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Strong Women: The Innocent Victims of Shakespeare

“Shakespeare’s female protagonists are remarkable for their totality of being that eludes and defies, disrupts and subverts male constructions of the female.” (Lyons 126)

The late romance plays of William Shakespeare, otherwise known as the Tragicomedies, feature familial disruptions in which there is an estrangement, purgative storms, often supernatural interference, and miraculous recognition scenes. There is emphasis on birth and suffering, both of which are a journey for the characters as they wander through space and time. In his plays, Shakespeare features human beings walking a tight-rope of duality for the human condition; in the comedies, humans are social creatures, in the tragedies they are solitary creatures. The ‘tragicomedies’, however, create a sphere of emotional intimacy, where an isolated individual eventually forms relationships and is able to celebrate social harmony after much suffering and trial. In other words, the tragicomic form is to begin seriously but ends happily emphasizing reconciliation and reunion with loved ones. The female protagonists in these tragicomedies play a significant role in the eventual reconciliation and reunion of the characters. The women of the late plays of Shakespeare, particularly those presented in Pericles, Cymbeline, and Winters Tale, exemplify the ideal, strong woman; Though often victimized these women maintain strength of character, uphold familial relationships, offer forgiveness and demonstrate strength in response to demoralizing slander.

Characteristics of Women
The heroines of Shakespeare’s late Romance plays embody characteristics of the ideal woman; pure yet with the power of childbirth, intelligent yet fully able to love, they refuse to submit to tragedy and instead display remarkable endurance and clear judgment when their worlds fall to pieces. Through their faithfulness to their spouses, and undying love and devotion to their families, these heroines are truly remarkable. Reiterated throughout Pericles, Cymbeline, and Winters Tale, the concepts of purity and virtue are emphasized as desirable qualities in women and underscored by the unique realization of the heroines themselves of the desirability of these traits. The females in these plays are “endowed with decidedly female characteristics by Shakespeare to evaluate the men with whom they interact. Human traits, capacity for love, female traits: sturdiness, sweetness, wittiness, melancholy, resilience- surpass constructions of either gender.” (Lyons 126)


In Pericles, the protagonist is a prince in pursuit of glorious beauty; in doing so, he vies for the hand of a princess whom he soon learns is involved in an incestuous relationship with her father. He escapes and is caught in a storm whereupon he lands on a distant shore, and wins the hand of the virtuous princess, Thaisa. From the initial encounter of Pericles with the incestuous king and princess, the purity and merit of Thaisa are emphasized. Through their marriage, Pericles and Thaisa have a daughter, Marina, who, shortly after her birth, is left in the care of foster parents. While growing up, her talent and beauty far surpass those of the child of her foster parents:



“Now to Marina bend you mind/



…trained/



In music, letters, who hath gained/

 

Of education all the grace,/



Which makes her both the heart and place/



Of general wonder…/



Be’t when she weaved with sleided silk/



With fingers long, small, white as mild;/



Or when she would with sharp needles wound/



The cambric, which she made more sound/



By hurting it; or when to the lute/



She sung, and made the night bird mute…”


(4.0.7)

At the jealousy of her foster parents, Marina is ordered to be assassinated. However, just before her death, she is rescued by pirates and sold into a brothel where, through her powers of persuasion and moral gifts, she is able to convince the brothel patrons to other activities, and thus retain her character.  Throughout her young life, Marina remains chaste despite her wicked foster parents, and her time in the brothel. Upon arriving at the brothel, Marina adamantly defends her virtue:



Bawd: What would you have me be, an I be not a woman?



Marina: An honest woman, or not a woman.



(4.2.80-82)

Later, as if to stress an almost supernatural power of a woman’s honor in her purity, Marina calls prays, “The gods defend me!”:




Marina: If fires be hot, knives sharp, or waters deep,/




Untied I still my virgin knot will keep.




Diana, aid my purpose!




(4.3.145-47)

Marina’s power to convert the brothel clients to the paths of virtue directly depicts female purity. She desires to remain chaste and untainted, recognizing those qualities as valuable gifts. Instead of submitting to what appears to be her fate in life, Marina uses her gift of guidance to redirect many  brothel clients:



1st Gentleman: Did you ever hear the like?



2nd Gentleman: No, nor never shall do in such a place as this, she being 

but once gone.



1st Gentleman: But to have divinity preached there? Did you ever dream of 

such a thing?



2nd Gentleman: No, no. Come, I am for no more bawdy houses. Shall’s go 

hear the vestals sing?



1st Gentleman: I’ll do anything now that is virtuous, but I am out of the 

road of rutting forever.
(4.5.1-9)

Marina, then, remains innocent, having succeeded in her resolution to purity and “like a white unsullied flower in the midst of much and mire.” (Horne 159)

The play, Cymbeline, relates a wager tale in which a noble princess, Imogen, is married to a commoner. Outraged at the marriage, the king exiles the commoner, Posthumus, from the kingdom, much to the distress of both Posthumus and Imogen. Outside the country, Posthumus enters into a wager with another man, Iachimo, placing the virtue of Imogen at stake.  Although Iachimo attempts to seduce Imogen, he us unable to do so, and the audience is led to believe that any other woman less perfect and chaste than Imogen would have succumbed to Iachimo’s advances.  


Away! I do condemn mine ears that have/



So long attended thee. If thou wert honorable,/



Thou wouldst have told this tale for virtue, not



For such an end as thou seek’st—as base as strange.



(1.6.142-45)

In Cymbeline, emphasis is placed on the purity of the woman, while the plot of diminishes the greatness of the hero. As an expatriate, the less commendable traits of Posthumus emerge, such as his boasting of women, in which the ‘best’ of anything will be challenged (Abartis 59). The wager is not over the purity of one woman, but ultimately the purity of all. The wicked, stepmother-queen, who dabbles in poisons and attempts to murder Imogen, is contrasted with the virtuous heroine to further stress the idea that Imogen is a redeeming woman.


In The Winter’s Tale, a pregnant queen, in an already established relationship to King -they have one child already- is falsely and irrationally accused of adultery. During trial scene, the queen, Hermione, collapses and is taken for dead. For sixteen years, she remains hidden while King, Leontes, repents. Later appearing as a statue, she regains life. Unlike the previous plays, this is a mature couple who already have children and a developed relationship. Leontes idolizes Hermione and endows her with adult dignity and articulateness rather than the virginal virtues of the previous heroines, allowing her to be both wife and mother (Stockholder 176). The name ‘Hermione’ alone means ‘pillar-like’ and suits the illogical vilification given to her by her husband. 



Herm. You speak a language I understand not:




My life stands in the level of your dreams,




Which I’ll lay down.



Leon. Your actions are my dreams.




You had a bastard by Polixenes,




and I but dream’d it!

She remains steadfast and statuesque throughout her accusation trial, as well as her sixteen years in hiding. 



Herm. …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. Adieu, my lord.




I never wished to see you sorry; now




I trust I shall.




(2.1.120-125)

The heroines of the late romance plays are truly remarkable for their ability to maintain their purity and virtue. Throughout Pericles, Cymbeline, and Winters Tale, purity and virtue are stressed in women who possess decidedly female characteristics.

“Death” as Purity 
 In each of the three plays, the heroine undergoes a “death” at the irrationality of a loved one; Her virtuousness is stressed as she is ultimately resurrected from this unfounded death to a higher level of purity. Through the death of the heroine at the wrongdoing of her lover or husband Shakespeare shows the ‘restoring deed’. These onstage bold women, Thaisa, Marina, Imogen and Hermione, awake from sleep, suggesting that Shakespeare was revealing the true depth of human nature in the ability withstand trials, separation, loss of identity, and the “seeming still finality of death, and, somehow to “blow into life’s flower again.”(Frey 86).

All the women recover from the grave: Thaisa and her “death” during childbirth at sea; Marina and her “death” at hands of foster parents; Imogen and her “death” at will of lover and stepmother; and Hermione and her “death” at will of her husband.  The trials in the plays, the storms, estrangement, suffering, represent purgative powers; Thaisa, for example, although she dies at sea, is resurrected as a priestess in a temple.  For Marina,

where the brothel equated with the grave, and Marina’s power to purify sexuality, her resurrection proves purity in her wishing gods to remove her from the brothel:




Marina…That the gods





Would set me free from this unhallowed place,





Though they did change me to the meanest bird





That flies i’ the purer air!

(4.6.100-103)

Marina’s resurrection and Pericles regeneration occurs first because she reminds him of Thaisa, but second because she reminds him of the possibility of resilience after suffering; “She restores her fatherhood to him and his connection with ongoing life.”(Novy 175).

The wager plot in Cymbeline emphasizes the woman’s purity. There is implicit questioning of purity and proof of Imogen’s worth, where the test is extended to Posthumus. Imogen, not Posthumus, passes the test.  

When an attempted assassination by the queen leaves Imogen in a death-like sleep, she is taken for dead. Dismayed by his wife’s death, Posthumus enters into war as retribution for his crime against her. 



“…I’ll die 



For thee, O Imogen, even for whom my life



Is every breath a death; and thus, unknown,



Pitied nor hated, to the face of peril



Myself I’ll dedicate.



(5.1.25-29)

Ultimately, the wager is not over the purity of one woman, but the purity of all. Posthumus’s error was not in his emphasis on fidelity of distrusting his wife, but in the testing of Imogen. 

Hermione’s statue is similar to the sleep of Imogen and Thaisa. For sixteen years, Hermione remains hidden from her husband and, as her name suggests, firm and resolute. Hermione’s waking is prefigured when the characters of Thaisa and Imogen are restored to life.

Independence

 The qualities of independence and possession of a bold spirit also accompany the heroine of the romance plays; the life of the heroine is not necessarily tied to that of her children, and she is able to think and provide defense for herself. as well as thrive in a typically patriarchal society. Thaisa, Marina, Imogen, and Paulina are as “strong as castles and fortresses” (Stockholder 180). Women in the romances, young and old, know how to maintain identity and are quite willing to disagree with their lovers or pompous elderly visitors in public.(Novy 177). Marina, through her gift of persuasion is able to convince the brothel owner to set her free:

Marina. “ …Proclaim that I can sing, weave, sew and dance,


With all other virtues which I’ll keep from boast,


And will not undertake all these to teach.

I doubt not but this populous city will 

Yield many scholars.”


Bawd. But can you teach all this you speak of?


Marina. Prove that I cannot, take me home again



And prostitute me to the basest groom 



That doth frequent your house.


(4.6.184-192)

 “…[the romances] conclude with much more emphatic portrayals of female resilience. However much Hermione, Imogen, Perdita…seem familially defined, they all maintain some verbal independence from men.”(Novy 8). Hermione, upon hearing Leontes accusation says:



“Should a villain say so,



The most replenish’d villain in the world



He were as much more villain: you, my lord,



Do but mistake.”



(2.1.78-81)

The independence of Shakespeare’s women is emphasized, while it is downplayed, or lacked, in the male protagonists. Shakespeare gives some independence to Hermione with her children when she tells the nurses of her son, Mamillius, to, 


Take the boy to you. He troubles me


‘Tis past enduring.


(2.1.1-2)

Paulina, a lady of Hermione, displays consistent strength as she takes on Leontes as an 

equal, “undaunted by his tyranny”. (Novy 176). 


Leon. A gross hag!



And lozel, thou art worthy to be hanged,



That wilt not stay her tongue.


Paul. Hang all the husbands 

That do that feat, you’ll leave yourself 

Hardly one subject.



Leon. Once more, take her hence.



Paul. A most unworthy and unnatural lord




Can do no more.



Leon. I’ll ha’ thee burnt.



Paul. I care not.




It is an heretic that makes the fire,




Not she which burns in ‘t.

(2.3.108-116)
She shows her ability to be rational and clear-headed, and exhibit remarkable 

emotional strength when she states, 


“…I’ll call you not tyrant;


But this most cruel usage of your queen,


Not able to produce more accusation 


Than your own weak-hinged fancy, something savors


Of tyranny and will ignoble make you,


Yea, scandalous to the world.


(2.3.116-121)
Capable of Tragedy

Being gifted with emotional strength and a resolute spirit, the Romantic heroine is better able to respond to tragedy; Her qualities as an idea woman are highlighted when her response is compared to that of her male protagonist. Females in the late romances are “heroic in depth and totality of their emotional commitment and the male protagonists are less…”(Lyons 124). The male protagonists of Pericles, Posthumus, Leontes, face crisis of near despair and exhibit general male instability.

Pericles, after suffering three storms that leave him a childless widow, enters into a dark depression. His queen, Thaisa, however, after giving birth during a storm, at sea, on a ship, is taken for dead tossed overboard –still alive- in a casket without her child. She is restored to life in a distant country, and though she mourns she does not cease to live her life entirely:


Thaisa. …But since King Pericles,



My wedded lord, I ne’er shall see again,



A vestal livery will I take me to,



And nevermore have joy.



(3.4.7-10)

Pericles, on the other hand, upon discovering his daughter’s death,



“…in sorrow all devoured



With sighs shot through and biggest tears o’er showered,



Never to wash his face nor cut his hairs;



He puts on sackcloth, and to sea. He bears



A tempest, which his mortal vessel tears,



And yet he rides it out.”



(4.4.25-30)

Upon meeting his Marina, Pericles does not recognize her as he has convinced himself he is too full of sorrow to ever be removed from it. He stubbornly refuses to listen to her sing, and pushes her away.  Marina persists:



Per. Report thy parentage. I think thou sadist




Thou hadst been tossed from wrong to injury,




And that thou thought’st thy griefs might equal mine,




If both were opened.



Mar. Some such thing




I said, and said no more but what my thoughts




Did warrant me was likely.



Per. Tell thy story.





If thine, considered prove the thousand part




Of my endurance, thou art a man, and I 





Have suffered like a girl.”



(5.1.132-140)

In Cymbeline, upon falsely learning of Imogen’s infidelity, Posthumus flies into a 

perplexing rage:




“…For there’s no motion 



That tends to vice in man but I affirm



It is the woman’s part. Be it lying, note it,



The woman’s; flattering, hers; deceiving, hers;



Lust and rank thoughts, hers, hers;



Ambitions, covetings, changes of prides, disdain,



Nice longing, slanders, mutability,



All faults that have a name, nay, that hell knows,



Why, hers, in part of all, but rather all.”



(2.5.20-28)

Imogen, responds differently when she comes to understand Posthumus’s intention to 

have her killed when he believes her to be unfaithful:




“I draw the sword myself. Take it, and hit




The innocent mansion of my love, my heart.




Fear not; ‘tis empty of all things but grief.”




(3.4.67-69)

In The Winters Tale, during the accusation scene when innocent Hermione is threatened 

by death Leontes diseased mind she responds: 




Herm. Sir, spare your threats.





The bug which you would fright me with I seek.





To me can life be no commodity.

(3.2.91-93) 

However, when Hermione’s case proves ineffectual, Paulina steps forward to defend the maligned queen, demonstrating consistent strength against Leontes rants. Paulina stresses the magnitude of Leontes crime to him and his responsibility of repentance over time. The emphasis is on the “human cost of Leontes sin”(Sexton, 88). Leontes grieves sixteen years and atones for his wrongdoings, then Hermione’s good name is purified and she comes back to life.

The Slandered Heroine
Slander: “whose edge is sharper than the sword”

Cymbeline(3.4.34)

Throughout the tragicomic works, the them of slander is emphasized and the woman’s plight is resolved through miraculous intervention. Slander, villainy and the idea that slander is a particularly destructive force in society must have been deemed particularly  worthy of repetition by Shakespeare. The one who instigates the slander is typically impelled by a revenge of rejected love turned to hate; For there is no motive, or the motive is unimportant and downplayed. 

The romance plays are spectacles of “loss and delusion”, pain and suffering. The calumniated woman story often appears where the slander is inspired by envy; and envy  is the worst of all seven deadly sins, one that is “particularly devilish” (Sexton 12). Aristotle definition of envy is “pain at the sight of [others] good fortune”(Sexton 13). Envy is the “incurable cancer” which causes “hatred, animosity, avarice, ambition, pride, cruelty, faithlessness, impatience, discord and anger.” In Ovidian diction, envy is the “growing worm of the soul. .”(Sexton 15).

For the woman, her life is valueless when love and faith are lost through slander.  Imogen pleads with Pisanio to kill her when she realizes Posthumus believes her to be unfaithful. Hermione does not fear the death Leontes threatens when she understands that,



“The crown and comfort of my life, your favor,



I do give lost, for I do feel it gone, 



But I know not how it went.”



(3.2.94-96)




“That I should fear to die? Therefore proceed.




But hear this; mistake me not. No life,




I prize it as a straw.”



(3.2.108-110)

What absorbs the audience most is the meaning of reputation as the “purest treasure mortal times afford”(Sexton 12). Shakespeare draws attention to the “worthlessness of a life stained by slander”. As in the case of The Winter’s Tale the slander occurs for no particular reason and Shakespeare emphasizes the unjustly persecuted Hermione. 

In Cymbeline, the wager story is inspired by lust, envy malice and all to win a bet. Between an idealistic lover and a cynic, it is the profit motive in which a “purer malice triggers the scheme” and the plot is not especially significant. Imogen idolized by the men for her virtues, and unjustly persecuted. While her tyrannical father and homicidal stepmother are wicked, they are not the worst of Imogen’s enemies because their viciousness is easily recognizable (Sexton 63). 

The male attitude toward females takes on a greater destructive potential in the tragedies and tragicomic plays, as opposed to those relationships in the comedies. Inadequacy of traditional masculine stereotypes is very obvious. Men’s attacks on women are wrongheaded, irrational and ineffectual and not glamorized (Novy 164).

For Imogen is the devoted wife and her life is valueless when Posthumus’s love and faith are lost. Ideas of honor, reputation, good and ill opinion are momentous in Cymbeline, where the dominant idea of the wager is one in which Imogen is wronged by a villain and his ill-opinion and his words. Her defamation is an act of destruction and not mere talk. The villain assails the heroine and attempts to seduce her, but he has met his match in Imogen’s faith.

Again, In The Winters Tale, Shakespeare created a kind of vacuum where motive had been in order to focus on the consequence directly. “Shakespeare reduces to its essence the inveterate opposition btwn slander and love” and dramatizes the deep evil.” Leontes error is pure, spontaneous illusion and his opinion, like his mind, is diseased. In the accusation scenes, Hermione is denounced by her husband in front of those with whom she lives.  The accusation scene becomes nasty and humiliating for Hermione, as Leontes addresses a court of lords and ladies: 


Leon. Look on her, mark her well. Be but about



To say “She is a goodly lady” and



The justice of your hearts will thereto add



“’Tis pity she’s not honest, honorable.”



Praise her but for this her without-door form,



Which on my faith deserves high speech, and straight



The shrug, the hum, or ha, these petty brands



That calumny doth use- O, I am out,



That marcy does, for calumny will sear



Virtue itself—these shrugs, these hum’s and ha’s,



When you have said, she’s goodly, come between



Ere you can say she’s honest. But be’t known from him that has 

most cause to grieve it should be,

She’s an adulteress.

(2.1.64-78)

Hermione is blessedly rational during the accusation scene and firmly denies the charge.



Herm. No, by my life,




Privy to none of this. How will this grieve you,




When you shall come to clearer knowledge, that




You have published me! Gentle my lord, 




You scarce can right me throughly then to say




You did mistake.



(2.1.96-101)

Leontes is not listening and instead isolates himself in his belief that Hermione is unfaithful.  It is an unwarranted stain on Hermione’s reputation and the “sting of slander is sharper than words”.

Pregnancy
Pregnancy throughout the late plays emphasizes the power of females for childbearing. The presence of children blesses the parent and, as it has been suggested by C. Barber, the man’s sense of importance is so strong in the romances that he is more interested in the woman’s experience with pregnancy and childbirth than in the earlier plays (Novy 174).The heroines of the tragicomedies possess a natural wonder and ability to make new that which is old and corrupt and in “their natural ability to better the human condition.”(Sacks 95). From Thaisa’s birth of beautiful, virtuous Marina, to Hermione’s birth of Perdita, children represent what is innocent and untainted, thus allowing a regenerative process for the family.

There is a clear connection between male jealousy and female childbearing when examined from this viewpoint. Leontes sudden suspicions occur during a scene where the pregnancy of Hermione is heavily emphasized, as children are symbols of innocence and are agents of purification. Therefore, Leontes line of descendents is tainted if Hermione is proved adulterous. The presence of children is significant and equated with the renewal of life, the permanence of nature and the fulfillment of the relationship between a man and woman (Lyons 201).


From destruction and storms come life. In Pericles, Marina was birthed from the sea during the storm, and in The Winter’s Tale, Hermione’s child is cast away during a storm, but rises to life from it. The rejection of the child is an extension of sin and of denying the integrity of a relationship. By denying his son and his infant daughter, Leontes is denying the ‘naturalness of the child’. “His initial unnatural deed, breeding in his imagination, results in a dynamic negation of all Nature, a negation which isolates him from any natural relationship.”(Lyons 201). 

Familial Relationships
Throughout Pericles, Cymbeline, and Winters Tale, the relationships of the heroines to their families are marked by respect, forgiveness and love; Her vigilance with each is worthy of repetition throughout the plays, emphasizing her as an idea mother, wife and daughter. In relationships concerning fathers and parental figures, utmost respect is observed by the Romance heroines, often despite blatant absurdities displayed the parent. With the possible exception of Winters Tale, the presence of a mother pales and focuses on fathers and the fatherly love of a young daughter. Character relationships with their parents are important; however, whatever control parents have over their children, they must be prepared to give it up. This often leads to a sense of vulnerability (Novy 174). 


In Cymbeline, Imogen imprisoned in palace by her tyrannical father at his discovery of her choosing a husband of whom he did not give approval:



“Thou foolish thing!—



…Away with her



And pen her up.”



(1.1.153-156)

Imogen, however, is not intimidated. To his rants she responds:


Cym. O disloyal thing



That shouldst repair my youth, thou heap’st



A year’s age on me.


Imo. I beseech you, sir,



Harm not yourself with your vexation.



I am senseless of your wrath; a touch more rare



Subdues all pangs, all fears.


Cym. Pas grace? Obedience?


Imo. Past hope and in despair; that way past grace.


(1.1.133-139)

Cymbeline rejects his virtuous daughter, but she has sympathizers for her cause



“Alas, poor Princess,



Thou divine Imogen, what thou endur’st,



Betwixt a father by thy stepdame governed…”

(2.1.56-58)


Concerning marital affairs, Shakespeare’s women show nothing if not respect to their husbands; Though the spouse is often irrational and misinformed, the heroine continually offers respect, forgiveness and compassion. The heroines aid in the process of reconstructing the identity of the male protagonist, without undergoing a momentous change themselves. Marina remains as chaste as the day she was born, and aids Pericles in his renewal.  Hermione, remaining just as pure for sixteen years brings about the conversion of Leontes. 

Additionally, the females in the late romance plays are not viewed as a downfall to men, but as worthy of ‘man’s profound love’ (Gajowski 18). The women are maligned by their fathers and husbands and yet remain pure and are innocent victims of rash insecurity and temperament of their husbands. Shakespeare stresses  unmerited grace, mercy and forgiveness. There are rapid changes of heart within the male protagonists (Cymbeline, Posthumus, Iachimo) in which they renounce their errors most dramatically (Abartis, 80). Men’s attacks on women are wrongheaded and irrational, however when wronged by their spouses, Hermione and Imogen “reproach them at much greater length…never inarticulate at injustice.” Forgiveness toward men that are often blind to the truth may not be easy, but comes it more freely to the romance heroine.


During the recognition scenes are examples of the ultimate display of love and forgiveness of women toward men. In Cymbeline, The villain assails the heroine and attempts to seduce her, but he has met his match in Imogen’s faith.



“Thou wrong’st a gentleman who is as far



From thy report as though from honor, and



Solicits here a lady that disdains



Thee and the devil alike.”

(1.6.146-9). 

Throughout her ordeal, Imogen never speaks a bad word of Posthumus, but remains his faithful wife despite his accusations. 


In The Winter’s Tale, it is Leontes “hyperactive fancy and pseudo-logical manner of thought allows him to challenge all other reality. His intellect is generally awry.(p65, Shakespeare’s Vast Romance). Leontes brings suspicions on himself, there are no vacillations before killing. Even then, he delegates the killing, refusing to do it himself. “The overt expression of Hermione’s love is her coming to Leontes, embracing him and kneeling before him.”(Lyons 208). Despite his downfall, the waking of Hermione represents the ultimate symbol of love as she embraces he that caused her so much injury. 

Wife and Mother
As the ideal woman embodies all the characteristics of what defines femininity, she is also a wife and mother, capable of unconditional love for her husband and children. The female protagonists possess a sense of integrity and relationships with family, friends and lovers. “Without love, there is sterility, rotten branches and hopes drowned.”(Sacks 104). The principle threat to romantic love and marriage, according to the courtly tradition, is honor. The ultimate sacrifice of a noble heart, throughout the courtly tradition observed in the late romance plays, is to honor love. The fulfillment of a love that is both romantic and socially acceptable falls on honorable, moral women (Stockholder 28). “Shakespeare’s female protagonists are instead articulate, active partners in love…[they] not only take the initiative in love but also express skepticism at the attitudinizing of the male protagonists.”(Gajowski 21). Love depends on the ability to freely give it, and a willingness to love the whole of the other person, and never for the inherent value of love. The female protagonists sacrifice stability, and in their recognition of the fragility of love they demonstrate chastity and honor. Unlike their male counter parts, they possess a confidence in their ability to love and of love’s power. There is intense, consistent emotional relationships between mothers and daughters throughout the plays.

During the recognition scene in Pericles, Thaisa and Marina are reunited just before Marina’s wedding. In The Winter’s Tale, upon waking from her statuesque form, Hermione sees the daughter who has been absent from her sight since birth. She asks:


“You gods, look down


And from your sacred vials pour your graces


Upon my daughters head!—Tell me, mine own,


Where hast thou been preserved? Where lived? How found


Thy father’s court?”


(5.3.123-127)

The romances focus less on the relationships and mutuality of young lovers and more on the ideas of repentance and forgiveness, and acceptance. These ties are further “reinforced by the images of physicality in the recognition scenes.”(Novy 178).

Conclusion
The late romance plays of William Shakespeare, particularly Pericles, Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale, have characteristic familial disruptions in which the characters are estranged for some period of suffering. The emphasis suffering as a purifying force is also prevalent. The romance plays are a journey toward refinement of the character, often beginning tragically, but ending harmoniously. The characters are brought from and isolated state to be part of a larger community, if even the family. The female protagonists in these tragicomedies play a significant role in the eventual reconciliation and reunion of the characters. The women represent the ideal, strong woman; Though often victimized these women maintain strength of character, uphold familial relationships, offer forgiveness and demonstrate strength in response to demoralizing slander.
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