stoics began the transition, with their pejorative 

connotation of passion as “an agitation, a state of being that was in motion, but in an aimless and 

undirected way; the passions destroyed the composure of the wise human being.”34 While Christian 

authors depicted some passions as carnal and to be avoided by the Stoics, Augustine’s development of 

“bonae passiones [good passions]” leads to a transformation in early Christianity.35 Auerbach describes 

the Christian transformation of passio as one that rejects Stoicism directly: 

The Christian authors contrasted the passiones not with the tranquility of the wise person, but, 
rather, with submitting to injustice. Their goal was not to withdraw from the world as a way of 
avoiding suffering and passion. Instead, they intended to prevail over the world precisely by 
suffering. The ways in which the Stoics and the Christians meant to escape the world thus differ 

 
but not lost. This transformation of the burden of the past into the possibility of social life in the future is the 
existential reality that The Winter’s Tale (and the other romances I have examined) most clearly imagines.  
33 Auerbach, “‘Passio’ as Passion,” 166. 
34 Auerbach, 168. 
35 Auerbach, 169. 
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profoundly from one another. Rather than a Stoic degree-zero of extra worldly passionlessness, 
the goal of Christian flight from the world lay in counter-suffering, a passionate suffering within 
– and thus in opposition to – the world. Christians fought the flesh, the evil passiones of this 
world, not with Stoic apathy or with “the good feelings” (the bonae passiones) as a means of 
attaining something like an Aristotelian centeredness, or Golden Mean. Instead, they deployed 
something entirely new, something that was, until that time, completely unheard of, namely, a 
gloriosa passio [a passion full of glory] that consisted in a burning love of the divine.36 
 

In the passion of early Christianity, Auerbach finds a worldly form of suffering and passivity that intends 

to “prevail over the world.” Submitting to injustice passionately rather than passively, early Christians 

thus found a form of action in what had been perceived as a passive quality. The ancient form of pathos-

passio that Auerbach traces is explicitly opposed to “praxis (action), poiesis (making), and ergon 

(deed).”37 In this catalog of antonyms, we can see the kind of work and action that Arendt details in The 

Human Condition, and the typical forms of behavior associated with masculinity and sovereignty. 

However, in the Christian form of passion that Auerbach describes, we have an active suffering that one 

engages in when one submits to injustice. Opposed to the Stoic pragmatism of Polixenes and Camillo – 

better to escape Leontes’s madness – Christian passion is embodied in Hermione and Paulina’s choice to 

submit to the law (rather than rebel) and passionately suffer in response to Leontes’s injustice. As we 

will see, in her arrest and trial, Hermione’s passion (and Paulina’s advocacy), though not a “burning love 

of the divine,” nevertheless explicitly underscores the injustice that Leontes commits in acting on his 

jealousy. Opposed to his more “ancient” passion (in his tremor cordis) that suddenly afflicts him, we will 

see Hermione and Paulina’s Christian passion in their opposition to Leontes. 

 Passion is a participatory model of Christian action that works differently than sovereign force. 

In describing the passion mysticism of Bernard de Clairvaux, Auerbach gives us a sense of his 

participatory quality:  

The martyr takes shelter in Christ’s open wounds. These wounds light the fire of love in him and 
allow him to triumph, ecstatically, over the torments inflicted on him… just as Christ was drunk 

 
36 Auerbach, 170. 
37 Auerbach, 166. 
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on the wine of charity (ebrius vino charitatis), when he sacrificed himself… so too does the soul 
become drunk when it immerses itself in its passio and resurrectio.38  
 

These moments from Bernard, importantly, draw upon the central Augustinian contribution that 

Auerbach notes in “figura” and “Sermo Humilis” – that is, the human historicity of Christ. In passio the 

corporeality and physicality of Christ takes precedence over his divinity, but this derives from the 

historicity that Augustine insists upon. In developing passion mysticism, Bernard and other authors built 

further on the physical insistence on real human reality and history, even as the ecstasy of the martyr 

transcends the physical world of suffering. As a remedy to an unjust world, Stoic apatheia pales in 

comparison to the Gloria passiones of Christianity. 

 The Augustinian and medieval tradition finds, in feelings rooted in this world, the response to 

injustice and evil in the world. In part, the worldliness of Christian passion comes out of its connection to 

Christ: “the passion of love leads, through suffering, to an excessus mentis [departure from reason] and 

thus to a union with Christ. The person who is without passio is also without Grace. Whoever does not 

sacrifice himself, in empathic suffering, to the passio of the Savior lives in a hardening of the heart, an 

obduration cordis.”39 The empathic suffering that Auerbach describes here is also Augustinian: in the 

Confessions, Augustine twice enjoins his reader to “weep with me and weep for me,” noting that “those 

who feel no charity in themselves will not be moved by my words.”40 Auerbach’s depiction of the 

importance of Grace here reminds us of the fundamental way that Augustinian forms of Christian 

theology tend to insist upon a more diluted form of human agency than the forms of work that 

constitute male sovereignty typically insist upon. However, since they are not grounded in the sovereign 

individual, they retain a power in their cooperative nature even as they remain passive:  

The stance of the soul is dynamic and potential rather than truly productive; it is more receptive 
and full of longing than really active; it is decidedly bride-like. No matter what kind of 
tempestuous and enrapturing love or passionate submission the soul may achieve on its own, 

 
38 Auerbach, 172–73. 
39 Auerbach, 178. 
40 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, IX.12, X.33. 
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victory ultimately always belongs to the power of Christ, or Grace. This is where activity begins. 
The wounds of love, the fervor spiritus [ardor of the soul] and the unio passionalis [passionate 
union], are gifts bestowed by Grace. One can perhaps prepare oneself to receive Grace, one can 
wish that it would come, and even pray that it does.41  
 

Auerbach’s explicitly feminine metaphor here is especially important for understanding Augustinian 

grace, since the apparently passive nature of the soul here – as “bride-like” – is also the passive nature 

of action we have examined throughout this project. 42 Christian theology frequently reserves the 

masculine position for Christ or the Father – the Church as the Bride of Christ, for instance. This feminine 

position for the human soul is a powerful reversal of an older Platonic gender ideology.43 Auerbach’s 

work reminds us that Christianity retained the kind of radical feminine passivity that we have examined 

as an example for all people. Passionate suffering was a way to participate in Grace and salvation. 

 Auerbach’s work reminds us that this passionate suffering is not, in the end, owned by the 

individual. Instead, “victory ultimately belongs to the power of Christ, or Grace.”44 Christian passion may 

allow for a human to participate in this victory, but it is not ever the individual’s victory or triumph. This 

kind of understanding of agency is especially important for understanding The Winter’s Tale, since it is 

difficult to find any one choice or action that actually leads to the final resurrection and reconciliation. 

The fact that Robert Greene’s Pandosto – the source for the play – carries the subtitle “The Triumph of 

Time” provocatively suggests how in this kind of story, there is no individual sovereign or “hero.” Even 

as Hermione’s speech in the trial appears heroic and powerful, it is only given this power in its 

connection to her passionate suffering to injustice. Camillo’s pragmatic advice never achieves the 

sympathy or corrective effects that Hermione’s passion elicits during her trial. Auerbach’s Passio shows 

 
41 Auerbach, “‘Passio’ as Passion,” 178–79. 
42 For the specifically feminine dimensions of passion mysticism in the middle ages, see Bynum, Holy Feast and 
Holy Fast; Bynum, Wonderful Blood; Beckwith, Christ’s Body. 
43 For the soul as masculine and body as feminine, see Butler, Bodies That Matter. 
44 Auerbach, “‘Passio’ as Passion,” 178. 
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us how Augustinian anthropology attenuates and repairs human agency, through a connection to 

human passions. 

 

16. Hollowed Time: “The world and all that’s in’t is nothing” 

I now turn to The Winter’s Tale and which dramatizes historical life and creatural ethics. To 

begin, I wish to consider how Leontes’s sovereign actions against Polixenes and Hermione resonate with 

Auerbach’s reading of Pascal. Whereas Cymbeline’s actions are grounded in political contingencies, 

Leontes’s are grounded in his faith in his own knowledge that Hermione has been unfaithful. Leontes’s 

conviction is distinguished from Pascal’s through Leontes’s complete detachment from the world. In 

this, he represents the endpoint of a world alienation that is rooted in faith without historicity. 

Is it strange to speak of Leontes’s jealousy as faith? After all, characters throughout the play – 

including Camillo– tell us that the King’s malady is a form of sickness. Earlier, Camillo describes it as a 

“diseased opinion,” (1.2.293) and Paulina claims she comes “with words as medicinal, as true – /Honest 

as either – to purge him of that humour” as “your physician” (2.3.37-38, 54). However, at the same time, 

all attempts to cure his jealous sickness fail: Camillo refuses to try, choosing to flee instead, and 

Paulina’s “medicinal” words simply serve to heighten Leontes’s fury. To everyone around him – 

including the audience of the play – Leontes’s conviction appears not as faith but as a malady of the 

mind. However, this is due to the external perspective of the characters and audience. From the 

perspective outside of Leontes’s mind, his actions are impossible to understand since we see Hermione 

as a chaste wife who has done nothing wrong. However, entertaining the counterfactual allows us to 

appreciate the degree to which Leontes’s actions also entirely fit faith.45 Paul describes faith as “the 

substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen,” and the less that we see of Hermione’s 

 
45 Other critics that have entertained this counterfactual – that Hermione is not chaste – include Knapp, “Visual 
and Ethical Truth”; Felperin, “‘Tongue-Tied, Our Queen?’” 
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supposed “infidelity,” the more that Camillo’s later diagnosis – that Leontes’s jealousy is driven by faith 

– becomes the accurate way to describe it.46 Camillo’s explanation to Polixenes hinges on faith’s 

untranslatability and its danger: 

    You may as well 
Forbid the sea for to obey the moon 
As or by oath remove or counsel shake 
The fabric of his folly, whose foundation 
Is piled upon his faith, and will continue 
The standing of his body. (1.2.421-26) 
 

Faith drives Leontes’s jealous actions as he piles the “fabric of his folly” onto his certainty that Hermione 

has been unfaithful and, in acting upon his faith, damages or destroys the social ties with his friend; his 

wife and daughter; his loyal subjects; and – irrevocably – his son. Furthermore, Auerbach, in describing 

Pascal’s particular form of action, notes that “Christian understanding has nothing to do with one’s 

opponent or his concerns at all. It concerns, rather, God alone.”47 The absolute form of knowledge and 

action that Pascal describes is one that goes beyond empiricism or other forms of knowledge. It is a total 

individual conviction that cannot be translated into terms that an opponent can understand (nor is the 

alternate position – that of the opponent – necessarily legible or even important to the believer). 

Therefore, not seeing proof of infidelity allows us to better recognize that Leontes’s condition is 

rooted in faith. Stage business might allow a director to “justify” the jealousy that rises suddenly out of 

Leontes’s speech, making his actions more legible to the audience through Polixenes’ and Hermione’s 

bodily gestures. Yet all this representation does is further demonstrate that legibility to the outside 

world is beside the point for the faithful individual. Indeed, there seems to be no other approach that 

fits Leontes’s condition quite as well. Every other character in the play speaks to Hermione’s chastity, 

and several (like Paulina) speak with courage. Furthermore, the oracle’s words affirm what would 

apparently be the “facts” of the play with remarkable bluntness: “Hermione is chaste, Polixenes 

 
46 Heb. 11:1 
47 Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 230. 
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blameless, Camillo a true subject, Leontes a jealous tyrant, his innocent babe truly begotten” (3.2.130-

134). Yet, despite all evidence to the contrary, Leontes persists in his belief in something that the 

audience and characters have literally not seen. Leontes’s is a belief that rejects both the unseen pre-

history of the play and the events the audience has just witnessed. When Leontes reveals his suspicion 

to Camillo, Camillo defends Hermione, insisting to Leontes that he  

Never spoke what did become you less 
Than this, which to reiterate were sin 
As deep as that, though true. (1.2.278-280)  
 

Camillo’s rebuke to Leontes reminds us of Hermione’s own graceful speeches on sin that were earlier 

used to persuade Polixenes to stay. Meanwhile, Leontes’s speech is as sinful as the adultery that Leontes 

claims Hermione is guilty of. In his response, rather than acknowledge that he is, in entertaining this 

idea, sinning, Leontes instead pushes to the negation of events: 

Is whispering nothing? 
Is leaning cheek to cheek? Is meeting noses? 
Kissing with inside lip? Stopping the career 
Of laughter with a sigh? - a note infallible 
Of breaking honesty! Horsing foot on foot? 
Skulking in corners? Wishing clocks more swift? 
Hours minutes? Noon midnight? And all eyes 
Blind with the pin and web but theirs, theirs only, 
That would unseen be wicked? Is this nothing? 
Why then the world and all that’s in’t is nothing, 
The covering sky is nothing, Bohemia nothing, 
My wife is nothing, nor nothing have these nothings 
If this be nothing. (1.2.282-293) 
 

Leontes’s abyssal rhetoric pulls the ground out from under the hearer, as everything falls under the 

repeated “nothings.” Leontes begins with the actions that might serve as signs of infidelity, asking if they 

are “nothing?” Even as they may be outward signs, these are “nothing” in the sense they are hardly 

proof of the staggering claim that Leontes is making. Yet, the cascading effects of this speech also move 
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further and further from the world, showing the worldlessness of Leontes’s thoughts.48 The seen lovers 

who are “whispering” and “leaning cheek to cheek” give way to the internal thoughts one cannot see as 

the lovers wish “clocks more swift.”49 We also move from the realm of things that could reasonably be 

performed by any given director’s actors - whispering, leaning, meeting noses, kissing with inside lip – to 

acts that can no longer be performed in a dumb show with the “career of laughter” stopped with a 

“sigh.” While they might even go so far as to perform “horsing foot on foot” or “skulking in corners,” 

Hermione and Polixenes’ actors cannot conceivably “blind with the pin and web” all eyes but theirs.50 As 

his speech moves further and further from the possibilities of performance, Leontes demands that the 

audience and director ultimately take his jealousy as faith, since there is no way that any performance 

can entirely capture the delusions that Leontes piles on to “nothing” here.  

Justifying Leontes’s suspicion in performance only arrives at a partial understanding of his 

condition, especially once we follow Camillo’s analysis and recognize that Leontes experiences his 

jealousy as faith. Leontes explicitly rejects the historical perspective that someone like Camillo has, 

where Hermione’s proof of faith resists the fact that Leontes’s accusation is sudden – a conversion. 

Camillo’s resounding rejection of Leontes’s opinion reminds us that outwardly Hermione has always 

been faithful, and the shock to Camillo is the ease with which Leontes throws their prior history away in 

exchange for what is clearly a novel view of events. Without history, “the world and all that’s in’t is 

nothing.” In his speech, Leontes’s turn to “nothing” removes the “something” that would absolve 

 
48 Arendt’s concept of worldlessness is ultimately rooted in the loss of historical time: “worldlessness as a political 
phenomenon is possible only on the assumption that the world will not last.” Arendt, The Human Condition, 54. 
See also my Introduction 10-11 and Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 44. 
49 Knapp correctly notes how “regardless of the staging of the early scenes, Leontes cannot possible be so far privy 
to the thoughts of the supposed lovers that he can know their wishes.” Knapp, “Visual and Ethical Truth in The 
Winter’s Tale,” 271. 
50 Felperin also notes how this speech moves from perception to speculation and suggests of Leontes’s jealousy 
that “we see enough to know it has some basis, but not enough to say how much.” Felperin, “‘Tongue-Tied, Our 
Queen?’” 7. Yet, the “speculation” also takes place in a language of desire that cannot ever really achieve reality in 
performance. Though a director who wished to mangle the play might have Hermione and Polixenes simulate 
intercourse, the only place where Leontes’s fantasies might achieve reality would be in cinema or digital art.  
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Hermione – their past together (which, as an audience, we have been privy to only in Hermione’s 

speeches). In this sense, stage business that gives us insight into Leontes’s mind heightens 

contradictions, rather than absolves Leontes. For Camillo, Leontes sins against the “sin” of his past with 

Hermione. Hermione, in her banter with Polixenes, describes how “if you first sinned with us, and that 

with us/ You did continue fault” (1.2.82-83). Leontes in his jealousy rejects this “sinful” sexual history, 

fixating not on the past but instead his present delusion. Only in an absolute relationship with a single 

moment of revelation does Leontes’s mania become legible. Even if the moment is one that we have 

seen due to directorial choice, then, Leontes’s abyssal collapse will always run up against Camillo’s 

insistence that he has forgotten a longer history – the one that Hermione herself has depicted in her 

speeches earlier. Sinning against sin, Leontes acts upon his faith in the world as he understands it and 

destroys his relationships with his wife, friend, and most permanently, his son. 

Above, I noted that Leontes’s paranoia resists stage representation. Yet, even if Leontes’s 

language goes beyond what we can see, he remains obsessed with getting Camillo to recognize his view 

of events in Sicilia. This obsession with seeing ultimately contributes to the worldlessness of Leontes’s 

faith. Importantly, even as there is a physicality to Leontes’s paranoia, it is detached from historicity. To 

see how Leontes’s faith departs from Pascal’s, we need to turn to Auerbach’s later work in Mimesis. In 

the third chapter of Mimesis, “The Arrest of Peter Valvomeres,” Erich Auerbach finds a worldless surface 

representation in the work of the antique historiographer and soldier Ammianus Marcellinus, which 

degrades our attachment to the world. In the depiction of the riot in Rome he takes from Ammianus, 

Auerbach argues that the intensity of the “magical and the sensory” comes “at the expense of the 

human and the objectively rational.”51 Thus, even as Ammianus may appear faithful to sensory reality in 

his ability to conjure images for his readers, the entirely surface representation dehumanizes. Here, we 

should recall that Leontes continually attempts to frame his faith in sensory imagery and goes so far as 

 
51 Auerbach, Mimesis, 53. 
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to demand that others see how he does. Asking Camillo to confirm his suspicions, rather than demand 

proof, Leontes instead demands that Camillo affirm his belief and participate in his faith: 

Ha’ you not seen, Camillo –  
But that’s past doubt; you have, or your eyeglass 
Is thicker than a cuckold’s horn – or heard –  
For to a vision so apparent Rumour  
Cannot be mute – or thought – for cogitation 
Resides not in that man that does not think –  
My wife is slippery? If thou wilt confess (1.2.264-270). 
 

Opposed to Othello’s demands for proof, Leontes demands that Camillo “confess” his knowledge. The 

language of the “ocular proof” resonates in the suggestion Camillo has “seen” (or if he has not, he must 

be blind or impaired), but Leontes does not require the proof himself. Instead, he wishes for another to 

affirm his suspicion that his wife is false. Leontes is looking for someone to recognize his faith in the 

world and join in his actions and special sight. It is not “proof” that Leontes wants from Camillo, because 

there is no externalizable proof of Hermione’s infidelity that the other characters in the play can 

recognize. Instead, like a conspiracist with push pin and thread, Leontes wants Camillo to see the world 

as he does.52 

Leontes’s faith expresses itself in an obsession with sight and seeing; we can better understand 

how this focus on vision and seeing is world-alienating when considered alongside Auerbach’s 

reflections on Ammianus. The arrest of Peter Valvomeres exudes vivid physicality and violence, such 

that in his description, Auerbach also refers to the historical context of Mimesis’s composition in exile 

during World War II. Explaining his choice of text, Auerbach notes that episode felt more like “a planned 

mass demonstration in which the instincts of the soldiery are skillfully exploited in a way we know only 

too well from contemporary history.”53 Auerbach’s references to Nazi Germany in the first three 

chapters of Mimesis are important for understanding the work’s broader project and how existential 

 
52 See note 4 above for how totalitarianism imposes itself and its fictions upon the world. Arendt, The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, 458; Kateb, “Existential Values,” 823. 
53 Auerbach, Mimesis, 53. 
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realism speaks to the political upheaval of the first half of the 20th century.54 At this moment, he very 

clearly associates certain elements of the antique style with the events of the 30’s, as Auerbach 

describes the arrest as something that “many readers” will find “unpleasantly realistic. Ammianus has 

oriented it entirely towards gestures: the compact crowd set against the imposing prefect as he 

domineers over them.”55 Later, Auerbach describes the scene’s “distortion of reality” further: “A riot, a 

solitary man trying to quell it by the power of his eyes, then stepping in – some harsh words, a 

ringleader’s muscular body raised high, finally a flogging.”56 In Auerbach’s description, we are clearly 

meant to see something of the rise of National Socialism. Ammianus “distorts” reality to uphold the 

“unpleasantly realistic” image of a dictator who rules through speech, gesture, and finally violence. 

Auerbach clearly sees a totalitarian impulse in Ammianus’s dehumanization of the rioters, since, 

compared to Tacitus, “there is no objectively rational relationship whatever between the authorities and 

the rebels, let alone a human relationship based on mutual respect. There is only a physical relationship 

based on magic and brute force.”57 Even as the relationship is grounded in physicality, it is magical and 

worldless, as the reality of the rioters is effaced and flattened into a mass of bodies. Ammianus’s 

flattening of the rioters and Leontes’s flattening of Hermione both transform historical life into an object 

for use – an image of one moment ready to be employed by an ideological project or a wounded ego to 

serve its own ends.  

In the “use” of flattened others, we can find an echo of Augustine’s distinction of “use” (uti) and 

“enjoyment” (frui), now attached to the service of worldly power. Turning to Arendt’s work, we can see 

how this alienation through temporal collapse occurs in Augustine as well. In the first two sections of 

 
54 Damrosch notes three ways World War II enters into Mimesis: “through explicit analogies, through implicit 
guiding of selections; and through an often unconscious shaping – and even distortion – of his interpretations.” 
Damrosch, “Auerbach in Exile,” 103. All three ways are at play in the third chapter.  
55 Auerbach, Mimesis, 53. 
56 Auerbach, 60, 53. 
57 Auerbach, 52. 
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Love and Saint Augustine, Arendt shows Augustine’s world-alienating love in craving the good and in a 

relationship between creator and creature. In craving the good, Augustine follows the Greek 

philosophical tradition. As we noted above, Arendt argues that Augustine’s Neoplatonic and Stoic 

terminology leads his thought out of this world. Augustine’s search for God as the highest good thus 

leads him to a point where “he finds existence instead of essence, and existence is unreliable.”58 

Augustine’s failure to grasp essence is bound up in the problem of the human experience of time. 

Arendt follows Augustine’s reflections in Confessions X and XI on memory and time to suggest that for 

Augustine, “life is always either no more or not yet” and that “the only valid time is the present, the 

Now.”59 In craving the absolute good, Augustine finds only the impossibly fleeting Now. This fleeting 

presence is something that Leontes also craves in his faith, as he rejects the historical past with 

Hermione for the satisfaction of his present paranoia. Even if Leontes does not experience a true 

theophany, the false god of his imagination shares with Augustine the experience of temporal eternity. 

James Knapp notes how in the first acts the play works to “slow time down, drawing out the precise 

moment at which Leontes comes face to face with an ethical decision.”60 However, even if time does not 

stop, Leontes’s abyssal rhetoric works to go further than merely slowing time – it, for a moment, 

expresses how Leontes feels cut off from time, immersing him in a world where the “world and all that’s 

in’t is nothing.” Knapp correctly suggests that “what the play offers us here is the eternal moment in 

which Leontes is caught apprehending two eternally suspended futures;” however, Leontes does not, as 

Knapp suggests, “reject the frozen instant.”61 While he acts, his actions remain in the service of that 

eternal moment. In acting upon his notion, Leontes begins to transform the world into the one he has 

imagined – beginning with his desire to murder Polixenes and then Hermione. Even if the object of his 

 
58 Arendt, Love, B:033151. 
59 Arendt, B:033136-7. 
60 Knapp, “Visual and Ethical Truth in The Winter’s Tale,” 261. 
61 Knapp, 269. 
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craving is wrong, Leontes’s collapse into a sudden “nothing” follows Arendt’s analysis of the experience 

of craving. All that remains for both Augustine and Leontes in the experience of craving is an absolute 

and inaccessible moment of time detached from historical experience. 

However, for Arendt, what is truly original in Augustine is not this relationship between the Now 

and eternity. Instead, she suggests that in Augustine’s examination of the creaturely nature of human 

existence we can find his most original thinking.62 The experience of eternity through seeking the good 

does not go “far enough” when it finds its object in mankind’s essence, since that essence remains 

mired in human temporal existence.63 Rather than the experience of craving which drives humanity 

towards absolute eternity, recognizing one’s position as part of creation appears to return humanity to 

the world and life within it. As I noted in my introduction, the creature-creator relationship existence is a 

gift that cannot be repaid. In The Origins of Totalitarianism Arendt describes this kind of being as “the 

great and incalculable grace of love, which says with Augustine, ‘Volo ut sis (I want you to be),’ without 

being able to give any particular reason for such supreme and unsurpassable affirmation.”64 This burden 

of existence that structures the creature-creator relationship moves beyond Augustine’s Greek 

influences. However, in both cases man is cut off from worldly life and history – either by the plenitude 

of eternity or the absolute specificity of creatural life. 

Augustine’s understanding of life as a creature – “the great and incalculable grace of love” – 

eventually leads, for Arendt, to an utterly destructive relationship to the world:  

In accepting God’s love man has denied himself. Now he loves and hates as God does. By 
renouncing himself man at the same time renounces all worldly relations. He then views himself 
solely as created by God, rejecting whatever he himself has made and whatever relations he has 
established. In this way the neighbor loses the meaning of his concrete worldly existence, for 
example, as a friend or enemy. For the lover who loves as God loves, the neighbor ceases to be 
anything but a creature of God.65 
 

 
62 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, B:033188. 
63 Arendt, B:033188. 
64 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 301. See Introduction, note 24 for the Augustinian roots of this attitude.  
65 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033341. 
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This perspectival shift is important to recognize as a direct effect of how the creature-creator 

relationship structures human existence. In becoming a “lover who loves as God loves,” the ethical 

relationship between individual humans becomes entirely secondary to the love of God. This is, to 

return to Leontes, part of how his vision of Hermione is distorted. Leontes would appear to reject his 

role as a creature as he rejects the logic of generation and believes his children are illegitimate and his 

wife unfaithful.66 Yet, his choice to act upon his faith in the world, which has become “nowhere” and 

“nothing,” puts him into a position where he acts like a creature even as he would reject his 

creatureliness.67 The moment that Leontes acts on his jealousy and re-acts in vengeance towards 

Hermione is the moment that he becomes the very kind of illegitimate power that Auerbach finds in 

Pascal. Even if he has the power to indict Hermione and mete out his “justice,” in acting on his jealousy 

he is failing to act ethically, imagining that he can right the wrongs done to him. In doing so, he 

perpetuates injustices, rather than repairing the injustice done to him. The root cause for the damage 

that Leontes causes is a faith divorced from historical life – a faith that rejects original sin and our bonds 

to other creatures. Augustine’s theology appears to annihilate the world as a meaningful place; the 

world becomes a desert for human existence. In a real sense, it is “nothing” as Leontes says. This loss of 

the world also flattens the lives of others, turning them into objects for “use.”  

Augustine’s theology, when viewed through Arendt’s first two analyses, is one where mankind is 

at the mercy of a sovereign God. Here, no other human life matters, and meaning in the world is found 

 
66 Cavell conversely suggests that Leontes’s fear is “the fear that he is the father.” Cavell, Disowning Knowledge, 
201. If this were the case, Leontes would even more directly be rejecting his status as a creature and how birth 
reproduces the species. Cavell’s provocative reading of Leontes as a skeptic is to some degree contradictory to 
mine, but in this moment, it would seem the effects of skepticism and faith each end with Leontes refusing the 
reality of his condition as a creature.  
67 Later in Mimesis Auerbach explicitly analyzes the “creatural” (kreatürlich) elements of 14th Century literature in 
Chapter 10, “Madame du Chastel.” Auerbach, Mimesis, 246. In The Origin of German Tragic Drama (Ursprung des 
deutschen Trauerspiels) Auerbach’s friend Benjamin also notes the way the sovereign is ultimately embedded in 
the order of creatures: “however highly he is enthroned over subject and state, his status is confined to the world 
of creation; he is lord of creatures, but he remains a creature.” Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, 82–
85. 
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only in the impossible relationship between a finite being and an infinite Other. Arendt notes that “both 

craving and referring back are mere ways of conduct and choices of a human possibility whose 

realization remains dependent on divine grace alone.”68 These forms of relation to God are ultimately 

destructive to the world and life in it. Arendt shows us how this world-alienation comes about in 

Augustine through the phenomenological experience of time and the existential relationship of the 

creature to its divine creator. Thus, Augustinian anthropology appears to produce a world where human 

action is impossible (due to original sin corrupting action) and only through God’s grace is a kind of exilic 

life in the world possible. Cut off from all relationships – Jesus says, “If any man come to me, and hate 

not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, 

he cannot be my disciple” – human life loses its worldly character in an embrace of faith.69 Faith in God’s 

mercy and grace means that the believer’s only recourse is to reject the world and their historical and 

ethical circumstances. Augustine’s love allows us to understand the capacity for faith at the expense of 

the world that drives Leontes’s jealousy. Even if Leontes’s experience is not that of love for God, it 

shares with Augustine the temporality of the eternal that destroys the world’s historical character. Cut 

off from the world and relationships with others, Leontes acts in faith that drives him to do what, from 

the outside, appears untranslatable: destroying a wife for nothing. When the world is lost – becoming a 

“nowhere” and “nothing” – both the shared past with others and the intelligibility of one’s actions fall 

away with little regard to the material conditions of one’s life. Acting on faith without a regard for 

historicity thus becomes entirely corrosive to shared life in the world. 

 

 

 
68 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033350. 
69 Lk. 14:26 
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17. “Tis safer to avoid what’s grown than question how ‘tis born”: Two Responses to 

Historicity 

I have tried to suggest thus far that faith without historicity leads to Leontes’s wickedness the 

first half of The Winter’s Tale. In Leontes’s jealousy, we can see how he fails to meet the ethical 

demands created by original sin. However, in Hermione’s trial and suffering, we can see the role of 

passio as a way of changing the unjust (yet paradoxically just) sinful world. Leontes’s jealousy, far from 

being something we can understand through typical cause and effect, is instead a sign of the play’s 

emphasis on original sin – both in its Augustinian-Christian sense and the historical-ethical sense that 

Auerbach develops. For everyone but Leontes, Leontes’s jealousy presents a moment of choice in the 

face of injustice. In their responses, Camillo, Hermione, and Paulina illustrate the challenges of living in 

Pascal’s world of evil. Leontes further fails to recognize that he can misapprehend his world; the fact 

Shakespeare does not show the origin of Leontes’s jealousy emphasizes its rootedness in a faith that 

rejects historicity.70 However, accepting the fundamentally historical nature of the world is also the first 

step to regenerating it. As we will see below, historicity is what distinguishes the world-alienating faith 

of Leontes from the regenerative faith that Paulina urges he and Perdita “awake” at the end of the play. 

To examine how original sin and historicity are intertwined in the play, we must return to the first 

moments of the play. 

The play explicitly engages with the doctrine of Original Sin in the first act, with Polixenes’s 

Edenic fantasy: 

What we changed 
Was innocence for innocence – we knew not 
The doctrine of ill-doing, nor dreamed 
That any did. Had we pursued that life, 
And our weak spirits ne’er been higher reared 
With stronger blood, we should have answered heaven 
Boldly, ‘not guilty,’ the imposition cleared 

 
70 For a skeptical approach to Leontes’s faulty thinking and the dream-logic of his jealousy, see Robertson, “Ne’er 
Was Dream so like a Waking.” 
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Hereditary ours (1.2.68-74). 
 

Polixenes imagines a world where, had he and Leontes remained boys forever, they would have lived 

perfect lives, perhaps even overcoming their original sin. Imagining that ill deeds are learned, Polixenes 

also side-steps the problem of history, imagining a world of two, where one’s ethical and moral 

obligations are so limited one can imagine a guiltless life. However, even Polixenes recognizes the 

“hereditary” imposition of original sin, and the only way to avoid that is to remove himself and Leontes 

from real historical life, remaining two boys forever. The concern with original sin speaks to how the 

play recognizes that even if Leontes and Polixenes were to act justly, the problem of original sin remains. 

Further, sexual sin clouds the lost world of boyhood, as Hermione wittily notes, since “by this we gather/ 

You have tripped since” (74-75). Polixenes’s reply makes the sexual problem explicit: 

Temptations have since then been born to’s, for 
In those unfledged days was my wife a girl; 
Your precious self had then not crossed the eyes 
Of my young playfellow. (75-79) 
 

Here, the innocent masculinity of Polixenes and Leontes is ruined by their encounters with femininity, 

which Hermione picks up with good humor:  

Of this make no conclusion, lest you say 
Your queen and I are devils. Yet go on; 
Th’offences we have made you do we’ll answer, 
If you first sinned with us, and that with us 
You did continue fault, and that you slipped not 
With any but with us.” (80-85) 
 

Hermione’s rejoinder makes humorous Polixenes’s implication that sexual sin is what caused the two 

boys to fall, and also suggests that she and Polixenes’s wife will “answer” the offense of their fall with 

the fact that the two boys have continued to fall. Their marital fidelity becomes a “sin” that they must 

keep committing in order to not further sin. Hermione’s humorous paradox also attempts to substitute 

an alternative world of two – the new world of the married couples – for the Edenic world that Polixenes 

has attempted to imagine for him and Leontes. However, Hermione’s world is one where time moves 
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forwards, even if it is trapped in the repeated fall into sexual sin. Inserting herself and Polixenes’s wife 

into Polixenes’s fantasy world, Hermione insists upon the reality of the fallen world that they inhabit, 

and implies that even their fidelity is a kind of “sin” that nevertheless stands in contrast to slipping with 

“any” other person. 

 The fantasy of paradise is one of two important dialogues that frame the spoken onset of 

Leontes’s jealousy. Explicitly invoking the problem of original sin and the impossibility of the Edenic 

world that Polixenes imagines, the conversation between Hermione and Polixenes plants the problem of 

sin for the audience. What follows, as Leontes and Hermione discuss the outcome of her entreaty for 

Polixenes to stay, is a dialogue that explicitly invokes grace in conjunction with a historical life. 

Hermione’s good humor persists, as she wittily rejoins Leontes’s awkward praise for her: 

LEONTES:  Hermione, my dearest, thou never spok’st 
To better purpose. 

HERMIONE:  Never? 
LEONTES:  Never but once. 
HERMIONE:  What, have I twice said well? When was’t before? 

I prithee tell me; cram’s with praise, and make’s 
As fat as tame things – one good deed dying toungless 
Slaughters a thousand waiting upon that.  
Our praises are our wages. … 

But to th’ goal- 
My last good deed was to entreat his stay. 
What was my first? It has an elder sister, 
Or I mistake you – O, would her name were Grace!  
But once before I spoke to th’purpose? When? 
Nay, let me have’t – I long. 

LEONTES:  Why, that was when 
Three crabbed months had soured themselves to death 
Ere I could make thee open thy white hand 
And clap thyself my love; then didst thou utter 
‘I am yours for ever.’ 

HERMIONE:  ‘Tis grace indeed. 
Why, lo you now, I have spoke to th’purpose twice. 
The one for ever earned a royal husband, 
Th’other, for some while a friend. (1.2.88-107) 

 
Hermione wittily uses the language of sin and redemption to respond to Leontes’s praise. In particular, 

her speech ironically suggests that “our praises are our wages” against the desire for her earlier good 
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deed to be named “Grace.” In jokingly appealing to Leontes for praise, Hermione draws out the contrast 

between the doctrine of works and grace and how her husband has damned her with his praise. 

Suggesting she has only spoke as well once before, of course, is somewhat insulting, since clearly 

Hermione is sharp-witted (she shows as much in her reply). Yet, her choice to frame her good-humored 

indignation through a joking theological inversion deepens the emphasis on original sin and paradise 

that she had just been discussing with Polixenes. Her desire for her good words to be named “Grace” 

works out the incomplete logic of the previous discussion, hinting towards the remedy for the problems 

of original sin that have been left to linger. Furthermore, if her current achievement has kept Polixenes 

in Sicilia, her hope is that her first good deed would be named “Grace” to redeem the “sin” that she has 

kept her husband in. Polixenes’ Edenic world wished to arrest life at boyhood so that innocence could be 

retained. Meanwhile, Hermione’s cyclical sin falls back as it moves forwards. When Leontes refers back 

to when she uttered “I am yours forever,” she replies “’tis grace indeed,” suggesting that grace 

completes the repair of Polixenes’s Edenic stasis, allowing life to return to historical time.  

Immediately after this speech, Leontes expresses his jealousy to the audience. Above, I 

described how this jealousy operates through faith without regard to historicity. Yet, it is important to 

emphasize that while the way Leontes acts upon his faith is unjust (since he uses it to impose his will 

upon both Polixenes and Hermione), he does suffer in his jealousy. This paradox bears itself out in The 

Winter’s Tale. Leontes’s jealousy is something that he experiences and feels, and he plays the victim and 

cuckold through the first three acts. In his own mind, he is like Lear, a man more sinned against than 

sinning. However, for all the histrionics, the audience can never truly judge if his suffering is legitimate. 

Furthermore, how the play frames and stages Leontes’s jealousy further creates an epistemic problem 

that is resonant with Auerbach’s Pascal, since original sin corrupts both action and knowledge.71 

 
71 Auerbach, perhaps thinking of both Augustine and Pascal’s historical circumstances, poses the question: “But 
when can a Christian be sure that it is really the truth for which he is fighting? When, that is, can he be certain in 
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Leontes’s belief – his faith – that Hermione is unfaithful is a dark echo of the kind of political action that 

Auerbach finds in Pascal. Yet, Leontes, unlike Pascal and Augustine, rejects original sin, and in doing so 

fails to account for his own potentially corrupt knowledge and perception. This illustrates the other half 

of Auerbach’s creatural ethics: that for all the suffering one may (justly) experience (and Leontes does 

suffer), one can commit injustice. Initially, there are two characters that apparently recognize historical 

life and attempt to act within it: Camillo and Hermione. Camillo, in his choice to flee with Polixenes, 

gives us an example of the Stoic response which recognizes historical life as a necessity that must be 

overcome through avoidance. Hermione, meanwhile, shows a different kind of strategy, one that works 

to transform the world through passionate suffering. 

Camillo’s Stoicism 

As Auerbach makes clear in “Passio as Passion,” Stoicism’s response to passions lacks the 

potential to change the world. Meanwhile, Arendt’s depiction of stoicism in my epigraph similarly finds 

the stoic response to the world insufficient. Arendt’s work here helps us see a central critique of Stoic 

thought – one rooted in Augustine’s original critique – that both she and Auerbach share. The problem 

with Stoicism is its embrace of an imaginative worldlessness. Stoicism attempts to paper over the 

plurality of human existence, attempting to foster an inward invincibility at the expense of the world.72 

When Auerbach describes the Stoic “extra-worldly passionlessness,” we can see the same kind of 

rejection of historical existence that Arendt notes. Stoic apatheia thus stands at odds with both Arendt 

and Auerbach’s existential projects, since it refuses the historical existence of humanity. For Auerbach 

especially, the Stoic rejection of passions is also a surrender to the world how it is. The sage is inwardly 

 
the midst of this earthly darkness and confusion that God’s Grace is with him and that God has chosen him as the 
instrument of his cause?” Auerbach, “On Pascal’s Political Theory,” 228. 
72 Arendt and Auerbach’s turn to Augustine also likely relates to the “apolitical” nature of Weimar political 
theology. Also, see below for Auerbach’s reading of Augustine’s friend Alypius as another failure of stoicism. The 
failure of stoicism in the face of bloodlust is clearly on Auerbach’s mind in Mimesis, even if as correlation here in 
“Passio as Passion” is less direct. See Gordon, “The Concept of the Apolitical.” 



 

190 
 

tranquil, despite the obvious cruelty and injustice of the world. In some sense, they have much in 

common with Pascal’s true believer, who also remains “inwardly invincible” according to Auerbach. 

However, Pascal’s Christian is inwardly invincible in the service of truth against injustice. Here, we can 

see the resonance between Auerbach’s work on Pascal and his essay “Passio as Passion.” The 

“passionate suffering within – and thus in opposition to – the world” that early Christians engaged in is 

an explicit response to the very injustice of the world that Auerbach’s work on Pascal posits.73 The two 

works were both written in 1941, and in each case, Auerbach is clearly working through a response to 

the contemporary injustice of the Second World War. Arendt, meanwhile, with the reflection of time, 

writes an even more critical assessment of Stoic thought in 1958. Auerbach and Arendt are, of course, 

both Jewish thinkers, and their contempt for the Stoic response to politics must to some degree be 

borne out by the utter failure of neo-stoicism in the face of the events of the 30’s and 40’s. The Stoic 

“inward invincibility” does very little in the face of world war and holocaust. Saint Augustine’s direct 

response to the Stoic failure to truly address injustice must have been immensely attractive to these 

thinkers. After all, Augustine always sees the value and importance of this world for the community of 

believers, even if the world is unjust and damaged.  

 In The City of God, Augustine describes how he is “astounded at the effrontery of the Stoics in 

their contention that those ills are not ills at all, when they admit that if they should be so great that a 

wise man cannot or ought not to endure them, he is forced to put himself to death and depart from this 

life.”74 The roots of Arendt’s critique of the Stoics can be found in Augustine, who goes on: 

That their “wise man” (that is, the wise man as described by them in their amazing idiocy), even 
if he goes blind, deaf, and dumb, even if enfeebled in limb and tormented with pain, and the 
victim of every other kind of ill that could be mentioned or imagined, and thus is driven to do 
himself to death – that such a man would not blush to call that life of his, in the setting of all 
those ills, a life of happiness! What a life of bliss, that seeks the aid of death to end it! If this is 
happiness, let him continue in it!75 

 
73 Auerbach, “‘Passio’ as Passion,” 170. 
74 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.4. 
75 Augustine of Hippo, XIX.4. 
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Augustine’s thinking here helps us appreciate how stoicism relies on a fundamental delusion, as Arendt 

notes. While Augustine allows for the importance of “steadfast endurance” for the believer beset by 

evil, this does not deny the evil of the situation the believer is embedded in.76 Meanwhile, the stoic 

position is viewed as “an utterly delusive happiness by means of a virtue whose falsity is in proportion to 

its arrogance.” To turn back to Auerbach’s Pascal, the difference lies in the fact that the believer’s 

charge is to fight with no regard to the outcome; the stoic, for Augustine and Arendt, must instead 

either delude himself that he is free or happy in this struggle, or, if he cannot endure any more, end his 

life and suffering. Thus, the apatheia of the Stoic is “a condition to be shunned in this life, if we wish to 

lead the right kind of life, the life that is, according to God’s will. But in that life of bliss which, it is 

promised, will be everlasting, it is clearly right we should hope for this condition.”77 For Augustine then, 

the good that Stoicism aims for is real, but unattainable in this world. Instead, this world should be one 

where believers can “feel fear and desire, pain in gladness… because their love is right, all these feelings 

are right in them.”78 Furthermore, Augustine attests to the connectedness of these feelings to this world 

– “they also feel them on account of those whose liberation they desire” and “we have to admit that the 

emotions we experience, even when they are right and as God would have them, belong to this life.”79 

This embrace of emotion and feeling against injustice could not be further from Polixenes and Camillo, 

who instead choose to flee when faced with Leontes’s jealousy. 

Camillo’s response to Leontes’s injustice comes immediately after he describes Leontes’s 

jealousy as “piled upon his faith:” 

POLIXENES:    How should this grow? 
CAMILLO: I know not; but I am sure ‘tis safer to 

Avoid what’s grown than question how ‘tis born (1.2.427-429) 

 
76 Here we see again the contrast between a Stoic God beyond suffering and a God who “paradoxically participates 
in human suffering.” Tillich, The Courage to Be, 16. 
77 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIV.9. 
78 Augustine of Hippo, XIV.9. 
79 Augustine of Hippo, XIV.9. 
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Here, the choice to “avoid what’s grown” is safer than the choice to “question how ‘tis born.” 

Considering that Leontes has ordered Polixenes’s assassination, the fact he wishes to know why Leontes 

has become jealous tries to put Leontes’s jealousy into the play’s history as an event with a cause. Yet, 

as Camillo knows, Leontes’s faith rejects history, so he counsels escape to Polixenes. The fact that 

Camillo and Polixenes engage in this kind of Stoic escape highlights the point that Augustine, Auerbach, 

and Arendt make about this politics. While Polixenes, as a ruler, may have duties and obligations in 

Bohemia, Camillo’s choice to attach himself to Polixenes – rather than merely facilitate the escape – 

may preserve his life, but serves to doom Hermione. In a fallen world of Original Sin (or historical human 

existence), the proper response is to passionately suffer against injustice, and this is what Hermione 

shows us.  

This is not to say that Camillo does not try. When faced with Leontes’s jealous delusion, Camillo 

initially tries to change Leontes’s mind, as we saw above. Further, he does attempt ameliorative 

measures, like requesting that after he poisons Polixenes Leontes “take again your Queen as yours” 

(334). However, once alone, Camillo makes the choice to avoid any further entanglements in the 

political unrest about to hit Sicilia. Before he meets Polixenes, he decides that he “must/ Forsake the 

court” (358). Seen with an eye for individual sovereignty and freedom, this is practical and reasonable. 

However, the fact that their flight leads to Leontes further descending into jealous paranoia over 

Hermione’s supposed infidelity speaks to how the web of historical existence complicates the easier 

Stoic ethics that Camillo follows. The fact that he requested that Leontes reconcile with Hermione 

means Camillo’s flight further inflames Leontes’s rage, to the point where it is cited as proof:  

Camillo was his help in this, his pander. 
There is a plot against my life, my crown; 
All’s true that is mistrusted – that false villain 
Whom I employed was pre-employed by him; (2.1.46-49) 
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While Leontes’s logic is of course faulty as he subordinates events to his own preconceived notions, it 

remains that Camillo’s flight with Polixenes immediately “proves” Leontes’s suspicion. Even as Camillo 

accepts the world as it is and recognizes how Leontes has rejected historicity, his prudence fails to avoid 

the kinds of aftereffects that sovereign works produce. While his refusal to poison Polixenes is obviously 

ethical, their mutual flight fails to achieve any regeneration. Instead, by refusing to engage the paranoid 

Leontes, the two simply allow the injustice in the world to persist. Rather than living up to the ethical 

challenge posed by historical existence, the two instead decide upon a retreat.  

Hermione’s Passion 

In response to Leontes’s accusations, Hermione refuses any kind of escape. Instead, she 

confronts Leontes’s accusations head on. The straightforward rejection of Leontes’s claim that her child 

is Polixenes’s – “But I’d say he had not,/ And I’ll be swornd you would believe my saying,/ Howe’er you 

lean to th’ nayward” (62-64) – speaks to her confidence in her own intellectual and persuasive skills that 

we saw in Act 1. While she likely recognizes the danger she is in, she reminds Leontes of the qualities 

that he praised her for earlier in the face of this new horrifying accusation, hoping that this is some 

misunderstanding. However, as Leontes’s accusations heighten in their intensity, Hermione echoes 

Camillo’s assessment of Leontes’s accusations:  

Should a villain say so, 
The most replenished villain in the world, 
He were as much more villain – you, my lord, 
Do but mistake” (78-81).  
 

In accusing her, Leontes is acting villainously. Yet, Hermione does not respond with a claim for justice in 

the face of the injustice being done to her. Instead, she tells Leontes he does “but mistake,” giving him 

the opportunity to see his folly and change his ways. However, Leontes in his narcissistic fixation, does 

not budge, insisting on recompense for his damaged ego. The fact that Hermione’s next response 

explicitly imagines a historicity that Leontes cannot imagine speaks to the difference in temporalites: 

How this will grieve you 
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When you shall come to clearer knowledge, that 
You thus have published me! Gentle my lord, 
You scarce can right me thoroughly then to say 
You did mistake. (96-100) 
 

Hermione tries to make Leontes appreciate the way he is hurting them both, giving him a taste of the 

shame that he will feel after the death of his son and wife. Importantly, she wants him to admit his 

mistake – nothing more. She does not require his penance (something Paulina will provide), just an 

admission of humility. Leontes’s response is telling: 

No; if I mistake 
In those foundations which I build upon, 
The centre is not big enough to bear 
A schoolboy’s top. (100-104) 
 

There is a quality to Leontes’s speech here that exactly reveals the problem – he has built on faulty 

assumptions (Camillo has informed us as much in the previous scene), and in piling on he is simply 

heightening the degree to which he is committing injustice. He recognizes that if his assumptions are 

wrong, the actions that follow are unjustifiable – they cannot “bear/ A schoolboy’s top.” This speaks to 

the perverse quality of Leontes’s actions: he recognizes the potential for injustice even as he continues 

to commit it. The thought that he is wrong gnaws at him even as he tries to suppress it. This leads to his 

decision to send for the oracle, which will “give rest to th’minds of others, such as he/ Whose ignorant 

credulity will not/ Come up to the truth” (191-193). At the beginning of the trial he declares “let us be 

cleared/ Of being tyrannous, since we so openly/ Proceed in justice” (3.2.4-6). In each case, Leontes tries 

to paper over the recognition that human power is only second nature – a consequence of the original 

sin (and historicity) that he has rejected. 

 Hermione’s response to Leontes’s decision to imprison her allows us to better distinguish the 

Stoic and passionate responses to injustice. She first suggests “there’s some ill planet reigns” (2.1.105), 

speaking to the world of circumstance that is out of her control – the world of Venus, Mars, and Diana in 

The Knight’s Tale. However, her response to this turn of events that “I must be patient till the heavens 



 

195 
 

look/ With an aspect more favorable” (106-107) evokes not apathea but patientia – a form of 

Augustinian suffering. The rest of her speech makes it clear that she is not experiencing a Stoic 

withdrawal from feeling: 

     Good my lords 
I am not prone to weeping, as our sex 
Commonly are, the want of which vain dew 
Perchance shall dry your pities; but I have 
That honourable grief lodged here which burns 
Worse than tears drown. Beseech you all, my lords 
With thoughts so qualified as your charaties 
Shall best instruct you measure me, and so 
The King’s will be performed. (107-114) 
 

Hermione’s lack of tears or histrionics first stands at a marked contrast to Leontes’s own jealous 

feelings. If his “passion” has more in common with the ancient pathos-passion, where feelings are 

“suffered,” Hermione here expresses a grief that “burns/ Worse than tears drown.” Her expression of 

grief is then immediately turned towards the assembled witnesses, asking that they “measure” or judge 

her. The request to recognize her suffering is the kind of passio that Auerbach shows us in early 

Christianity – a passionate suffering within but against the injustice of the world. By drawing attention to 

her feelings and grief, Hermione begins to explicitly align herself with the martyr who passionately 

suffers with Christ. As she is led off to prison, Hermione further suggests that her suffering is active and 

aligned with grace:  

Do not weep, good fools, 
There is no cause. When you shall know your mistress  
has deserved prison, then abound in tears 
As I come out; this action I now go on 
Is for my better grace. (118-122) 
 

Hermione first insists again on her innocence, since there is “no cause” for weeping in her departure to 

prison. However, her insistence on an action here (even as she is indicted and commanded to prison) 

echoes the strange insistence of Griselda that her entirely restricted actions are nevertheless free. 

Hermione suggests that this action is “for my better grace.” On the one hand, of course, this can be read 
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as the grace of decorum (she will act commendably in an unjust world). However, the Christian sense of 

the term allows us to see how her passionate suffering here participates in Grace in the way that the 

martyr or passionate mystic does. By suffering within the world (and here the contrast with Camillo’s 

course of action becomes more explicit), Hermione hopes to change the injustice she is suffering. 

Importantly, this is not a retributive justice (the kind of “justice” practiced by Leontes), but instead one 

that redirects the energy of one’s suffering towards a transformative outcome. The passion of the 

martyr recognizes that the individual death or injustice is inconsequential; it is only through participating 

in the grace of Christ that the martyr’s sacrifice gains its meaning. However, this “vertical” dimension (to 

use Auerbach’s terminology) does not need to be exclusively Christian. Indeed, Hermione’s insistence 

that the gathered lords “measure” her reminds us that her suffering is grounded in historicity. 

Hermione’s “better grace” is not an eschatological focus on the next world, nor is it a hope that after her 

death this world will change. Instead, Hermione recognizes that through passionately suffering against 

Leontes’s injustice – publicly appearing as a witness (martyr) to this injustice – she can also potentially 

change opinion to help her and transform the world she lives in. 

 This participatory model is carried out in Paulina’s loyalty. For the next two scenes, there is a 

sense that Paulina stands in for Hermione – advocating for her in the prison and then publicly in the 

court. This willingness for Paulina to attach herself to Hermione’s fate is one of the most stirring and 

powerful actions in the play – it stands at a direct contrast to Camillo’s attachment to Polixenes to save 

himself as well. The fact that Leontes wishes to marry the two, of course, is a fundamental irony of the 

play, since their virtues (and both are virtuous) could not be more opposed. While Camillo is honest, he 

is honest in the service of his own benefit as well – Polixenes provides him with an escape from a Sicilia 

that, if he doesn’t poison Polixenes, will be dangerous for him. Meanwhile, Paulina’s honesty is rooted in 

her Arendtian courage, a courage that is “present in a willingness to act and speak at all, to insert one’s 
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self into the world and begin a story of one’s own… in disclosing and exposing one’s self.”80 Paulina 

discloses and exposes herself for Hermione’s sake, rather than her own, and in doing so goes beyond 

even Arendt’s courage to the kind of passion that Auerbach describes. 

 Paulina’s participatory passion echoes Hermione’s; Paulina also claims to Emilia she will use her 

wit, a faculty she shares with Hermione: “I’ll use that tongue I have; if wit flow from’t/ As boldness from 

my bosom, let’t not be doubted/ I shall do good” (2.2.51-53). Like Hermione, who does not display her 

grief but speaks it, Paulina will not attempt to use histrionic or emotional displays, but instead will use 

courage and wit – her intellect and her rhetorical dexterity – to appeal for Hermione. This faculty is 

immediately on display, as Paulina rescues Perdita from prison. Her logic also aligns her with the 

historicity that Leontes rejects. Speaking to the jailer, Paulina claims Perdita is free because: 

This child was prisoner to the womb, and is 
By law and process of great nature thence 
Freed and enfranchised, not a party to 
The anger of the King, nor guilty of – 
If any be – the trespass of the queen. (2.2.58-61) 
 

Paulina’s language of guilt and freedom might at first suggest that Perdita is born innocent. After all, 

Paulina’s argument hinges that in the passage from the womb into the world, Perdita has been freed 

from both Leontes’s anger and Hermione’s (not yet proven) guilt. Both drawing on the idea that the sins 

of the father (or mother) should not pass to the child and the enclosure of the womb as a prison, 

Paulina’s metaphor conveys release from bondage; however, Perdita has been released from one form 

of bondage into another. The “history” of the play is there already for her, as we can see in Paulina’s 

reference to Leontes’s anger, of which Perdita is clearly not yet free. It is also important that Paulina 

makes no claim to Perdita’s innocence. Indeed, the argument is closer to a technicality – Perdita has 

been “freed” from the womb, so the potential “guilt” of her mother cannot fall on her.81 Paulina’s claim 

 
80 Arendt, The Human Condition, 186. 
81 Augustine found children and even infants sinful. For instance, his claim from Confessions: “I have myself seen 
jealousy in a baby and know what it means. He was not old enough to talk, but whenever he saw his foster-brother 
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on Perdita thus rests on acknowledging historicity, even as it tries to free Perdita from its darkest 

consequences.  

Paulina’s courage in exposing herself to Leontes’s wrath connects her to Hermione and the 

participatory quality of passion. After Leontes threatens to burn Paulina, her language explicitly draws 

upon the kind of suffering against injustice that passion develops:  

It is an heretic that makes the fire 
Not she which burns in’t. I’ll not call you tyrant; 
But this most cruel usage of your Queen, 
Not able to produce more accusation 
Than your own week-hinged fancy, something savours 
Of tyranny, and will ignoble make you, 
Yea, scandalous to the world (114-120). 
 

Paulina’s speech reverses the assumptions about justice that would operate under sovereignty. Paulina 

implicates Leontes himself in the act of heresy he imagines Paulina is guilty of; the act of punishment 

becomes the heresy that deserves to be punished. In transforming the act of punishment into a 

punishable offense, Paulina reminds the assembled members of the court and the audience that 

Leontes is committing an injustice in his exercise of sovereign power. Meanwhile, her willingness to call 

out Leontes’s tyranny (even as it is not yet entirely fulfilled) reveals her appearance at the court as a 

participatory form of passion that suffers with another against justice. Importantly, this shows us how 

passion is a human quality, rather than a divine one. Participation in passion is possible because of the 

human and humble Christ of the Incarnation, opposed to the sovereign God the Father. Since it is a 

human quality, it does not require an explicitly Christian model. Hermione does not need to be an 

allegory for Christ to understand Paulina’s appearance here as passionate. Instead, the choice to suffer 

 
at the breast, he would grow pale with envy.” Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, I.7. Augustine’s conclusions about 
himself are of particular interest to us. After his examples of the faults of infants, Augustine turns to himself: “But 
if I was born in sin and guilt was with me already when my mother conceived me, where, I ask you, Lord, where or 
when was I, your servant, ever innocent?” Augustine of Hippo, I.7. Here, we have a particularly clear statement of 
original sin, which supersedes any individual acts of sin done by the infant. For Perdita then, her specific “guilt” or 
“innocence” in Leontes’s accusations is beside the point.  
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with Hermione – to risk death not just for truth but for another – is a human and social choice. In 

choosing to suffer passionately for another human, Paulina reveals the worldly nature of both 

Augustine’s existential Christianity and suffering in The Winter’s Tale. Her actions in the court are in the 

service of a social fabric that is being shredded by Leontes, and her demand for justice for Hermione 

passionately insists upon the damage that Leontes is causing. Even as Paulina’s appeals are ineffective – 

indeed, they lead to Perdita’s exposure and the death of her husband – her appearance matters in its 

courage and ethical action.  

 Hermione’s own behavior in the trial scene similarly draws upon passion. Faced with the 

irrationality of Leontes, Hermione refuses to argue rationally, instead insisting on the social and 

historical fabric that he is destroying in his sovereign choices. Her “defense,” such as it is, makes its 

appeal not through reason but through the history and circumstances of the play: 

 Since what I am to say must be but that 
 Which contradicts my accusation… 
 It shall scarce boot me 
 To say ‘not guilty’; mine integrity, 
 Being counted falsehood, shall, as I express it, 
 Be so received. But thus: if powers divine 
 Behold our human actions, as they do, 
 I doubt not then but innocence shall make 
 False accusation blush and tyranny 
 Tremble at patience 
 You, my lord, best know, 
 Whom lest will seem to do so, my past life 
 Hath been as continent, as chaste, as true 
 As I am now unhappy, Which is more 
 Than history can pattern, though devised 

And played to take spectators. (3.2.21-35) 
 

Hermione’s recognition that her own witness will be inadequate in this court of hearsay instead turns to 

two novel “defenses.” Her first is to evoke the outside perspective of a divine watcher. Interestingly, her 

implication is the opposite of Augustine’s – rather than the sinful behavior of Leontes becoming 

beautiful and legible, the divine perspective instead unveils the cruelty of Leontes’s actions. This divine 

perspective is historical – rather than the absolute moment in time, it is the “eternal present” that takes 
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in all of history at once. In doing so, it becomes more worldly than Leontes’s extra-worldly faith. Drawing 

on bodily, affective, and passionate responses to behavior, Hermione’s insistence that “false accusation” 

will “blush” and tyranny will “tremble” at her patience reverses the providential perspective. Leontes’s 

behavior is so extraordinary that even when seen from a divine vantage point, it elicits shame. However, 

after this turn to the entirely “outside” perspective of providence, Hermione returns to the historicity of 

her and Leontes’s life, trying to remind him that he should know that she has been “continent, chaste, 

and true.” However, this past history is damaged by her current suffering, which is more than “history 

can pattern.” This returns us again to the degree that Leontes is acting unjustly – her passionate 

suffering is such that even if it were “devised” in a drama with an audience it would exceed the bounds 

of the story. Hermione’s speech reaches to the edge of the dramatic scene that she herself is a part of, 

gesturing to the historical reality in which the audience themselves are enmeshed. 

 After insisting upon the past that Leontes has forgotten, Hermione turns to her present 

condition. In this, she still composes herself out of her past positions and identities, asking the 

assembled lords to acknowledge her socially connected identity: 

    For behold me, 
 A fellow of the royal bed, which owe 
 A moiety of the throne; a great king’s daughter, 
 The mother to a hopeful prince, her standing 
 To prate and talk for life and honour fore 
 Who please to come and hear. (36-41) 
 
Hermione’s request for the lords and audience to “behold her” is a request that they acknowledge her 

social self that Leontes has forgotten. His choice to view Hermione in a singular role – that of an 

adulterous wife – is at the expense of these other social identities and positions she reminds him of 

here. However, to “behold her” is to see her in the present moment as a person “standing/ To prate and 

talk for life.” The request ends not with a nostalgia for the life she has led but instead a reminder of the 

contrast between the lost past with her present predicament. Importantly, this contrast holds even as 

she finally moves towards the heart of the matter. Hermione chooses to appeal not to any proof (for 
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what proof could there be), but instead “to your own conscience” (45). This appeal to Leontes’s 

conscience again tries to return him to a historical recognition that he has refused: “before Polixines/ 

Came to your court how I was in your grace,/ How merited to be so; since he came,/ With what 

encounter so uncurrent I/ Have strained t’ appear thus” (46-49). Hermione mobilizes her past with 

Leontes as her primary defense against his madness, explicitly connecting this past to Leontes’s grace – 

something that we have not been privy to as an audience and must, ironically, take on faith. Of course, 

grace here both reminds us of the past favor with which Leontes has looked upon Hermione and the 

present possibility of grace – a choice for Leontes to reject his sovereign demands and instead 

participate in the social past that Hermione is reminding him of. After all, there is nothing here Leontes 

can grant mercy for – no crime has been committed except in his mind. In this context, the demand that 

Leontes and the others recognize her past also serves to emphasize Leontes’s injustice. He refuses to 

remember the grace he once had, and in doing so rejects the possibility of participating in the social 

world that she reminds him he has left. 

 Hermione’s final speech before the arrival of the oracle again links her past condition to her 

present self. However, in this case, her language becomes that of the passionate martyr, explicitly 

rejecting the possibility that Leontes can exercise punitive power over her since he has already 

destroyed the life that they had: 

Sir, spare your threats. 
The bug which you would fright me with I seek. 
To me can life be no commodity; 
The crown and comfort of my life, your favour, 
I do give lost, for I do feel it gone, 
But know not how it went. (89-94) 
 

Hermione’s final speech turns Leontes’s sovereign threats back upon him. The fact that he has already 

broken the bonds between them and barred Hermione from her children renders him powerless – his 

persistence in his madness has left her with nothing to live for. The previous “favour” (the grace that she 

reminded him of in her first speech) that he had for her is gone, and along with it all the other identities 
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that she insisted upon on in her first speech. Mamillius, her “second joy” (94), and Perdita, her “third 

comfort” (96), are both lost to her, and she is “on every post/ Proclaimed a strumpet” (99-100). In these 

reminders of the way she is being abused, Hermione again demands that the assembled lords recognize 

her passionate suffering against Leontes’s injustice. Importantly, she does not recognize his sovereign 

power over her, since she seeks death, “the bug which you would fright me with.” Yet, aligning her 

suffering with Christian passion, her speech turns at the end to the fundamental injustice of Leontes’s 

“trial”: 

If I shall be condemned 
Upon surmises, all proofs sleeping else 
But what your jealousies awake, I tell you 
‘Tis rigour and not law. (109-112) 
  

Leontes opened the proceedings against Hermione with the demand that he “be cleared/ Of being 

tyrannous” (4-5), but Hermione uses her passionate suffering to expose the fact that Leontes’s trial “’tis 

rigour and not law.” There is no proof of her guilt that Leontes can produce to legitimate the charges he 

has brought. Rather than exercise justice, Leontes exercises cruelty against Hermione, yet she speaks to 

him hoping he will change even as her fate appears sealed. Her final words before the oracle is revealed 

firmly align her with the power of passion and grace, since he wishes that her father were “here 

beholding/ His daughter’s trial! That he did but see/ The flatness of my misery, yet with eyes/ Of pity, 

not revenge!” (118-121). In the “flatness of my misery,” we might hear the way Hermione recognizes 

what Leontes has done, flattening her image to the “level of your dreams” (3.2.79). In this degradation 

of Hermione’s image, we can also see the final operation of the kind of totalitarian reality that Leontes 

has created. Furthermore, the explicit connection between Hermione’s trial and the pity of her father 

(rather than revenge) simply drives home that Hermione’s passion delegitimizes Leontes’s claims to 

sovereign justice. Rather than demand the vengeance that a Nietzschean form of justice would require, 

Hermione instead imagines a pity for her, who has been “mistaken” by Leontes. We should recall 
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Augustine’s own participatory pity in the Confessions here.82 This appeal to feel with each other is also 

what Hermione imagines, and what connects individuals to Augustinian grace. This is a grace that 

recognizes our shared bondage as “prisoners to the womb” of historicity.  

 

18. Penance and Resurrection: Historical Life 

If Leontes’s tyranny is revealed as injustice by Hermione’s passionate suffering, the desire to be 

tried by the oracle and Apollo is said to be “altogether just” (115) by one of the attending lords. Against 

this justice, Leontes’s rejection of the oracle cements his choice to act unjustly. The death of Mamillius 

that follows provides an immediate and tangible consequence for Leontes’s abuse of his position. While 

it serves to shock him out of his delusion, the grief around it is muted. Leontes’s response fails to 

adequately express grief, reflecting instead that “Apollo’s angry, and the heavens themselves/ Do strike 

at my injustice” (144-145). His following speech, a politic admission of guilt, also falls far short of the 

kind of meaningful confession or penitence that one would expect when one recognizes one’s own 

injustice. Even as Leontes begins to recognize the past again, he fails to fully appreciate his own role in 

producing the injustice and suffering that Hermione has experienced (and Mamillius by extension). 

Leontes imagines that his only duty is to make amends:  

I’ll reconcile me to Polixenes, 
New woo my Queen, recall the good Camillo, 
Whom I proclaim a man of truth, of mercy. (3.2.153-55) 
 

This plan of actions remains entirely embedded in Leontes’s sense of sovereign subjectivity. Imagining a 

justice rooted in equity and Nietzschean economies of guilt and debt, Leontes’s solution is to simply 

“pay back” each of the people he has wronged. Payback hardly repairs circumstances, when we consider 

the degree to which Leontes has shredded the fabric of historicity in his attack on Hermione. Indeed, his 

actions, rather than acknowledge historicity, simply imagine a new start for each of the relationships he 

 
82 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, X.33. 
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has damaged. Since Leontes cannot yet express the appropriate levels of grief, it is up to Paulina to 

educate him; her fierce passion cuts through Leontes’s composure when she arrives on the scene. 

Now that Leontes has killed his son and apparently his queen, Paulina does not hesitate to call 

him tyrant, explicitly tying herself to the kind of passionate suffering of the martyr that Hermione’s trial 

has been aligned with: “what studied torments, tyrant, hast for me?/ What wheels, racks, fires? What 

flaying, boiling?/ In leads or oils?” (3.2.173-175). The invocation of torture here expresses the kind of 

counter-suffering that existential passion often arrives at, with the suffering of the martyr serving as a 

final witness to the other order of meaning and justice that they participate in. Paulina’s willingness to 

attack Leontes so intensely stands at a contrast to his own reserved reaction to his son’s death. 

Leontes’s speech attempts to paper over the trauma of Mamillius’s death like Theseus’s speech on the 

death of Arcite, implicitly suggesting that Apollos’s providence has taken Mamillius for a greater 

purpose: his reconciliation with Polixenes, Camillo, and Hermione. However, Paulina’s reaction explicitly 

rejects this kind of pedagogical providence for an ethical and existential framework. Importantly, she 

sees each of Leontes’s choices in their stark reality, opposed to Leontes’s elegiac language, and also 

reminds Leontes of his own omission of his actions towards his children: 

Thy tyranny, 
Together working with thy jealousies… 
That thou betrayedst Polixenes, ‘twas nothing; 
That did but show thee of a fool, inconstant, 
And damnable ingrateful. Nor was’t much 
Thou wouldst have poisoned good Camillo’s honour 
To have him kill a king – poor trespasses, 
More monstrous standing by, whereof I reckon 
The casting forth to crows thy baby daughter 
To be of none, or little, though a devil 
Would have shed water out of fire ere done’t. 
Nor is’t directly laid to thee, the death 
Of the young prince… 
But the last – O lords, 
When I have said, cry woe! – the Queen, the Queen, 
The sweet’st, dear’st creature’s dead, and vengeance for’t 
Not dropped down yet” (3.2.183-200). 
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Paulina’s speech here ironically downplays the damage that he has done to Polixenes, Camillo, Perdita, 

and Mamillius. The exaggeration of course retains the real harm that Leontes has done, since “a devil/ 

Would have shed water out of fire” exposing Perdita, yet Paulina reckons it “little” when compared to 

the enormity of his behavior towards the queen. Paulina’s catalogue of Leontes’s cruelty emphasizes the 

personal and passionate suffering of Hermione. The rest of Leontes’s victims have either acted to 

mitigate the effects of his cruelty (Camillo and Polixenes), were indirect consequences (Mamillius), or 

victims of injustice deprived of the chance to act (Perdita). This is not to justify or mitigate the 

catastrophic damage Leontes has done to his state and family, but instead Paulina highlights Hermione’s 

exceptional position. Hermione’s suffering retains the passionate character of human suffering against 

injustice. Importantly, the participatory character of passion and action is heightened, since even as 

Hermione has “died,” Paulina carries the passionate action through as she rebukes Leontes. Accepting 

that the tyrant might well have tortures prepared for her, she nevertheless chooses to participate in 

Hermione’s choice to passionately suffer against Leontes’s injustice.  

 Paulina continues to attack Leontes’s apparent indifference, as she tells him that he is beyond 

redemption. Even if Leontes were to repent and perform penance, he has permanently severed himself 

from his past life:  

A thousand knees, 
Ten thousand years together, naked, fasting 
Upon a barren mountain, and still winter 
In storm perpetual could not move the gods 
To look that way thou wert” (3.2.208-212). 
  

In Paulina’s words, we again see the assertion of the historicity of Leontes’s condition – there is nothing 

he can do to “move the gods to look that way thou wert” because human actions are fundamentally 

irreversible. Paulina’s rejection of penance is also a rejection of restoration – there is no return to Eden 

or repair of youth. At this moment, Leontes finally recognizes the enormity of his error, and replies “go 

on, go on” (3.2.212). The forward movement of this reply also authorizes Paulina to continue: “Thou 
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canst not speak too much; I have deserved/ All to talk their bitt’rest” (3.2.213-214). Leontes’s earlier 

recognition of his unjust behavior – even as it omitted the actions towards Perdita and death of 

Mamillius – is insufficient. Instead, what is required for him to begin to repair himself is the recognition 

of and return to the existential condition that he has, until this moment, rejected in favor of a damaging 

sovereign logic. In his recognition that time does “go on, go on,” Leontes prepares himself to eventually 

participate in the world again. However, he cannot do so himself. Instead, like the recipient of grace, 

Leontes’s preparatory motions will be ultimately overwhelmed by the excess of grace rooted in others. 

His penance and recognition are important steps, but any real return to historical life cannot occur until 

Paulina produces Hermione in the final scene. 

Paulina’s response thus only begins the process of returning Leontes to the social world that his 

jealousy removed him from. Her turn from rebuke to repair comes at recognizing that Leontes is 

“touched/ To th’ noble heart” (3.2.219-220). The process of repair begins with giving Leontes practice at 

rejecting the easy choice to forget:  

Let me be punished, that have minded you 
Of what you should forget. Now, good my liege, 
Sir, royal sir, forgive a foolish woman. 
The love I bore your queen – lo, fool again! 
I’ll speak of her no more, nor of your children; 
I’ll not remember you of my own lord, 
Who is lost too. Take your patience to you, 
And I’ll say nothing. (3.2.223-229) 
 

Paulina’s first lesson parades Leontes’s faults in front of him again, but this time as things he “should 

forget.” Of course, the very education that Paulina will give Leontes over the coming years will be an 

exercise in memory and the refusal to forget.83  Leontes is willing to participate in historical memory 

 
83 Beckwith notes that “remorse is a form of proper memory” and that when Leontes visits the graves of Mamillius 
and Hermione for sixteen years, he expresses that memory; however, her suggestion that his remorse is “so 
radically isolating and lonely in its fearful lucidity,” misses the mutuality that Leontes’s penance will share with 
Paulina. Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 133–34. Furthermore, the “isolating” elements 
of Leontes’s remorse and penance are ultimately rooted in his prior isolation, and only in returning to the world 
can he be ready for Hermione’s return.  
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now, as he tells Paulina “Thou didst speak but well/ When most the truth, which I receive much better/ 

Than to be pitied of thee” (230-32). Accepting Paulina’s first lesson not to forget the past, Leontes is 

ready to learn how to live in history again. 

However, Leontes cannot entirely return to the world that he has wronged until his faith is 

repaired. In this, we should emphasize that faith returns Hermione to the world that she lost as a 

consequence of Leontes’s world-alienating faith. Paulina’s command that those gathered “awake your 

faith” in the final scene is one of many – she acts as a stage manager, arranging the final revelation 

theatrically.84 Earlier, I noted how faith seems antithetical to the shared historical experience of the 

theater, since understanding Leontes’s madness requires us to forget what we see and know. Paulina’s 

stage management of the final scene returns those gathered to the kind of public and historical life that 

Leontes rejects in the first part of the play. This also brings Leontes to face to face with the others in the 

world he wronged – most importantly, Hermione.85  

In her reading of the final scene, Sarah Beckwith argues that Leontes’s forgiveness must at least 

occur in the presence of others, since  

Leontes understands enough about the grammar of forgiveness to know that he cannot forgive 
himself, that the grammar of forgiving yourself is in fact nonsensical… Forgiving then, like 
promising, requires the presence of others; and in the acknowledgment of that mutuality lies 
the truth that others have reality in a past that is no one’s individual possession.86  
 

Her analysis shows how history and a shared reality are regenerated through forgiveness in the latter 

half of the play. However, Beckwith neglects the fact that faith is also what was driving Leontes to 

destroy Hermione. While she suggests that “Shakespeare utterly abjures the eradication of the human in 

reformed versions of grace” – the Calvinist form of grace where one can do nothing – she forgets that 

the tragedy of the first three acts is predicated on exactly the kind of faith that removes other humans 

 
84 Hartwig, “The Tragicomic Perspective of The Winter’s Tale,” 35. 
85 For the face-to-face relationship with Hermione, see Knapp, “Visual and Ethical Truth in The Winter’s Tale.” 
86 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 133. 
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from the equation.87 Indeed, Augustine recognized the loss of human agency as a potential consequence 

of his theology of grace.88 Even if the final act of the play then rests on the public and social faith that 

Beckwith describes, she does not account for how Leontes’s destructive faith becomes a participatory 

and regenerative force. 

 The penultimate scene, with its exposition, serves to establish a shared narrative and history for 

a Hermione who has, until now, been hidden from sight. The Third Gentleman’s introduction of the 

statue works to put the statue into historicity in an inversion of Leontes’s absolute eternity:  

A piece many years in doing and now newly performed by that rare Italian master Giulio 
Romano, who, had he himself eternity and could put breath into his work, would beguile nature 
of her custom, so perfectly he is her ape. He so near to Hermione hath done Hermione that they 
say one would speak to her and stand in hope of answer (5.2.93-100). 
 

His speech returns Hermione to the world of the play and grounds the statue in time. The “many years 

doing” of the statue’s creation is contrasted to the possibility that if Giulio “had he himself eternity… 

would beguile nature of her custom.” Against Leontes’s destructive experience of the eternal, the 

mythic Giulio’s more “historical” eternity (for it takes place not in the instant but instead over time) has 

the potential to be generative. Furthermore, when we first see her, Hermione has been stabilized as an 

art object – something that, as Arendt reminds us in The Human Condition and Love and Saint 

Augustine, has more permanence than human life.89 As an object of work and fabrication, the statue of 

Hermione is something that exists in the world in a way that Leontes’s perceptions of her did not. 

Created over time, the statue’s “provenance” comes out of the kind of life in the world that Leontes 

previously rejected. Yet, for all the hyperbole of the gentlemen, Hermione can only return to life once 

Leontes and those gathered “awake [their] faith.” Faith, the faculty that destabilized her image in 

 
87 Beckwith, 143. 
88 Augustine’s debate with Pelagius is especially useful for seeing how Augustine grapples with this problem of 
human agency. For instance, the suggestion that “In willing anything, it is we who will, but it is He who enables us 
to will what is good” finds in human agency only the potential for evil without the repair from God. Augustine of 
Hippo, “Grace and Free Will,” 16.32. 
89Arendt, The Human Condition, 168–69, 167; Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, B:033139. 
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Leontes’s mind, becomes the engine that returns her to life. On the one hand, this makes sense, since 

she is moving from the sphere of stability (statue, dead art) to mutability (person, living actor). Those 

gathered can participate in and recognize the faith Paulina demands in a way that Leontes’s earlier faith 

could not. This participatory moment of theatrical faith – following Beckwith – rests on mutual 

affirmation and a collective experience. Opposed to the stoic individual’s self-mastery and self-

preservation in the face of the tyrant’s whims, Paulina’s faith is rooted in community. The mutuality of 

her faith comes out of her previous passionate participation in Hermione’s suffering. In this sense, faith 

in the final scene could not be more different than the kind of faith that Camillo sees in Leontes. Yet, it is 

only the creation of collectivity that distinguishes the two. 

Beckwith’s argument is that the theater rests on faith and not belief, and it is this that Paulina’s 

command refers to. Rather than suspending our disbelief when we enter the theater, we instead 

participate in a kind of social act of faith. Beckwith’s suggestion that faith is not merely “belief in” is 

important to recognizing the difference, and she acknowledges that “it is also vital that Leontes’s faith is 

as foundationless as his doubt has been.”90 Yet, from another perspective, this doubt is faith and what 

drives his monstrous behavior towards Hermione. To entertain another counterfactual, were Camillo to 

affirm Leontes’s suspicion in the first scenes and poison Polixenes, Camillo’s participation in Leontes’s 

faith would be a dark echo of the final scene. The difference in outcomes then comes from the 

participation (or lack of participation) in the faith of others. Rather than suggesting there is a kind of 

“bad faith” and “good faith,” I wish to take the continuity in Shakespeare’s language seriously and follow 

how faith – in its Augustinian totality –contains both possibilities. 

Rather than becoming entirely other-worldly, Augustine’s faith simultaneously demands love of 

one’s neighbor: a worldly existence. For Arendt the doubled demand comes out of Augustine’s view of 

 
90 Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 145. 
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Biblical history as historical. The crucial transformation occurs within the world in which human 

salvation takes place: 

What makes my neighbor appear in the relevance required for a commandment of love is not 
the fact that “I have become a question to myself.” Rather, it is a historically pre-existing reality, 
obliging as such even for the redeeming death of Christ and essential for turning it into a similar 
reality. Therefore, for the moment the difference in viewpoint is evident from two possible 
concepts of faith. First, faith is the individual’s approach to the question of his own being. And 
second, faith is tied to the factuality of history and to the past as such.91  
 

Arendt argues that this existential historicity is what allows for the Christian command to “love your 

neighbor” to become meaningful and real, since Christians must love their neighbor in a world that 

Christ existed in. Thus, the exercise of love and experience of faith becomes, due to this shared history, 

a worldly faith in the world. Historical perspective on Biblical events directs the believer back into the 

world for Augustine, where faith is “tied to the factuality of history and to the past as such.” In The 

Winter’s Tale, what would then appear from a Protestant perspective as a mere surface action – 

Leontes’s penance – performs a crucial function. It shows his recognition of the historical world that he 

rejected in the first half of the play.92 In moving away from the destructive fixation on the eternal now of 

“nothing,” Leontes is able to participate again in historical existence through his penance over time. 

When Paulina reveals the statue, it is important that Leontes turns to the kind of penance and 

correction that he did during the sixteen years of Hermione’s absence: 

Chide me, dear stone, that I may say indeed 
Thou art Hermione – or rather, thou art she 
In thy not chiding; for she was as tender 
As infancy and grace. (5.3.24-27) 
 

Leontes’s wish for a rebuke shows his change – he wishes for the statue to acknowledge the time that 

has passed between his behavior and this moment of recognition. Even if Leontes attempts to idealize 

 
91 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033350. 
92 For Beckwith, what matters is “Leontes’ tears as the sign of his shame.” The physical sign is important, but due 
to the way Leontes has rejected historical life, the length of time of his penance also matters deeply. Beckwith, 
Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness, 140. 
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Hermione and again set her apart from time and historical life, this is impossible: this is a world in which 

Hermione has become “wrinkled” and “aged” (5.3.28-29). Paulina’s management of Leontes’s 

recognition by directing him to “our carver’s excellence” (5.3.30) prepares him to see Hermione herself: 

in acknowledging her aging, Leontes accepts the kind of worldly existence he rejected when destroyed 

her. The “many years” of the statue’s composition and the aging of Hermione shows that Leontes no 

longer lives in the eternal world of his delusion, but instead once again sees the temporal and historical 

bonds that he severed to imagine Hermione unfaithful. Similarly, by acting with Paulina’s direction, 

rather than working as an absolute sovereign set apart from society, Leontes acknowledges the world of 

plurality, rather than sovereign self-sufficiency.93 In accepting temporality and plurality, Leontes does, as 

Beckwith suggests, “[wake] up from his nightmare… in the full ineradicable face of what he has done.”94 

The time that has passed is irrecoverably lost, and Leontes has to accept this before Hermione can come 

down. 

For Arendt’s Augustine, the very thing that anchors humanity to this world is original sin, which 

would appear to corrupt action’s intent entirely. Original sin instead becomes “humanity’s common 

descent” for Arendt and allows for a real connection to historical reality.95 However, this does not 

negate the prior creatural relationship of man to Creator. Instead, original sin is both a barrier to action 

(since the will is corrupted) and an anchor to the historical world of human life. In her introduction, 

Arendt suggests that “we must let the contradictions stand as what they are, make them understood as 

contradictions, and grasp what lies beneath them” in the paradoxical way that Augustinian love drives 

 
93 Cormack describes Shakespeare’s interest in a “sovereignty that is uniquely, coherently, and absolutely itself.” 
Cormack, “Shakespeare’s Other Sovereignty,” 485. This fantasy, however, is generally never achieved. 
Kantorowicz, whose work Auerbach was familiar with, shows in The King’s Two Bodies how unitary sovereignty is 
always complicated by the doubling of body natural and body politic in the King. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two 
Bodies; a Study in Mediaeval Political Theology,; Auerbach, Mimesis, 569. 
94 Beckwith, “Are There Any Women in Shakespeare’s Plays?” 251. 
95 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, A:033353. 
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the believer out of the world and also affirms the world.96 Arendt’s analysis leaves us with The Winter’s 

Tale’s aporia of faith. Like faith (and by faith, for it is faith in God’s grace that structures the creatural 

relationship), Augustinian love is both cause of and cure for man’s loss of the world.97 

To move beyond Arendt’s aporia, we turn to Auerbach’s work in Mimesis. Above, the 

propaganda of Ammianus transformed human life into a distorted series of stable images, easily 

manipulated and controlled by powerful figures. Against this, Auerbach sets the narrative of Augustine’s 

friend Alypius from the Confessions. In it, Auerbach finds a moment of crisis that accurately represents 

historical unfolding in a way that the quasi-totalitarian “surface” representation of Ammianus could not. 

Alypius is brought to gladiatorial games that he had opposed. Like the Apostle Peter, Alypius begins 

confident in himself (like Peter, who also expressed confidence and faith in Christ before his denial), 

protesting “you may drag me there bodily, but do you imagine that you can make me watch the show 

and give my mind to it? I shall be there, but it will be just as if I were not present, and I shall prove 

myself stronger than you or the games.”98 Yet, Alypius falls, and is swept away by the bloodlust of the 

games, surrendering to the magical forces that are at work in Ammianus’s depiction of reality. In his 

analysis, Auerbach describes how “the forces of time are at work: sadism, frenetic bloodlust, and the 

triumph of magic and sense over reason and ethics. But there is a struggle going on. The enemy is 

known, and the soul’s counterforces are mobilized to meet him.”99 Opposed to the pure sensory and 

ideological violence of Ammianus, Augustine’s text acknowledges the possibility of contrary forces. 

However, Auerbach quickly notes that these counterforces, even if they appear (opposed to the magical 

power of Ammianus’s governor), are insufficient:  

So Alypius is not overly concerned when he is dragged familiari violentia into the amphitheater. 
He trusts in his closed eyes and his determined will. But his proud individualistic self-reliance is 
overwhelmed in no time. And it is not merely a random Alypius whose pride, nay whose inmost 

 
96 Arendt, A:033248. 
97 “Only in the accepted grace of God is the world truly renounced.” Arendt, A:033330. 
98 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VI.8. 
99 Auerbach, Mimesis, 68. 
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being, is thus crushed; it Is the entire rational individualistic culture of classical antiquity: Plato 
and Aristotle, the Stoa, and Epicurus. A burning lust has swept them away, in one powerful 
assault.100 
 

Thus, in Augustine, Auerbach finds not only the realistic depiction of antiquity’s defenses against the 

forces of mob violence and passions, but also the moment of its failure.101 In Alypius, there is both the 

historical man that Augustine knows and a stand-in for the philosophical tradition that he is brought up 

in. Furthermore, Auerbach describes how “the individual, the man of noble self-reliance, the man who 

chooses for himself, despiser of excesses, has become one of the mass.”102 Alypius’s fall is thus one 

where the individual is subsumed into a collective that, as we have noted, is associated with the same 

kind of mass violence that Auerbach would have witnessed in Germany and during his exile. It might be 

tempting to recognize in Alypius a kind of failure like Leontes’s, but opposed to the internal fall of 

Leontes’s judgment, Alypius falls due to the external force of the games and his friends – an ironic mirror 

of the very public participatory history that Paulina’s faith involves. Paulina, in her gallery, directs 

Leontes, Polixenes, and Perdita in how to see the statue, even correcting Leontes when his passion is 

about to overcome him:  

 Good my lord, forbear 
The ruddiness upon her lip is wet; 
You’ll mar it if you kiss it, stain your own 
With oily painting. Shall I draw the curtain? (5.3.80-84) 
 

In her regulation, Paulina works to guide Leontes’s growing faith that Hermione is alive, aware that the 

collective faith she is awakening is not any different from the force that drove Leontes to destroy 

Hermione in the first half of the play or the forces that seduced Alypius. Indeed, we have seen how 

Leontes’s reactions have shifted from his old tendency to reject history to his new recognition of 

 
100 Auerbach, 69. 
101 Auerbach’s choice of the narrative of Alypius (with its catastrophic failure of Stoicism in the face of fanaticism) 
may, in part, be a response to the insufficiencies of this movement, following Damroschs’s suggestion that 
Auerbach chooses his texts in part based on his own historical circumstances. Damrosch, “Auerbach in Exile.” 
102 Auerbach, Mimesis, 69. 
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historical life. Paulina manages both Perdita and Leontes’s actions to set the scene for the statue’s 

transformation, forcing Leontes into a position where he is not a sovereign but an actor and participant. 

In her correction, we can also see the thing that both Paulina’s theater and Alypius’s fall have in 

common, and what Auerbach finds so important in Augustine: the potential for change. Opposed to the 

depiction of Ammianus’s riot, where all actors are given their roles and remain in them – the governor is 

powerful, the rioters a mass of bodies, the one man singled out simply a stand-in for the rebellion – in 

Augustine, there is movement, both positive and negative:  

Such an about-face from one extreme to the very opposite is also characteristically Christian. 
Like Peter in the denial scene (and inversely Paul on his way to Damascus), he falls the more 
deeply the higher he stood before. And, like Peter, he will rise again. For his defeat is not final.103  
 

A faith in time structures what Auerbach sees as a central Christian concept. He describes how “what 

distinguishes it at first glance from the other texts is the ardor of the dramatic human struggle it 

represents. Alypius is alive and fights.”104 If Ammianus depicts a world in which everything is in its place 

(even if those places produce violence and bloodlust), Augustine shows a world in which struggle, 

change, and action are possible.105 Indeed, the very impermanence that makes existence appear less 

than essence allows for transformation and regeneration.106 

The transitory, fluid, and temporal existence of history is something that we see Leontes reject 

at the beginning of The Winter’s Tale. When confronted with the outward signs of his anguish over 

Hermione’s supposed infidelity, Leontes fixates on the childhood past that Polixenes has described in 

Edenic terms: 

Looking on the lines 

 
103 Auerbach, 69. 
104 Auerbach, 70. 
105 Thus Augustine ultimately looks forward through the evils of this life: “as, therefore, we are saved in hope, it is 
in hope that we have been made happy; and as though we do not yet possess a present salvation, but await 
salvation in the future… we look forward ‘with steadfast endurance.’” Augustine of Hippo, City of God, XIX.4. 
106 In Chapter Two of Mimesis, “Fortunata,” Auerbach uses Adolf von Harnack’s term 
“pendulation”(pendelausschlag) to describe the swings between Peter’s fall and rise in the Gospels. Heidegger, in 
his lectures on Augustine, also notes Harnack as a central figure in the study of Augustine. Auerbach, Mimesis, 42; 
Heidegger, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, §2. 
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Of my boy’s face, methoughts I did recoil  
Twenty-three years, and saw myself unbreeched, 
In my green velvet coat, my dagger muzzled. (1.2.151-155) 
 

Rather than a world that accepts the past and changes, Leontes’s lie reveals the truth of his faith’s 

damaging nature – it rejects the historical world that he lives in. Thus, it is only after time has passed 

and Leontes has affirmed that time through penance that resurrection can be possible in the play. If 

Leontes’s mental desire to “recoil/ Twenty-three years” speaks to a desire to lose the sense of time in 

the abyss of memory’s eternal present, then it is only in historical life that the faith of Leontes’s penance 

can be affirmed. In Augustine, struggle does not take place solely inside Alypius. Instead, there is a 

historical character to his life – he has been taught in a tradition and lives in the world. Indeed, 

Augustine begins the chapter stating that “he did not abandon his career in the world, for his parents 

would not allow him to forget it. He went to Rome ahead of me to study law and there, strange to 

relate, he became obsessed with an extraordinary craving for gladiatorial shows.”107 Augustine thus 

situates Alypius’s struggle and experience in a real moment, rather than simply in the mind. There is an 

inextricably worldly character to Alypius’s experience, one that is bound up in the historical unfolding 

that the Confessions illustrates even as it subordinates these worldly events to the eventual 

regeneration – through faith in the world – of both its author and his friend.  

Thus, Auerbach sees in Augustine’s story of Alypius an experience of magical bloodlust where 

“the inner, tragic, and problematic event is embedded in concrete contemporary reality.”108 Yet, 

Christianity does this through a mixture of that concrete reality with a connection to Divine Providence – 

the figural mode of interpretation that Auerbach describes in the following pages and his essay Figura. 

Figuration can be seen in Augustine’s insights on time in the Confessions, where he reconciles past 

 
107 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, VI.8. 
108 Auerbach, Mimesis, 72. 
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present and future with the example of reciting a psalm. After describing how each syllable of the psalm 

moves from his expectation, to his present, and to his memory, Augustine describes how  

what is true of the whole psalm is also true of all its parts and of each syllable. It is true of any 
longer action in which I may be engaged and of which the recitation of the psalm may only be a 
small part. It is true of a man’s whole life, of which all his actions are parts. It is true of the whole 
history of mankind, of which each man’s life is a part.109  
 

Augustine’s linking of past, present, and future into a series of links that continually expand in scope is 

very suggestive of the figurative process more generally, where Auerbach describes how  

The here and now is no longer a mere link in an earthly chain of events, it is simultaneously 
something which has always been and which will be fulfilled in the future; and strictly, in the 
eyes of God, it is something eternal, something omni-temporal, something already 
consummated in the realm of fragmentary earthly event.110  
 

Augustine’s existential thought thus carries a double-time scheme for Auerbach. On the one hand, it is 

embedded in historical unfolding reality, but on the other hand, events are subordinated to the 

organizing principle of providence and divine will. Provocatively, Auerbach suggests earlier that the 

Christian movement is also magical: “its magic is no less a magic than is bloodlust, and it is stronger 

because it is a more ordered, a more human magic, filled with more hope.”111  

The magic of the final scene of The Winter’s Tale cannot exist without this hope. It is not merely 

faith that Paulina demands to allow for the magic, for we have seen that faith can destroy. Instead, it is 

her faith in the world’s impermanence and transitoriness that she acts upon (and in this sense, in her 

choice to act, she is like Leontes). Her faith in worldly existence allows her to believe Hermione’s 

chastity and castigate Leontes’s anti-historical behavior; in each case she acts on a hope in Leontes’s 

reform, Hermione’s eventual vindication, and Perdita’s return. Hermione’s reasons for preservation are, 

importantly, linked to Paulina’s faith: 

Knowing by Paulina that the oracle 
Gave hope thou wast in being, have preserved 

 
109 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, XI.28. 
110 Auerbach, Mimesis, 74. 
111 Auerbach, 70. 
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Myself to see the issue (5.3.126-128). 
 

Hermione and Paulina thus have faith in the oracle, but this faith expresses itself as a faith in the world 

and the possibility for change. Paulina’s faith looks for the participation of others (Hermione and later 

Leontes and Perdita) in the same way that Leontes reached out for Camillo’s approval. The difference, if 

there is one, lies in the fact that Paulina’s faith is in time and existence – a faith in grace occurring in the 

world. The figural mode of interpretation’s faith in history as shared and connected, rather than 

individual, is a “more human magic” that allows for Hermione’s resurrection, and its magic rests in how 

it makes the individual human life existentially and historically meaningful through its connection to the 

world despite life’s impermanence and transitoriness. This incorporation of human life into the story of 

history allows for an existential seriousness that touches individuals, demanding that we treat others 

not as objects in the Eternal Now but instead as fellow sinners, bound by a history that exceeds us.
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Conclusion 
Alice Arden’s Agency and the Failure of Romance 

 
SHAKEEBAG: Arden, thou hast wondrous holy luck. 

Did ever man escape as thou hast done? 
Well, I’ll discharge my pistol at the sky, 
For by this bullet Arden might not die. 

Arden of Faversham IX.133-1361 

The anonymous play Arden of Faversham (c. 1590) might seem a strange coda to a study of the 

romances of Shakespeare and Chaucer.2 However, a turn to tragedy at the end of a study of romance 

allows us to gain a perspective on the limits of grace and historical repair. The plot of the play concerns 

the historical murder of Thomas Arden by his wife and her many co-conspirators in 1551. In love with 

the tailor Mosby, Alice plots to murder her husband, contracting the work out to no less than six 

murderers for various rewards ranging from money to the hand of Mosby’s sister.3 The mundanity of the 

play’s plot shares little with the plots of romance. Instead, it is most often approached as the first extant 

example of domestic tragedy and that genre’s concerns.4 The play is also clearly tragic in its structure: 

the play ends with the murder of Thomas, the arrival of authorities, and the execution of Alice, Mosby, 

and the conspirators. A neat and tidy re-assertion of state authority and patriarchy is achieved with 

what looks like easy generic closure. However, by turning to a play grounded in historical events, we can 

see more clearly the shape of existential romance’s historicity. My claim, indeed, is not that the play is a 

romance as such. Rather, when we examine Arden of Faversham with an eye to Augustinian 

existentialism, the play becomes emblematic of the kind of existential historicity we have examined in 

 
1 Anonymous, Arden of Faversham. 
2 The authorship of Arden of Faversham is partially attributed to Shakespeare, in particular the scene where Mosby 
and Alice quarrel. However, I take no position on the authorship here. Lockwood, “Introduction,” xxix; Jackson, 
“Shakespeare and the Quarrel Scene in ‘Arden of Faversham.’” 
3 For the way the play ambivalently situates this economic activity against Arden’s own rapacious capitalism, see 
“Alice Arden’s Crime.” Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy, Ch. 5 132, 133. 
4 Dolan directly contrasts the domestic tragedy of Arden with the romance of The Tempest to consider domestic 
rebellion more generally. Suzuki similarly finds in the play the period’s concerns with gender and class. Meanwhile, 
Orlin’s study examines the historical material surrounding the event, providing a sense for the difference between 
text and event. Dolan, “The Subordinate('s) Plot,” 319; Suzuki, “Gender, Class, and the Social Order in Late 
Elizabethan Drama”; Orlin, Private Matters and Public Culture in Post-Reformation England. 
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romance. While it may end with the neat closure of tragedy, the play inhabits a world remarkably similar 

to that of romance in order to preserve Thomas Arden’s life. 

When we read Arden of Faversham with an eye to an Augustinian existentialism, the effect is 

like reading Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale after The Knight’s Tale, where we see Arcite, Palamon, and Emelye in 

Nicholas, Absolon, and Alison. All the characters and situations that we have just witnessed tumble out 

again as if through a funhouse mirror. In Alice’s choice of the low-born Mosby over her noble husband 

(an invention of the play), we see a vicious echo of Walter’s choice of Griselda – flipped in gender and 

station. In the community collaboration required to actually murder Thomas Arden, there is a perverse 

echo of the community building of Cymbeline or The Knight’s Tale. The sheer volume of plots against 

Arden and their providential failure, is a dark echo of the way that providence “knytteth together alle 

thingis in hir orders.” Set on by Alice and her “botcher” lover Mosby, these threads of conspiracy 

nevertheless fail to meet their ends, as individual attempts on Arden’s life in town and in country all fail 

spectacularly. The cumulative nature of the plot is “constructed with the special kind of artfulness that 

can look like apparent artlessness.”5 

The failed attempts, in their farcical implausibility, also provide a dark picture of the romance 

turn to the supernatural.6 The survival of Arden on the coast due to a miraculous fog is as random and 

surprising as the fury that terrifies Arcite’s horse. However, the everyday and human elements that 

make up the providential picture romance also occur: the apprentice who opens the window of his 

store, breaking Black Will’s head, has no idea of the significance of his actions, and yet they are given 

meaning in their contribution to the delay of Arden’s murder. 

Yet, the providence that preserves Thomas is also the providence that produces his end.7 Arden 

himself is a complex figure. Catherine Belsey notes how “two versions of Arden – as loving husband and 

 
5 Lockwood, “Introduction,” x. 
6 For the role of this delay and the commentary of the characters in the play on it, see Lockwood, xi, xii. 
7 Belsey also notes how the murder is “part of the providential scheme.” Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy, 132. 
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as rapacious landlord – coexist unequally in the play.”8 Indeed, Arden’s wealth itself is the consequence 

of events that shadow the entire play, the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII. His dual 

character is thus a consequence of his historical circumstances as well as his base desire for 

accumulation. One of the murderers, Greene, describes how Arden “doth me wrong/ To wring from me 

the little land I have. My living is my life” (I.470-472). In Greene’s motive, we can see the way that Arden 

appears to deserve death – something Orlin’s study of the historical Arden suggests was particularly 

true.9 Arden is both a cause and victim of historical suffering, and shares in the kind of mixed virtue and 

vice we have seen throughout in figures like Posthumus, who also clearly deserves punishment and 

repair for his willingness to murder his wife.  

Of course, a mixture of vice and virtue is not the sole domain of men in romance. We should 

pause here to acknowledge something that our study so far has elided: the women of romance can also 

be evil. The wicked Queen of Cymbeline is of course the most obvious example. However, even in 

apparently “virtuous” women, agency and historicity complicate an easy sorting. Griselda’s willingness 

to sacrifice her children makes her at times appear monstrous to us. Innogen, for all her resilience and 

virtue, is all too ready to believe Posthumus has been unfaithful. The mourning widows of Thebes allow 

Theseus to initiate a war that leaves Arcite and Palemon in a “tass” of bodies – a reminder that imperial 

war remains devastating even when the ends are apparently just. 

At the center of Arden of Faversham is Alice Arden. The title page of the play clearly seers her as 

an evil woman, as it describes how Arden was “wickedlye murdered, by the means of his disloyall and 

 
8 Belsey, 132. 
9 Orlin argues that “an archivally based list of suspects bears almost no resemblance to that of the official 
indictment. My scenario matches the judgment of the record in the sheer size of the cast of possible murderers; it 
is just that, with the exception of John Greene, the cast is an entirely different one.” Orlin, Private Matters and 
Public Culture in Post-Reformation England, 51. Thus, Greene provides the point of contact between the “archival” 
investigation into the murder Orlin accomplishes and the dramatic text. Against the more material motives of the 
archival sources, both Holinshed’s Chronicle and the drama are insistent on “the narrow domesticity of the 
murders.” Orlin, 64. 
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wanton wyfe, who for the love she bare to one Mosbie, hyred two desperat ruffians Blackwill and 

Shakebag to kill him.” Furthermore, the title page describes how “wherein is shewed the great malice 

and  dissimulation of a wicked woman, the unsatiable desire of filthy lust, and the shamefull end of all 

murderers” 

 

Figure 2: Title Page of Arden of Faversham. Arden of Feversham (1633). STC 735 copy 2. used by permission of the Folger 
Shakespeare Library 
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Yet, until the final scene, Alice is not directly a murderess. Instead, she takes hold of the many 

resentments and desires that surround the drama’s Thomas Arden, directing them towards him and her 

own desire to be free of him. 

Community in Arden of Faversham is founded, like that of The Knight’s Tale, on violence. The 

murder of Thomas creates a community of workers, lovers, and criminals, binding them together in a 

shared enterprise. Alice uses contracts and agreements to attempt to work her will upon the world and 

see her husband dead; community is also created through the state execution of Alice, Mosbie, and the 

rest of the conspirators (and the historical events). The entry of Thomas’s friend Franklin and the state 

authorities on the scene of the crime ultimately re-asserts masculine and patriarchal authority. Political 

theology is finally reasserted in the burning of Alice for her petty treason; in murdering her husband, she 

murdered the figure of the king. After all is done, the play closes with the “simple truth” that is “gracious 

enough,” summarizing the places of execution or death for those not captured in the initial arrests 

(Epilogue 17). The community grace of Cymbeline becomes instead the state’s list of criminal 

participants, simply and factually blotted out. 

Yet, for all the resonances that we may find with romance, the effect of Arden of Faversham 

remains closer to that of the Joel and Ethan Coen film Burn After Reading. At the end of that film, a CIA 

officer (played by J.K. Simmons), presented with the denouement the audience has just witnessed, has 

the following exchange with his subordinate: 

  Officer: What did we learn Palmer? 
  Palmer: I don’t know sir. 
  Officer: I don’t fuckin know either. I guess we learned not to do it again. 
  Palmer: Yes sir. 
  Officer: I’m fucked if I know what we did. 
  Palmer: Yes sir. That’s, uh, hard to say. 
  Officer: Jesus fucking Christ. 
 

In the face of apparently random and senseless violence, the turn to a moral is a turn to try and ground 

oneself. Perhaps this is why Simon Forman, after viewing The Winter’s Tale closes his journal entry on 
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the play with the pat moral “Beware of trusting feigned beggars or fawning fellows.”10 Faced with the 

jealousy that he “remembers,” he instead turns, at the end, to a more apparently tangible takeaway of 

the play. Romance is often read as pedagogical – Spenser’s project to “fashion a gentleman” in The 

Faerie Queene – and the turn to the moral of the story is part of this reading. However, Augustinian 

existentialism instead emphasizes the second half of the exchange from the film; in J.K. Simmon’s 

character’s reaching for historical perspective, pondering aloud “I’m fucked if I know what we did,” we 

hear a vulgar echo of the troubled epistemology of human action in the world.  

Arendt, Auerbach, and Kantorowicz each make the process of interpretation the center of their 

analyses of the human condition, mimesis, and political theology. In each case, there is always 

something incomplete and contradictory about human life and knowledge. For Arendt, this is a 

consequence of the process character of action and the web of actions it exists in: 

Because the actor always moves among and in relation to other acting beings, he is never 
merely a “doer” but always and at the same time a sufferer. To do and to suffer are like 
opposite sides of the same coin, and the story that an act starts is comprised of its consequent 
deeds and sufferings. These consequences are boundless, because action, though it may 
proceed from nowhere, so to speak, acts into a medium where every reaction becomes a chain 
reaction and where every process is the cause of new processes. Since action acts upon beings 
who are capable of their own actions, reaction, apart from being a response, is always a new 
action that strikes out on its own and affects others. Thus action and reaction among men never 
move in a closed circle and can never be reliable confined to two partners.11 
 

The plural condition of human life thus means that dyadic relationships are always complicated by the 

addition of a third, fourth, or fifth actor, all of whom can, in their reaction turn the original actor of any 

deed or speech into a “sufferer” instead. The contrary and contradictory potential for action to turn on 

itself thus defies any actor to know what he or she did – there are constant add-on effects that can 

never be anticipated. Only in a storyteller like Holinshed or the anonymous author of Arden is the 

meaning of any event stabilized. Furthermore, if Orlin’s excavation of the archive is reliable, the “story” 

 
10 Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, 233. 
11 Arendt, The Human Condition, 190. 
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that was told about Arden was far more focused on historical anxieties of the moment than the real 

material conditions of the man’s murder.12 Thus, the very stability that Arendt imputes to the 

storyteller’s fashioning of history remains incomplete, since the variety of motives, forces, and historical 

circumstances surrounding Arden continually shift. We can never easily arrive at “what we learned” 

since the question of “what we did” remains finally contingent. 

In Augustine’s theology, this question of “what we did” remains open in Auerbach’s existential 

realism. For Auerbach, what modern realism achieves is the creation of the regime of interpretation we 

find ourselves already embedded in: 

These are the forms of order and interpretation which the modern writers here under 
discussion attempt to grasp in the random moment – not one order and one interpretation, but 
many, which may either be those of different persons or of the same person at different times; 
so that overlapping, complementing, and contradiction yield something that we might call a 
synthesized cosmic view, or at least a challenge to the reader’s will to interpretive synthesis.13 

 
The exclamation “I’m fucked if I know what we did” is a challenge to the will to interpretive synthesis for 

both Palmer and the audience of the film. This kind of challenge lies at the heart of existential romance. 

These texts present us with a process of interpretation that remains incomplete, even as the 

providential narratives they incorporate attempt to paper over this incompleteness. Yet, in Arden of 

Faversham or Burn after Reading, there is nothing of the “synthesized cosmic view” that comes out of 

the sum of the actions. Instead, the challenge to providence comes from the random and senseless 

violence inflicted on those who encounter these communities – either the intelligence apparatus or the 

criminal element. In Arden of Faversham, Bradshaw is accused as a conspirator and executed along with 

Alice and her crew, condemned by her silence. The sacrifice of this innocent man shows the real price 

that political theology exacts: to reassert total control, innocents are swept up along with the guilty.  

 
12 Orlin, Private Matters and Public Culture in Post-Reformation England, 42–44, 51. 
13 Auerbach, Mimesis, 549. 
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 In the fire that burnt the historical Alyce Arden, we see the actualization of the patriarchal state 

violence towards heretics that Paulina gestures towards in her speech to Leontes or that Posthumus 

imagines against Innogen.14 After all, Alice was not hung for murder, but burnt for petty treason.15 The 

threat of state violence lingers over all the plays and poems in this project; Theseus’s imprisonment of 

the knights, Walter’s “murder” of his children, Cymbeline’s imperial war, or Leontes’s destruction of his 

wife all show the capricious nature of this state power. Indeed, the political theological legitimation of 

sovereign power ultimately led, for Kantorowicz, to examine the “distortion” of a venerable ideal; in 

Burn After Reading and Arden of Faversham we see this distortion as random individuals die – no longer 

with the dignity Kantorowicz saw in soldiers – for the state. Importantly though, Kantorowicz’s work 

reminds us that this “distortion” was a distortion of caritas: 

The parallelism of “love of God and love of his brothers” is of some importance because it was 
the Christian value of caritas which finally was to work as a lever to justify ethically, or even to 
sanctify, war and death for the fatherland.16 

 
For Kantorowicz, Urban II’s proclamation began the process that would transform death for a state – a 

death in the service of the city of Man – into a sacred death for the city of God.17 This twisting of caritas 

began the sacralization of the state that – to reverse Kantorowicz’s famous description of the death of 

Charles II – sacrifices its bodies natural for its own body politic. 

 Augustine after the fall of Rome similarly saw the use of power as capricious: “Remove justice, 

and what are kingdoms but gangs of criminals on a large scale? What are criminal gangs but petty 

kingdoms?”18 Yet, in his cynical insight, we can see the way that Alice Arden’s society of blackguards – a 

“petty kingdom” if ever there was one – is founded on a collective rebellion against authority in the way 

 
14 Orlin suggests that in addition to burning, the historical Alyce may have been subject to community rape. Orlin, 
Private Matters and Public Culture in Post-Reformation England, 79–82. 
15 Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy; Lockwood, “Introduction,” xv. 
16 Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” 482. 
17 Kantorowicz, 475. 
18 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, IV.4. 
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that Cymbeline positions himself against Rome.19 Alice argues that the “law” of love has more legitimacy 

than her contractual marriage with Arden in the way that Cymbeline argues for Britain’s ancestral law: 

Sweet Mosby is the man that hath my heart, 
And he [Arden] usurps it, having nought but this – 
That I am tied to him by marriage. 
Love is a god, and marriage is but words, 
And therefore Mosby’s title is the best. (I.98-102)20 
 

This sophistry nevertheless resonates with the legal jockeying we have seen in Cymbeline as well as the 

first sight of Emelye that Arcite and Palamon have in The Knight’s Tale, where the competing claims 

come out of her status. Palamon claims “I loved hire first, and tolde thee my wo” (1145), to which Arcite 

rejoins: 

 And thou art fals, I telle thee outrely; 
 For par amour I loved hire first er thow. 

What wiltow seyn? Thow wistest nat yet now 
Wheither she be a woman or goddesse! 
This is affeccioun of holinesse, 
And min is love as to a creature, 
For which I tolde thee min aventure, 
As to my cosin and my brother sworn. (1149-1161) 
 

Arcite reverses the terms of Alice’s own argument, but the effect remains the same. The orders of 

worldly things are reversed to fit the perspective of the lover. What distinguishes romance from tragedy 

is the interjection of Chaucer’s Knight, who asks, after Arcite is taken from the tower where he has sight 

of Emelye, “who hath the worse, Arcite or Palamoun?” (1348). This question probes not “what did we 

learn,” but instead evaluates the framework at which we might arrive at the moral. Is absence and 

freedom better than presence and bondage? Romance thus probes the conditions that surround the 

moral, rather than the moral itself. 

 
19 For the way the play enacts the collaboration of early modern theatrical production as well, see Lockwood, 
“Introduction,” xii.  
20 In fact, Belsey notes the play’s cotemporaneous connection to legal divorce debates. Belsey, The Subject of 
Tragedy. 



 

227 
 

Augustine wrote at the ancient world’s moment of crisis. Auerbach and Arendt turned to his 

work at a moment of crisis in the 20th century. Furthermore, Shakespeare and Chaucer clearly found in 

the well of Augustinian and Boethian thinking a way to interpret their own political worlds. In all these 

authors, there is a hope that texts seeped in historicity like Arden of Faversham or Burn after Reading 

lack. Even as both texts show us existentially effective and realistic dramas, they shy away from the 

project of future-oriented meaning making that romance engages in. When faced with Augustine’s “I 

have become a question to myself,” tragedy and farce refuse to answer, mute in the face of life’s 

randomness. 

At our own moment of crisis – global pandemic, the residue of the war on terror, a crisis of 

political legitimacy around liberal democracy – the providential connection to another world that 

romance imagines might appear as hopeless fantasy. Yet, as we have seen, the sovereignty of the 

individual self-possessed of himself and his world is an equally devastating fantasy; for all the work done 

against this concept it is one that remains deeply embedded in 21st century culture. The fashioned and 

“fangled” worlds of romance work to reveal the fantasy as such, turning poetry against sovereignty to 

show the existential roots of both in the durability and fallibility of work. More than their happy endings 

then, what existential romances show us is the mutability of human affairs in the face of historicity and 

providence. To anchor human life in the world on liberal democratic “process” is as fantastic as 

grounding it in the fantasy of a strong man who can fashion the world according to his will.21  

Existential romance tries to glimpse, for a moment, the providential and individual scale of 

human affairs. This perspective is what it shares with both Augustinianism and Auerbach’s “existential 

realism.” What romance adds to this “synthesized cosmic view” is the ethical and moral demand of 

Augustinian charity. This is something that liberal democratic individualism never fully accounts for – the 

radical togetherness that we share in history. Augustine, in recognizing our mutual sinfulness, does 

 
21 Arendt, The Human Condition, 220. 



 

228 
 

account for this in his own way. The fashioning of a providential end that, for a moment, repairs the 

“black spots” of historical trauma is a human endeavor – both in romance and reality. The texts I have 

examined show us the possibility to continue rather than start anew. Romance’s continual “and then” 

resists the closure of tragedy, where we ask “what we learned.” In romance, an inertia to continue exists 

that a play like Arden of Faversham or a film like Burn after Reading, at its last, does not possess. 

Alice Arden at the end of the play refuses the complicated world of existential agency. Instead, 

the actual murder is committed in Arden’s own home, where he is surprised from behind with a towel, 

dragged to the floor, and murdered by Black Will, Shakebag, Mosby, and Alice. The episodic and 

discontinuous structure of the play to this point is thus pulled back to the legibility and political 

conservatism of tragedy. We are presented with an ending that can embrace moralizing, since its 

participants at the end are unable to exceed the bounds of their world. Perhaps Alice’s embeddedness 

in a world meant to stymie feminine agency simply meant that the change she craved, for her, was 

impossible.22 In her miserable fate Alice Arden at the end remains a character of tragedy and not 

romance. She is not, like Guiderius who slaughters Cloten in the wild, given grace and the opportunity to 

discover the truth of what she did. Instead, refusing to save the helpless Bradshaw from his random 

death, Alice remains bound by history, unable to move beyond it as romance can. As a failed romance 

then, Arden of Faversham gives us a sense of the Augustinian world of suffering that always lurking just 

in the margins of existential romance. 

 
22 Orlin notes the robust networks of patronage and kin that the historical Arden drew upon to improve his station 
in contrast to any avenues available for Alice. Orlin, Private Matters and Public Culture in Post-Reformation 
England, 23–24. 
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