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Five words to describe The Winter’s Tale

ZOE KING (ASM ON THE BOOK)
WOULD USE THESE FIVE WORDS:
Magical Funny Jealous Intelligent Adventure

PHILIP PINSKY (COMPOSER/MUSICAL DIRECTOR)
WOULD USE THESE FIVE WORDS:
Fairy tale of real people

STEVE MANN (ASSISTANT DIRECTOR)
WOULD USE THESE FIVE WORDS:
Passion Love Nature Honour Duty
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ACT I
Two great Kings, Polixenes of Bohemia
and Leontes of Sicilia have been great
friends since childhood. As the play opens,
Polixenes has been on a nine month 
visit to Sicilia and wishes to return 
home. Where Leontes fails to persuade
Polixenes to stay for longer, Hermione,
the heavily pregnant queen succeeds.

Leontes quickly becomes suspicious 
of Hermione and Polixenes and his
suspicion grows into a jealous rage. 
He believes them guilty of adultery and
suspects that Hermione’s unborn child 
is in fact Polixenes’. Leontes goes on 
to question the paternity of his son,
Mamillius, despite the fact that the
entire court agree they look just like
each other. 

In his blind rage, Leontes tells Camillo 
to poison Polixenes. Despite deep
reservations, Camillo, a loyal courtier to
the king, agrees. However, on seeing
Polixenes again, Camillo realises he
cannot go through with it and tells
Polixenes of Leontes’ suspicion and plot.
Camillo asks for Polixenes’ protection
and they quickly flee to Bohemia. 

ACT II
Leontes flies into a rage again and
publicly accuses Hermione of adultery
and conspiracy and puts her in jail. 
While awaiting Hermione’s trial, 
Leontes sends two courtiers to the
Oracle at Delphi hoping to gain further
proof of his wife's unfaithfulness. 

The stress of prison induces early labour
and Hermione gives birth to a baby girl.
Paulina believes that the sight of his
innocent child will encourage the king 
to see sense and so she visits the jail,
takes the baby and visits Leontes.
Unfortunately, the sight of the baby has
the opposite reaction and the irrational
king sentences the baby to death. After
many protests, the king agrees that the
baby should be abandoned and left to die
of exposure. The unfortunate task is
given to Antigonus, Paulina's husband. 

ACT III
There is a trial, where Hermione protests
her innocence and even the Oracle at
Delphi declares that she is innocent. 
The Oracle also says that Leontes is a
tyrant and that he will die with no heir 
if his abandoned child is not found.
However, Leontes in his jealous state of
mind chooses to ignore the Oracle, even
going so far as to blaspheme, declaring
the Oracle false. No sooner than this
happens, his son, Mamillius is reported
as dead. In response to this Hermione
faints and is taken out of court. 
Paulina returns to inform the court of 
the queen’s sudden death. The shock 
of these tragedies brings Leontes to 
his senses; he realises his mistakes 
and vows to spend the rest of his life 
in remorseful atonement.

Antigonus reaches Bohemia with the baby.
He has had a dream in which Hermione
appears to him and tells him to name the
baby Perdita and guides him as to where
he should abandon her. He leaves her
with gold and various letters and jewels
pointing to where she comes from. 
As he leaves her, Antigonus is eaten by 
a wild bear, an act which is witnessed 
by the Young Shepherd. The Old Shepherd,
however, finds Perdita and, persuaded 
by the gold, takes her in and raises her
as his own. 

PLOT SYNOPSIS

SELINA BOYACK DESCRIBES HER
FAVOURITE SCENE AS HERMIONE:
Hermione’s first scene – she is having
fun, enjoying using her wit and charm
with Leontes and Polixenes.
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ACT IV
The character of Time appears to tell of
the passing of sixteen years.  

The Shepherd's family are preparing
their annual sheep-shearing party,
where a grown up Perdita will be queen
of the celebrations and organise the
event. On the way to market, the Young
Shepherd is cheated by Autolycus and
has his money stolen. Autolycus also
plans to attend the sheep-shearing and
con the guests. 

Perdita and Prince Florizel of Bohemia,
are very much in love. Florizel believes
Perdita to be a humble shepherdess.
Polixenes hears of this partnership and
convinces Camillo to go in disguise with
him to the sheep-shearing. During the
festival, Polixenes tricks Florizel into
telling him of his plans to marry 
Perdita without his father's permission.
Polixenes reveals himself and threatens
to disinherit his son.

Camillo misses his homeland, Sicilia.
Therefore he hatches a plan that he
hopes will see his return. He tells the
lovers to go in disguise to Leontes’ court
as ambassadors for Polixenes. He then
plans to tell Polixenes where Florizel 
has gone and therefore travel back with
him to Sicilia.

Autolycus hears of the lover’s flit and
over hears a conversation between the
Shepherd and his son about the finding
of Perdita as a baby. He manages to
convince the Shepherd that he will be
executed if Polixenes continues to 
think he is the father of Perdita and
persuades him to go to Sicilia with
evidence to the contrary.  

ACT V
When the lovers arrive at court, they
discover that they have been followed 
by Polixenes, Camillo and Perdita’s
Shepherd Father and Brother. They
therefore quickly tell Leontes the truth;
that Polixenes forbids their marriage. 

Courtiers discuss the Oracle at Delphi
and the predicted return of the Princess
of Bohemia. They go on to describe the
discovery of Perdita’s true identity and
joyful reunion with her father. 

Perdita wishes to see a statue that
Paulina has had made of her mother, 
the Queen Hermione. Paulina and
Leontes have an in depth discussion
about marriage and remorse. 
They also discuss the statue that, 
in an unusual decision, has been
moulded in the likeness of Hermione, 
as if she were alive today, sixteen years
after her death...

PLOT SYNOPSIS CONT.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SHAKESPEARE
Shakespeare was born in Stratford upon Avon in 1564 and died in 1616. In his 52 years
he wrote approximately 38 plays and 154 sonnets. Shakespeare wrote three main
categories of play; comedy, tragedy and historical. However, contemporary referencing
means that some of his plays fall into the subcategories of problem plays, romances
and tragicomedies. Shakespeare’s romances include such works as The Tempest,
Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale. However, it has also been argued that The Winter’s Tale
is a tragicomedy.

1564 William Shakespeare is born in Stratford upon Avon.
His father, John was a glover (glove maker) and Alderman 
(similar to a council member). His mother, Mary was the daughter of an
affluent landowning farmer. 

1582 Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway. Shakespeare was 18 years old,
Anne was 26 years old.

1584 Sir Walter Raleigh establishes a colony in the New World.

1588 Robert Greene writes Pandosto. This novel strongly influences 
The Winter’s Tale.

1588 King Philip II of Spain sends the Spanish Armada. The Armada is sent in
May and defeated in July. The Spanish flee from the English ‘Fire Ships’. 

1589 Christopher Marlowe writes Doctor Faustus. A play about a man that 
(or 1593) sells his soul to the devil for personal gain. Shakespeare’s later works

are often compared to this play. 

1590 Shakespeare writes his first play: Henry VI part i.

1592 Robert Greene writes Greene’s Groats Worth of Witt Bought With a 
Million of Repentance. This leaflet disparages Shakespeare, accusing 
him of plagiarism and of being a young upstart. 

1593 Christopher ‘Kit’ Marlowe meets an untimely death amidst much
suspicion and conspiracy. 

1594 Shakespeare writes Romeo and Juliet.

1598 Shakespeare and his company buy The Globe Theatre on 
28th December 1598.

1601 Shakespeare writes Hamlet.

1603 Queen Elizabeth I dies on March 24th ending the Tudor age. 
King James VI of Scotland, named by Elizabeth as her successor, is
quickly crowned James I of England and unites the two countries.
Beginning of the Jacobean age.

1603-1606 Shakespeare writes Macbeth.

1605 Guy Fawkes and fellow conspirators attempt to blow up the Houses of
Parliament in the failed ‘Gunpowder Plot’. 

1611 The Winter’s Tale is performed at The Globe. It can be assumed from this
that the play was written in 1610.

1616 William Shakespeare dies on 23rd April aged 52. 
(It has been suggested that the 23rd April, St George’s Day was also
Shakespeare’s birthday.)

1623 The Winter’s Tale is first printed.
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Leontes/Shepherd Liam Brennan

Camillo Colin Tarrant

Antigonus/Autolycus Alan Francis

Polixenes/Mariner Ian Grieve

Officer/Florizel Simon Müller

Lord/Old Shepherd Peter Kelly

Lord/Young Shepherd Robin Laing

Cleomenes/Shepherd Antony Strachan

Dion/Gaoler/Shepherd Ian Hanmore

Mamillius/Perdita Siobhan Reilly

Hermione/Shepherdess Selina Boyack

Paulina/Dorcas Una McLean

Emilia/Mopsa Shonagh Price

Director Mark Thomson

Assistant Director Steve Mann

Designer Robin Don

Lighting Designer Davy Cunningham

Composer Philip Pinsky

Assistant Stage Manager on the book Zoe King

Choreographer Malcolm Shields

CAST AND COMPANY

ZOE KING (ASM ON THE BOOK) DESCRIBES HER ROLE WITHIN THE COMPANY:
I keep the master copy of the script and record all cuts, changes and the actor’s moves (we call
this blocking). I keep everyone informed about everything we are doing or need i.e. lighting
effects and props. When we get on stage I cue the lights, sound and scene changes and call
the actors to the stage. I make sure it all works together harmoniously (if I do my job right!).  
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CHARACTERS
SICILIA

LEONTES
King of Sicilia. His sudden jealous rage rips apart his family,
resulting in the death of his son and apparent death of his wife 
and daughter. He publicly accuses Hermione of conducting an 
affair with his childhood friend, Polixenes, King of Bohemia. 
Also, he disowns his newborn baby daughter and sentences 
her to death by exposure. When Hermione and Mamillius die,
Leontes is filled with remorse and vows never to marry again. 

He is finally reunited with his daughter and friend when Perdita returns to Sicilia 
as a Shepherdess wishing to marry Florizel.  

HERMIONE
Wife of Leontes. Hermione is a strong, dignified and faithful queen.
She is put in prison during the late stages of pregnancy where she
gives birth to her daughter; who Leontes (the child’s father) believes
to be the child of Polixenes. Leontes also accuses her of plotting the
escape of Polixenes with Camillo. Shortly after giving birth and
having her daughter taken away from her, she delivers a calm 
‘not guilty’ plea at the court of Sicilia. However, she faints and is

presumed dead on hearing about the death of her son. 

MAMILLIUS
Son of Leontes and Hermione. He is a young boy who is very much adored by his
mother and her ladies in waiting. His paternity is questioned by his own father. 
He dies of grief during his mother’s trial. 

PERDITA
Daughter of Leontes and Hermione. The name Perdita means 
‘little lost child’. When Leontes first meets Perdita, he believes her
to be the daughter of Polixenes and declares that she should be
executed. However, she is saved when Antigonus suggests death 
by exposure, therefore giving her a chance of survival. Luckily, she 
is found by a shepherd and his son and raised as a shepherdess.
Sixteen years later, she falls in love with Florizel, prince of Bohemia

and son of Polixenes. After being declared unworthy of Florizel’s hand by his father,
the young couple flee to Sicilia to ask for the help of Leontes. There, Perdita’s true
identity is discovered and she is reunited with her father, free to marry Florizel and in
so doing, reunites the two kingdoms. 
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CHARACTERS CONT.

CAMILLO
Lord at the court of Leontes. Camillo is asked by Leontes to poison
Polixenes, but instead Camillo arranges Polixenes’ escape and flees
with him to Bohemia.

ANTIGONUS
Lord at the court of Leontes. Antigonus is given the task of
abandoning the baby princess Perdita. He is a loyal Lord of Leontes
and does as he is told. However, he does know that Leontes is
making a mistake. Therefore, he abandons Perdita with gold coins 
to encourage a passer by to take in and look after her. Despite this,
he still gets his comeuppance and is eaten by a wild bear. 

CLEOMENES
Lord at the court of Leontes.

DION
Lord at the court of Leontes.

COLIN TARRANT DESCRIBES HIS CHARACTER
CAMILLO IN FIVE WORDS OR LESS:
Good, thoughtful, grounded, honest, clever
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CHARACTERS CONT.

PAULINA
Wife of Antigonus. Paulina attempts to visit Hermione in Jail and
ends up talking to a lady in her attendance. She believes that she
can make Leontes see sense by bringing him his innocent newborn
daughter. Her plan backfires when Perdita is declared a bastard that
should be executed. Later, during Hermione’s trial, it is Paulina who
announces her death. She also plays a part later in the play, when
she unveils her new statue of Hermione.

EMILIA
A lady attending on Hermione. Emilia attends Hermione in jail and
meets with Paulina when she visits. 

GAOLER
The Gaoler cannot let Paulina visit Hermione, however, he does let her talk to Emilia. 

A MARINER
The Mariner’s warning to Antigonus of bad weather and wild animals prepares the
audience for Antigonus’ imminent demise. 

TIME
Time appears as a character to move the story on sixteen years. Time is the only
character to speak in rhyming couplets. (In the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company’s
production, Time is represented by Stephen Hawking and his voice is imitated for the
whole of Time’s speech). 

BOHEMIA

POLIXENES
King of Bohemia. Polixenes is a childhood friend of Leontes. 
While visiting Sicilia, he is asked to stay longer by Leontes. 
However, he only accepts the invitation when persuasively asked
again by Hermione, thus fanning the flames of Leontes’ jealousy. 
He learns of Leontes’ suspicion and plot to murder him and
therefore leave Sicilia aided by Camillo. 

Back in Bohemia and sixteen years later, Polixenes is curious about his son’s visits to
a shepherd’s house. He and Camillo disguise themselves and attend the shepherd’s
sheep-shearing festival. When he discovers that Florizel is in love with a shepherdess,
he flies into a rage, tells them to stop seeing each other and threatens the life of the
shepherd. When the lovers flee to Sicilia, he follows and on learning the true identity
of Perdita, forgives the lovers and his friendship with Leontes is mended.
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CHARACTERS CONT.

FLORIZEL
Son of Polixenes. Florizel falls in love with Perdita, believing her to
be a shepherdess. He defies his father and asks Perdita to marry
him. The couple flee Sicilia in disguise as royalty from another court.
However, they have been pursued by Polixenes and Camillo, so their
‘true’ identity (Prince of Bohemia and Shepherdess) is soon unveiled.
Eventually, Perdita is discovered to be the Princess of Sicilia, the
friendship between their fathers mended and they are free to marry.

AUTOLYCUS
A rogue, tramp, peddler and pickpocket. Autolycus disguises himself and tricks 
the Young Shepherd into helping him and then steals his money. He then attends 
the sheep-shearing in another guise and cons people out of their money. 
However, he uses his cleverness towards the end of the play and helps Florizel 
and Perdita escape Polixenes.

OLD SHEPHERD
A kindly Old Shepherd, unnamed in the play. His son finds Perdita as
a baby and he raises her as if she were his daughter. The Old Shepherd
believes the baby was left there for him by fairies and that the gold
left with her is fairy gold. He believes it is his fate to take the child in
and raise her.

YOUNG SHEPHERD (AKA CLOWN)
Son of the Old Shepherd. The Young Shepherd is a young, innocent,
clumsy character. The Young Shepherd witnesses the death of
Antigonus. His father then finds Perdita. The Young Shepherd 
later refers to Perdita as his sister as an example of how he
accepted her as such.

MOPSA
A Shepherdess.

DORCAS
A Shepherdess. 

PETER KELLY DESCRIBES THE OLD
SHEPHERD IN FIVE WORDS OR LESS:
Simple, peasant, warm-hearted, kind, faithful

SIMON MÜLLER DESCRIBES
FLORIZEL IN FIVE WORDS OR LESS:
Passionate, impulsive, loyal, articulate
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AN INTERVIEW WITH MARK THOMSON
DO YOU HAVE A SPECIFIC REASON FOR CHOOSING 
THE WINTER’S TALE FOR THIS SEASON?

I do, I always try and mark either one of two things. One where
it reflects upon the world at the moment in a direct way like
Julius Caesar, which talked a lot about war, power and politics
in relation to the Iraq war starting. But the other reason for
doing something is that somehow moving the play into the
world will perhaps offer some good reflection on what can be
rather than what is. So, for me a reason for doing a play is that

it comments on, investigates and explores the world at the moment or it offers up
possibilities of how we might move on what can be. I think The Winter’s Tale is a story
that has very much to do with time and what is and how time can move, heal and
create suffering, but offer up maybe a light that people can hold on to, it is interesting
it spans 16 years. It offers up some moral structure and understanding of what 
we might be as opposed to what is. I think The Winter’s Tale is on that stage 
(The Lyceum stage) because of that reason. I think it can have an impact and inspire. 

DOES DIRECTING SHAKESPEARE DIFFER FROM DIRECTING CONTEMPORARY PLAYS?

The truth is, in one sense, no, what you have to do is to find the truth of the play, to
serve and illuminate it and find fresh choices, particularly with classics. I guess the
difference between contemporary and classical is that when you do a classic you have
to somehow keep it fresh, find how that play expresses itself now; that’s your task. 
A contemporary play coming out into the world now meets the world quite naturally.
With a classical piece, that could be 400 years of travel and shifting culture, so you
have to find out how that play meets today’s modern sensibilities. That doesn’t mean
you have to try and modernise it, for example, you can do these plays in suits or
Elizabethan garb, medieval garb. Costume and set are one way to help an audience
enter a world that’s recognisable, so that there is no sense, perhaps, with a period
piece that was written a long time ago, that somehow it is distant from you and you
can observe is safely and be uninvolved – that somehow the problems are then and
the issues are then. So I guess with a period piece, you are looking for ways to really
invite an audience into its imaginational arch so that it can feel as much part of that
world and feel as real and relevant now as it did in 1611. 

HOW DO YOU THINK SHAKESPEARE’S LANGUAGE ENHANCES THE STORY TELLING
OF THE WINTER’S TALE? DO YOU FEEL IT EVER HINDERS THE FLOW OF THE STORY?

It very rarely hinders. However, Elizabethan culture was very verbal, there were no
TVs, no billboards, no newspapers with photographs in them. Sometimes, not often,
the words need to be cut. We think very much by images as much as by vocabulary
these days so there are some times when the word can be slightly overwhelming for
the audience. Therefore you are always looking to temper that – there are only so
many of those chocolate cake words that you can eat in one sitting. That’s a very
minor thing.

Shakespeare was extraordinary in that nine times out of ten he moves very quickly.
One thing that separates a lot of contemporary reps from Shakespeare is that often
our contemporary theatre is based on Chekhov and Ibsen where a lot is under the lines.
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With Shakespeare everything is on it; there’s no subtext. If there’s a bit of naughtiness
going on you usually get someone coming out and saying, ‘look, I’m really going to
mess this up here, watch this, audience’ and then he does it. So the audience are in 
on it, on the nastiness, the joke, the trick and then enjoys it, whereas contemporary
theatre they hide it under the lines, they don’t have that openness. So everything is on
the line, all the information and that gives it a forward energy. Everyone is thinking as
they speak, which is an extraordinary mechanism for making your thoughts develop
and story develop fast. 

It is very muscular, this story. Contemporary theatre slightly veers away from story
where we feel we want to deconstruct it, find new ways of telling it, which was what
Shakespeare was doing at his time.

There were one or two scenes in The Winter’s Tale where it did seem that there were
too many words. In particular the Camillo, Florizel and Perdita scene where they are
trying to prepare a plan in response to Florizel’s father Polixenes saying ‘you’re in
trouble, you are not marrying her and I will ban you from the throne if you stay with
her any longer’ and actually I did just cut it quite heavily because I think the audience
would get ahead of the scene they would be thinking, ‘ok, we’ve got this and we need
to move on now’. But it is quite rare actually. 

HAS ROBIN DON (DESIGNER) DESIGNED THE SET IN ORDER TO REFLECT THE
STORY OR IS IT TO ENHANCE THE ACTION?

It has to do both. Nearly every time I’ve done a Shakespeare, I do go with a very open
stage, giving over to verbal pictures as much as scenic pictures so you have actors
telling a story in a space. What I wanted with the set and what Robin (Don, designer)
has done is go back to what I fundamentally think it is, which is a very powerful fairy
story. It’s The Winter’s Tale; a tale told to while away the hours of an evening. You are
invited to think broadly and suspend your disbelief in the title. So what you’ve got is a
fairy story with a very real emotional and spiritual cost. So what I felt would support
that is to distil everything on stage to having a symbolic value, in the way that fairy
stories seem to have, so that when you see the space it is fairly open. There are two
thrones, that is all there is in the entire Sicilia and when you get to Bohemia there is
some water and there is a swing for weightlessness and air, wind and movement. 
The two thrones show the very heavy weighted story of a king and a queen and then,
you go to Bohemia and a story of water and earth and air so the elements begin to
rise up. I hope this works even subliminally. Bohemia is life giving, it’s sexy, you get to
a place where there are young lovers that love each other and want to get married
and have children.  

WHY HAVE YOU CHOSEN MODERN DRESS FOR THE CHARACTER’S COSTUMES?

I always incline slightly towards contemporary because I wanted people to see
themselves a little bit easier in it. I didn’t want it absolutely contemporary, it’s very
important to me that it didn’t look like we were setting it in Morningside and the
Highlands. So the set is very abstract and symbolic. The costumes, despite being 
very contemporary, there is something a little bit heightened about them and that
was important to me so that hopefully what you are getting is a modern fairytale 
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but not a now fairytale; so it’s not literal. It was very important to me that we get 
non-literal in this world so that you could allow the symbolic power of the play and
the thematic power of the play to flow through the story and production very clearly.
So it is contemporary, but it’s not absolutely contemporary; you get the connection
but it’s heightened so you are encouraged to think thematically. 

SHAKESPEARE HAS A LOT OF HIS CHARACTERS USING DISGUISES IN THIS PLAY.
WITH A SMALL CAST, OFTEN DOUBLING UP ON CHARACTERS, ARE THERE ANY
TECHNIQUES YOU USE TO STOP THE AUDIENCE GETTING CONFUSED?

What I have tried to do in a sense, with some of the doubling is have a sense to it,
which might be a little thematic link. That won’t stop them being confused but means
the doubling has an acknowledgement of the actor playing a role within the production,
which helps an audience hold onto them. And, to be honest, Shakespeare tells you
when characters are going to disguise themselves, they say ‘we are going to disguise
ourselves’ and you see them, so that’s just about me being careful with the story
telling and making sure the audience knows what is going on and that I support what
Shakespeare wrote. Even without disguises and doubling, it can be difficult for an
audience to hold on to characters, we just try and make them as vivid as possible and
tell the story as well as possible. There is loads of help in the lines, it is always text
with Shakespeare; you have an imaginative response to it but actually you find that
nearly everything you need is in the text. You could do it in a bare space and daylight
and his text conjures everything from nights to storms with words. 

WHICH CHARACTER, IF ANY DO YOU THINK IS THE MAIN PROTAGONIST OF THIS PLAY?

Leontes. On a very simple level, he is there at the start and he is there at the end and
it is his action that changes the universe. His actions make the play happen; there is
no play without Leontes. The play doesn’t happen if Leontes doesn’t get jealous and
the play doesn’t get resolved if Leontes is not reconciled to Hermione. There is an arc;
you have this extraordinary Bohemia, a massive scene, I think it is the longest in
Shakespeare and Leontes is entirely absent. But he does that in Hamlet, Hamlet
disappears for the entire fourth act. Even in Leontes’ absence, the theme of time and
what time does and what time can offer weirdly makes him present. Even the scene
he’s not in, is about him being in penance and being in a hole somewhere. I think you
understand the play through the cost of everything that spirals from that jealousy of
Leontes. I think Leontes does lead and define the play; he starts it with destruction,
middle is remorse and then recovery at the end.  

IF YOU COULD RENAME THE WINTER’S TALE, WHAT TITLE WOULD YOU GIVE IT 
AND WHY?

Lost and Found. Or maybe…you could call it Time. Faith, I think that is big in the play.
Faith is a very contemporary title, not very Shakespearean. If one of the great
challenges of our time is trying to redefine our faith in how we relate to the world 
and the universe, with the challenge of the church by a contemporary peoples, there
is definitely a strong element in the play that is about how we relate to great nature,
nature being the earth and our earthly surroundings, but also on a spiritual level as
well, to do with Faith. What happens in the beginning is Leontes loses faith and belief
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in his wife’s love and the goodness in it; which is a better way of saying he gets jealous.
Somehow the play is charting a journey towards rediscovering faith and what faith
can bring. Now, that’s not about let’s all go to church, it’s about how we rediscover
faith and how dangerous it is to lose your faith in humanity and a bigger sense of self
than self. What actually happens when you get jealous is that you go small; you get
tiny when you get jealous. We need to expand and go beyond something that reduces
us; it is ultimately reductive. Whereas faith and belief in humanity and in something
that is bigger than ourselves is the journey of Leontes and might be the journey that
we are on. 

We asked other members of the cast and crew what they would 
re-name The Winter’s Tale!

SIMON MÜLLER (FLORIZEL)
A Brief Story of Time because one of the play’s main themes is time’s
dual properties of healing and destruction and how we deal with this.

ZOE KING (ASM)
Shakespeare’s Soap because of all the unbelievable events and
coincidences that occur.

COLIN TARRANT (CAMILLO)
The Lost Family. This is the price Leontes pays for his actions.

STEVE MANN (ASSISTANT DIRECTOR)
Nature and Art. Being true to one’s nature is a key issue within the play
and when someone is not being true to their nature this is when the play
begins to distort and move off its axis.

Discussion: 

If you could rename The Winter’s Tale, what would you call it and why?



15

PRODUCTION DESIGN
THE SET HAS BEEN DESIGNED BY ROBIN DON. 

The design is very semiotic. This means that everything on the stage is a symbol 
or sign that represents something else. Sicilia and Bohemia are shown as two
different locations. However, they are not literal representations of real places in 
a real time period.

The set is plain white; the walls, ceiling and floor are covered in white carpet. 
The clear and empty stage allows for the action to be the main focus and helps to
enhance the fantastical elements of the play. 

SICILIA
The scenes in Sicilia take place in the
Court of Leontes. The set is kept very
minimal with only two silver thrones
to show the status of Leontes and
Hermione. The thrones also add a
place for the characters to sit, giving

the scene 
more scope 
for movement
and levels.

BOHEMIA
The white set is moved about to
represent the countryside of Bohemia.
Bohemia is represented as being
much closer to nature and youth and
the elements are also represented
here. For example, a pool or water
appears on the left, a swing comes
down to represent wind and playful
freedom and two silver fronds
represent the earth and plant life.  
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COSTUME
Robin Don has also designed the costume in a complimentary style to the set design.
The overall concept is again that feeling of timelessness. The costumes are quite
contemporary, but slightly out of fashion and altered. They are symbolic of the
characters and their role within the story rather than literal representations of a 
time period and location.

SICILIA
Most of the costumes for Sicilia are formal suits in greys and creams.
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BOHEMIA 
The Bohemian costumes are less formal and in creams and browns.

HERMIONE AND PERDITA
Hermione and Perdita wear the same colour as each other, linking the two
characters together. They both wear cream.
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STORY TELLING: THEMES AND STRUCTURE
THEMES

TIME

The theme of Time is recurrent throughout The Winter’s Tale.
The play itself takes place over a sixteen year time period;
there is a gap of sixteen years between Act III scene iii and
Act IV scene ii. It is time, it seems, that assists in healing old
wounds between the great friends, Polixenes and Leontes.

Time appears as a character in this play. Traditionally, this
would been the figure of ‘Old Father Time’, often depicted 
as an old man carrying a scythe and 
clock or hour glass. However, many
different productions have taken a
different approach to this figure. 
In the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company’s

production 2007, the figure of time is represented by theoretical
physicist and author of A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking. 

GENERATIONS AND REGENERATION

The younger generation of characters in the play serve to regenerate the older ones.
In the very first scene Camillo comments that Mamillius makes “old hearts fresh”.
Although Mamillius does not live to fulfil this, Perdita, his younger sister, does. It is
Perdita and Florizel’s romance that results in the reconciliation between their fathers,
Leontes and Polixenes. The older generations are repaired and regenerated by the
younger generations; this is representative of the cycle of life.

FORGIVENESS AND RECONCILIATION

The importance of forgiveness and reconciliation reoccurs throughout Shakespeare’s
romances. Hermione and Polixenes both forgive Leontes. If Leontes had not been
forgiven, the play would not come to a satisfactory conclusion and tragedy would over
balance the romance of the play. 

SUPERNATURAL INTERVENTION

Supernatural or improbable events often feature in the Shakespearean romances. 
In The Winter’s Tale, the god Apollo intervenes, through the Oracle, when Leontes is
blind to the truth and bent on injustice. 

In some productions, the apparent resurrection of Hermione is also presented as
supernatural. However, Paulina is anxious to avoid any implication that she is
bringing Hermione back to life by the use of magical arts. 

IAN GRIEVE (POLIXENES) WOULD
RENAME THE WINTER’S TALE: 
Ghosts of the Fathers or The Generation Game 
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NOBILITY OF WOMEN 

The Winter’s Tale highlights the nobility, dignity, determination and purity of women.
Although Shakespeare often writes strong female characters, The Winter’s Tale is
unique; it is the only play in which all the leading female characters embody these
qualities. The women stand in stark contrast to the men and the angry, jealous and
scheming qualities of Leontes, Polixenes and Autolycus. 

Hermione Beyond reproach in her duties as a queen and endures false accusations
and imprisonment with dignity. She pleads not guilty with determination
and grace, despite having only just giving birth to her daughter in prison
and shortly after having her baby taken away.

Paulina Steadfast and loyal. She persistently tries to help her queen and fellow
woman. At the end of the play (before Hermione returns), even Leontes,
king of Sicilia agrees to follow her advice in choosing a future queen. 

Perdita Represents innocence and is the embodiment of the regenerative power
of nature, she is queen of the sheep-shearing and often references
flowers and their symbols. 

DISGUISE AND COSTUME

Shakespeare uses disguise in this play as a plot device to move the story in an
interesting way. Autolycus disguises himself in order to rob the Young Shepherd 
(aka Clown). Autolycus also moves the story on as he manages to over hear
information from characters and pass the information on to other characters. 
For example, Autolycus hears the lovers discussing their departure for Sicilia and
convinces the Shepherd to go after them. Polixenes disguises himself in order to 
trick Florizel into telling him who he intends to marry. Hermione is disguised as a
statue as a device to discover Leontes’ true feelings of remorse for his actions.

Discussion: 

In what way do you think Stephen Hawking’s trademark voice would add or detract
to the poetry of Time’s speech?

IAN GRIEVE (POLIXENES) DESCRIBES HIS FAVOURITE SCENE:
When in disguise [Polixenes] finds out his son is planning to marry. He questions his son and
realising a huge lack of respect from his son to him as a man and a king, threatens to cut him
from succession. The scene begins in a light-hearted way and eventually becomes more serious –
lots of fun. I also love all the scenes between Polixenes and Camillo – about great friendship.
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REFERENCES AND COMPARISONS WITH GREEK TRAGEDY

Although the format of the play is very much that of Elizabethan theatre,
Shakespeare’s fifteen scenes spanning five Acts, there are many references 
to ancient Greek and Roman mythology and literature. 

THE GODS

In Ancient Greece, it was thought that fate was decided upon by the gods. 
In The Winter’s Tale the gods are referenced as being in control of the lives 
of the characters. 

INFANT EXPOSURE

During ancient times it was not uncommon for
unwanted babies to be left in the mountains. 
For example, if a poor family could not afford to
raise another child they might leave it exposed 
to the elements, where the child would usually die.
This often led to stories throughout Greek and
Roman mythology about miraculous survival of
these infants. An infant that survived exposure
would be found and rescued by passing shepherds,
princesses or even raised by wildlife such as
wolves. These children would inevitably grow up
to become great heroes.   

SOME EXAMPLES OF SUCH HEROES ARE:

GREEK TRAGEDY AND THE WINTER’S TALE

Oedipus A tragic hero, most well known from Sophocles’ trilogy of plays. 
Oedipus was abandoned as a child after his parents were warned 
that he would grow up to kill his father and marry his mother. 

Romulus Twin brothers abandoned as babies and raised by wolves. When they 
and Remus grew up, Romulus killed Remus in a dispute and went on to found and 

become the first king of Rome. 

Perseus A mortal son of Zeus. Perseus and his mother were cast into the sea in a
wooden trunk. Perseus later grew up and slew Medusa the Gorgon with
snakes in her hair. One direct look at Medusa turned people to stone. 

Paris Paris was left exposed on Mt Ida. After nine days, the herdsman that had
the task of leaving him on the mountain returned to find him still alive.
As this was thought of as a miracle, Paris was returned to his family.
Paris was responsible for the Trojan War after abducting/eloping with
Helen, wife of Menelaus.  
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SEX AND STATUS

Florizel tells Perdita about stories of the gods disguising themselves in order to
seduce mortal women:

Jupiter 

Became a bull, and bellowed; the green Neptune 

A Ram and bleated; and the fire-robed god, 

Golden Apollo, a poor humble swain. (Act VI scene vi)

Florizel is also comparing himself, a prince to a god and Perdita, a shepherdess to 
a mortal, reaffirming his status, but also trying to show her that their relationship
should work. By using these examples, he is also telling her that he would like to
have sex with her. However, he says, unlike the gods, 

my desires

Run not before mine honour, nor my lusts

Burn hotter than my faith. (Act VI scene vi)

ORACLE AT DELPHI

A sacred site dedicated to Apollo. The Pythia (priestess based at the Oracle) would
speak on behalf of Apollo and predict the future. People from across the ancient
world would approach the Oracle, seeking advice, answers and prophecy. The Oracle
is referenced across Greek and Roman literature and often used as a dramatic tool to
move on a story or justify the actions of a character. Shakespeare uses the Oracle in
The Winter’s Tale to emphasise the tragic character of Leontes when, in his madness
and rage, he chooses to ignore the Oracle’s warning. Leontes sends two of his
courtiers to the Oracle as more evidence against Hermione. However, the Oracle
verifies Hermione’s innocence and goes on to forewarn of Leontes’ tyranny and that
he will die with no heir if his daughter Perdita is not found. 
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AN INTERVIEW WITH SIOBHAN REILLY
who plays Mamillius and Perdita

CAN YOU TELL ME A BIT ABOUT THE WINTER’S TALE AND YOUR TAKE ON THE PLAY?

The Winter’s Tale is set in two separate lands, the first is Sicilia and it skips sixteen
years to the second land. In the beginning the king, Leontes, is living pretty much a
perfect life, but he conducts this story in his head that his wife is having an affair with
his best friend, the King of Bohemia due to the fact that his wife’s pregnant and he
thinks the baby is not his, but the king of Bohemia’s. The baby is Perdita, that’s me!
The play then jumps on sixteen years, the baby is outcast from the palace and left
outside for the crows to peck, a really horrible death. But two shepherds come and
rescue Perdita and raise her as their own child. That is how the plot starts and evolves.

It is a play about being true to yourself and who you are and not letting your head rule
your heart; the opposite, let your heart rule your head. If you are who you are and do
things you believe in, usually your gut instinct is right and you should follow that
through and don’t go with something you are not sure about. 

WHY DID YOU SAY YES WHEN YOU WERE OFFERED THE ROLES OF MAMILLIUS 
AND PERDITA?

I said yes because they are both fantastic characters and for all they are brother and
sister, they are completely opposite. Perdita is such a grounded character because
she is brought up by peasants basically, shepherds. She has this really earthy quality
but there’s something about her that is wise beyond her upbringing and her years, so
that is an interesting thing to play as an actor; to get that rootedness but also be quite
graceful as well. 

Mamillius is an eight year old boy, well that is the age I have decided he is. He has
been brought up in the palace, he is a prince, but he is mischievous as well, a bit
cheeky. I think it is really good to have an opportunity to play both.

HOW DO YOU CHANGE PHYSICALLY AND VOCALLY TO REPRESENT THE TWO
DIFFERENT CHARACTERS AND DO YOU FIND THIS CHALLENGING?

Yes very much so, particularly playing an eight year old boy; I’m twenty-four. So, I have
to find something that physically gives me more of a childish stance and something
that’s a bit more open, because children are very open and there is something quite
innocent about him. But, he is a prince and has been trained to become the next king,
so there is also something about him that is a bit above his years as well. Vocally, he
has to be properly spoken but yet he is still a chid, so you have to find that balance.

With Perdita, the fact that she has been brought up with shepherds, means that she
uses their language, she speaks their dialect. It is what she says that makes her
different, so it is trying to combine both of these elements. She is very graceful;
beautiful and graceful, beyond her upbringing. So it is trying to deliver that without it
seeming false and pushed.
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DO YOU THINK PERDITA IS THE MAIN PROTAGONIST OF THE PLAY?

I suppose she is in a way, she is there the whole time; from the beginning she is there
in the womb. She is used by Leontes as the main focus of his jealousy. From the onset
she is outcast and because of this the palace and the kingdom won’t thrive anymore
until she is reclaimed and found. Essentially she is the pivot of the story, she is the
hope and everything revolves around her life. Then it is all brought back in a full circle.

PERDITA IS REFERENCED AS APPEARING REGAL AND BEAUTIFUL IN COMPARISON
TO HER APPARENT UPBRINGING. HOW DOES PERDITA FEEL TOWARDS HER
ADOPTIVE FAMILY? DOES SHE FEEL OUT OF PLACE?

I think she sees good qualities in everyone; she doesn’t think she has any better qualities
than her brother and her father. She admires them because they are hardworking and
because they have brought her up and loved her as one of their own. So I don’t think
from her point of view that she feels like an outsider; she doesn’t feel different. 
They can see that she is different and may have better qualities, but she doesn’t see 
it or feel it in herself. She loves them for their qualities. Her brother is called Clown
(in the original) and he is a bit silly and her father is quite strict with her, but she
knows that deep down he loves her. She is happy.

HOW DOES PERDITA FEEL TOWARDS LEONTES AND HERMIONE ONCE SHE IS
REUNITED WITH THEM?

When she meets them again for the first time, she doesn’t feel angry or resentful,
none of that, I think she feels they have suffered enough. They have had a great
suffering in their life and she is just amazed that it has all been brought back to how
it should be and she is happy to be a part of that.  

HOW DO YOU DEAL WITH THE SHAKESPEAREAN LANGUAGE? ARE THERE ANY
TECHNIQUES YOU USE TO HELP YOU LEARN YOUR LINES AND REHEARSE 
THE SPEECH?

Actually it is kind of easier because Shakespeare writes in the way that we speak.
Because of the meter, he actually highlights the words that you should be stressing
as you talk naturally which is quite useful for an actor. What we did first of all in the
rehearsal process was turn the whole play into our own words; we did every line as
we thought we would say it now. You get the sense of the story and when you use his
words, you take them on as your own and you don’t feel awkward, which is really
important with Shakespeare. 

When I am rehearsing I try not to use my book as much as possible. I try and do it in
my head and see the pictures of how it should be. Some people sit and learn it line by
line, but that doesn’t work for me. I’ve got to read it through once and I’ve got quite a
photographic memory so once I’ve read it through I can usually put the book away
and I can just do it from my head. 

IF YOU COULD RENAME THE WINTER’S TALE, WHAT WOULD YOU CALL IT AND WHY?

The Awaited Spring. Because, every year there will be Spring and there will be new life and
hope and I think that is what The Winter’s Tale needs, it needs youth and life and hope.
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SHAKESPEARE, SONG AND MUSIC
SONG
Autolycus uses song to establish his character when we first meet him. At first, the
song seems to be a quaint little folk song. However, a closer reading and understanding
of the words brings out a double meaning behind the song, therefore establishing his
character as amoral, a master of disguise and con-artist.  

He sings:

When daffodils begin to peer, 

With heigh, the doxy over the dale,

Why, then comes the sweet o’the year,

For the red blood reigns in the winter’s pale.

The white sheet bleaching on the hedge,

With heigh, the sweet birds O, how they sing!

Doth set my pugging tooth an edge,

For a quart of ale is a dish for a king.

These two verses are about stealing. A ‘doxy’ is rogue’s slang for beggar woman 
and her favourite and easiest thing to steal would be ‘The white sheet bleaching 
on the hedge’. Autolycus give us a glimpse of his character when he describes his
reaction to the ‘sweet birds’. He sings, ‘Doth set my pugging tooth on edge’, ‘pugging’
means thieving. 

The lark that tirra-lirra chants,

With heigh! With heigh! The thrush and the jay,

Are summer songs for me and my aunts,

While we lay tumbling in the hay.

This verse is about sex. The word ‘heigh!’ is an exclamation made during country dances.
Summer dances such as round the maypole were traditionally celebrations of sex and
new life. In this verse, the word ‘aunts’ once again refers to the beggar women.
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MUSIC
Music is used by different productions for different effects.

In The Royal Lyceum Theatre Company’s production, Philip Pinsky is Musical Director
and Composer:

Discussion: 

What music would you use to complement and enhance the story of The Winter’s Tale
and why? Think about the atmosphere the music has to create and energy it has to
have. Would your choice of music be contemporary or traditional and how would
this fit the text of the production?

WHAT STYLE OF MUSIC HAVE YOU CREATED FOR THIS PRODUCTION?
An integration of contemporary minimalism and early English and Scottish music.

WHERE HAS YOUR INSPIRATION COME FROM?
Henry Purcell (17th century English composer).
Scottish traditional vernacular music.
Aaron Copland (20th century American composer).
Michael Nyman and Peter Greenaway.
David Shire – Film composer.

WHAT HAS BEEN THE MOST CHALLENGING PART OF YOUR WORK ON 
THIS PRODUCTION?

WHAT HAS BEEN THE MOST REWARDING?
Challenging – creating song settings that fit easily into the text of the production.
Rewarding – as above.
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FURTHER STUDY QUESTIONS
Here are some questions to help students analyse the Lyceum Theatre Company’s
production of The Winter’s Tale.

How were the two different spaces represented? What did the design tell us about the
difference in atmosphere of the environments?

How did the set on the stage compare with the design pictures and description in this
resource pack?

How did the actors make use of the different areas of the set? 

Describe and compare one costume from Sicilia and one costume from Bohemia.
What differences do you find and what does that tell us about the characters? 

Describe an actor’s appearance. Why do you think this actor was cast in this role?
What did their physical appearance tell us about their character?

Describe how one or more of the actors moved as their character. How did they use
their body to tell us about their character? Did anything they do physically help to tell
the story?

What kind of music and sound effects were used? Where did the sound come from?
What different kinds of atmosphere did the sound produce?

Did you notice any special lighting effects? What kind of atmosphere did these produce?

Choose two characters who had a relationship on stage, for example, a father and
son, husband and wife or the lovers. What was their relationship like? Did it change?
What did the actors do to show this?

These questions are to help with further study of the play text.

The Winter’s Tale can be described as a tragicomedy. What is a tragedy and how does
this play follow the tragic structure?

Who do you think controls the action in the play? Who is the main protagonist and why? 

Compare Hermione to another strong Shakespearean woman.

What do you think is the significance of Antigonus’ death? Why does Shakespeare kill
off this particular character?

Time appears as a character and is a central theme of the play. Find five references
to Time within the text. What do these examples have in common and why are they
relevant to the story?
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PRACTICAL EXPLORATION:DRAMA EXERCISES
Practical drama activity is a great way to look further at some of the characters, text
and themes of the play. These exercises can be done in the classroom and need no
previous experience of drama.

SOLO WORK
Imagine you are a newspaper reporter. Write an article about Hermione’s trial. 
Read the article aloud to the class. 

Imagine you are Hermione. Read Hermione’s speeches in Act III scene ii. 
Put the script down and write out a speech in modern language declaring your
innocence as Hermione. Deliver the speech to the class.  

IN PAIRS
Pick a section of text that is written in verse, about six lines will do. 
Mark the lines to show where the heavy syllables are. 

Practise speaking the lines keeping the rhythm of Blank Verse. 
Now try speaking them without the rhythm, pausing where there is 
punctuation and running sentences on across lines. 
Deliver the lines to the class in the two different styles. 

What is the difference between speaking the two?
What is the difference between listening to the two?

VERSE: The most important/upper class characters, such as Leontes, speak in verse
in Iambic Pentameter (lyrical sounding verse with 5 beats to each line).  

E.g. De-dum, de-dum, de-dum, de-dum, de-dum or

“Lead us from hence, where we may leisurely
Each one demand and answer to his part
Performed in this wide gap of time since first
We were dissevered. Hastily lead away.” 
(Leontes Act V scene iii)
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IN A GROUP
Improvise the following:

IMPROVISE: to act something out without preparing beforehand or reading a script.
Think about your character and what you think he/she would say. Try and respond
to your partner/group as you think your character would.

Camillo does not want to poison Polixenes and decides to tell him what Leontes 
is planning.

Perdita is concerned about her relationship with Florizel because she has a lower
social status than him. She raises her concerns with Florizel. 

Paulina and Hermione discuss their plans to disguise Hermione as a statue and
present it to Leontes.

Create four images that tell the story of The Winter’s Tale. 

IMAGE: A still, quiet image, tableau or photograph which is created by all the
members of the group, each representing a character.

Discuss and then improvise the following:

A situation where someone believes their lover or good friend to be cheating on them
when they aren’t. 

A situation where a close friend or family member disguises themselves in order to
discover the truth.

A scene entitled: The Statue.
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