


| see before me, man. Nor here, nor here,
Now what ensues me, but have afog in them
That| cannot look through.

Imogen, a fairy tale princess, journeys deeper and deeper into the chaotic
world of Cymbelinewith eyes increasingly open to the fog. “I am nothing,”
she discovers at the lowest point, and yet she is determined to go on, try out
new roles, and re-invent her life. “When shallwe see again?’ she asks her
husband Posthumus as they part in the first scene, and she is asking not only
when they will next meet, but when their vision will clear.

What complicates matters is that “to see” is to tell stories, to frame the flood
of our experience with clearly defined lines. Our tales emphasize certain
aspects of reality, they create coherence, but much is lost at the edges. “Look
here,” says the frame, “and ignore what does not fit.”

And yet we all love stories, and Cymbeline explodes with our familiar plots:
the wicked stepmother from fairy tales, the wily Italian seducer, Roman
invaders from ancient history, lost children found in Utopia, true love
thwarted by jealous rage. Stories crowd the stage in fantastic excess, testing
our faith. Perhaps all tales are absurd and imprisoning in their distortion of
reality, sometimes even deadly in their crushing of humanity. Gossipsturn
lives into words, fathers insist their children “stoop” to instruction, and a
mother cries, “Frame orderly solicits.” “Such and such stories,”
the evil lachimo insists, will fill his private “inventory.” And “too ready
hearing” — Posthumus’ mistake — can be disastrous.

Finally, the ultimate stories we create in our religions — represented in the
play by Jupiter’s tablet — may serve only to “confine” our lives in cryptic
messages we are then too low to decipher. Does myth provide an answer to
the fog? Or do we prefer the salty private cynicism of the jailers, who twmnthe
unknown, our necessary death, into jokes-and an “infinite mock?” The play
does not offer a simple answer. In the end we are left with both the “crooked
smokes” of all belief, and the regenerating power of invention, despite the
“nothing” of our knowledge: “Hang there like fruit, my soul,” Posthumus tells
Imogen when she forgives him his crooked vision, “till the tree die.”
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Cymbeline, King_of Britain

Cloten, Queen's son

British Soldiers
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