Some critics debate that the female characters in the opening section of The Winter’s Tale are of little significance. Others believe that these characters are amongst the most interesting in the play. Discuss.

In many ways, the female characters portrayed by Shakespeare in the first section of The Winter’s Tale, set in Sicilia, can be viewed as having great significance to the play. Some argue that these characters are central to the plot, which would not exist without them, whilst others reason that they reflect Shakespeare’s views on feminism. However, they can also be viewed as unimportant, inconsequential characters, with some critics debating that they have little influence over the more dominant, male characters, whilst also citing occasions when Shakespeare portrays them as trivial characters.


It could be stated that female characters are of great importance in The Winter’s Tale, as a woman is central to its plot. It is Hermione’s influence in convincing Polixenes to stay which causes Leontes to suspect the two of “paddling palms”, which he finds “too hot”, leading to his increasing levels of paranoia that drive the plot. It can therefore be argued that, without Hermione, the play would have no story line, showing at least one female character to be of great significance in the play’s first section. 


Some critics also argue that Hermione, and other female characters, are significant because they represent Shakespeare’s views on feminism, allowing his opinions to be portrayed through their presentation in the play. Paulina, wife of one of the king’s courtiers and friend of the queen, is a good example of the strong and courageous nature of the female characters in Sicilia. She challenges Leontes’ authority with such blunt remarks as “you are mad”, calling him “unworthy” and a “heretic”. She also proves defiant in demonstrating the king’s suspicions to be incorrect, with repetition of the phrase “good queen” showing her continued belief that Hermione is innocent, despite the convictions of others. She also demonstrates great courage by continuing to confront Leontes, even when he threatens to “ha’ thee burnt”, stating “I care not”; she is risking her own life to save that of the baby and Hermione. 

She is also shown to be a strong character through her relationship with Antigonus, her husband, in which she is depicted as the more dominant character; this is something which surprises Leontes, who asks “What? Canst not rule her?” The fact that Paulina answers, despite this question being directed at Antigonus, shows her to be assertive and authoritative in their relationship. Antigonus is shown to acknowledge her dominance, when he states that, should Leontes “hang all the husbands” that are unable to “stay her tongue”, he would be left with “Hardly one subject.” Paulina is presented as a strong and defiant character, and therefore, it can be argued, shows Shakespeare to approve of the strength of feminist women. Hence, the feminine characters are of great significance in the play’s first section, as they all Shakespeare’s own views to be portrayed.

THEN DISCUSS PAULINA NOT ACTUALLY BEING ABLE TO CHANGE LEONTES’ OPINION!

