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“Masculinity” and “Femininity” ;. The Sexual Symbol
of Early Modern British National Identity in Cymbeline

YU Mei-na, WANG Gang

(School of Literature, Jilin Normal University, Siping 136000, China)

Abstract: Through the artistic depiction of the masculinity and femininity of the royal and
noble characters, and the minute description of the male community, the tense relationship
between men and women, Shakespeare’s legendary play Cymbeline shows the internal close
relationship between the sexual symbol and early modern British national identity. The
“masculinity” of the hero Posthumus and the two princes in the play is sexual symbol of ear-
ly modern British national identity. Correspondingly, the queen and princess Imogen respec-
tively represent two kinds of “femininity” of evil and barbarism, tenderness and chasteness,
which threatens the shaping of early modern British national identity. The description of the
femininity in the two princes and the display of the connecting role of Princess Imogen in the
male community show Shakespeare’s reflection on the extreme duality of gender hierarchy in
his time. At the end of the play, the marriage between Imogen and Posthumus expresses
Shakespeare’s national imagination of “the combination of tenderness and strength”.
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