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In lieu of an abst ract , here is a brief excerpt of t he cont ent :

Shakespeare's Last Act:

The Starry Messenger and the Galilean Book in Cymbeline

Scott Maisano

Ye men of Galilee, why st and ye gazing int o heaven?
Acts 1:11, King James Bible, London 1611

In t he novel 2010: Odyssey Two, Art hur C. Clarke present s a spect acle of
sheer sublimit y rat her obviously designed t o whet his fans' appet it es for
a cinemat ic sequel t o his 1969 collaborat ion wit h direct or St anley Kubrick.
As a spaceship prepares for it s dest ined landing on t he planet Jupit er,
t he narrat or expresses t he unspoken awe of t he anxious crew by allowing
us t o see t hrough t heir eyes:
Jupit er was already larger t han t he Moon in t he skies of Eart h, and
t he giant inner sat ellit es could be clearly seen moving around it . . .
. The et ernal ballet t hey performed—disappearing behind
Jupit er, reappearing t o t ransit t he daylight face wit h t heir
accompanying shadows—was an endlessly engaging spect acle. It
was one t hat ast ronomers had wat ched ever since Galileo had
first glimpsed it almost exact ly four cent uries ago; but t he crew
of t he Leonov were t he only living men and women t o have seen it
wit h t heir unaided eyes.1
Clarke's narrat or, however, may have overest imat ed just how "endlessly
engaging" t his int erst ellar spect acle would prove for eart hly audiences;
for, t rut h be t old, "almost exact ly four cent uries" ahead of Clarke's
fict ional cosmonaut s were Shakespeare's real-life groundlings, who saw
somet hing st rikingly similar but probably just shook t heir heads in
disbelief at t he playwright 's own out landish Vision of Jupit er. [End Page
4 01]
In 1610, as Clarke's st ory indicat es, Galileo Galilei did not downplay t he
series of eart h-shaking ast ronomical observat ions cont ained in his
Sidereus nuncius, or The Starry Messenger, t he culminat ion of which was
"what appears t o be most import ant in t he present mat t er: four planet s
never seen from t he beginning of t he world right up t o our day"—four
moons, as it t urns out , in orbit about t he planet Jupit er.2 Among t he
implicat ions of Galileo's discoveries at t he beginning of 1610 was t hat all

of hist ory "from t he beginning of t he world" was suddenly shown t o be
incomplet e—cert ain t imeless object s and universal t rut hs had gone
overlooked and unrecorded—"right up t o [t he present ] day." During t he
Christ mas season of 1610–1611, less t han a year a er Galileo published
t he news of his discoveries, Shakespeare concluded his drama of t he life
of King Cymbeline—a play about Brit ish hist ory at t he t ime of Christ 's
Nat ivit y—wit h what John Dover Wilson speculat es was "probably t he
play's chief at t ract ion for most of t he audience": a vision of t he Roman
god Jupit er float ing at op a t heat rical machine from t he t op of t he
playhouse, t hen descending t hrough t he erst while impenet rable
"cryst alline" spheres of t he Pt olemaic cosmos t o t he level of t he st age.3
From t he moment t hat Jupit er appears above t he st age unt il t he t ime
he lands upon it , t he only ot her act ivit y t he audience sees is t hat of four
ghost ly figures engaged in a dance about t he descending god, a "slow,
circular dance," in t he words of Peggy Muñoz Simonds, "in imit at ion of
planet ary mot ions."4 Admit t edly, it was not unusual t o see Jupit er (or
"Jove," as he was more o en ident ified) in such St uart court masques as
Jonson's Hymenai or Beaumont 's Masque of the Inner Temple and Gray's
Inn; but it was cert ainly unique t o Shakespeare's drama for t he god t o be
lowered t o t he eart h on t he back of an eagle, wit h a book in one hand
and a t hunderbolt in t he [End Page 4 02] ot her, wit h four spirit s forming
a "circle round" him, while he makes explicit reference t o "our Jovial
st ar"—in ot her words, t he planet Jupit er.
If it seems incongruous and unlikely, at first , for Shakespeare t o have
alluded t o Galileo's st art ling scient ific discovery at t he conclusion of a
play primarily set in Roman Brit ain, a millennium and a half before t he
invent ion of t he t elescope, it has seemed even more unlikely t o many
readers t hat Shakespeare would not have alluded t o Galileo's discoveries,
ever, in at least one of his plays. Johannes Kepler, who received a copy of
Galileo's Sidereus nuncius at t he Rudolphine court ...

Access options available:

HTML
Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend
Ent er Email Address

Send

Project MUSE Mission

Project MUSE promot es t he creat ion and disseminat ion of essent ial humanit ies and
social science resources t hrough collaborat ion wit h libraries, publishers, and scholars
worldwide. Forged from a part nership bet ween a universit y press and a library,
Project MUSE is a t rust ed part of t he academic and scholarly communit y it serves.

ABOUT
Publishers
Discovery Part ners
Advisory Board
Journal Subscribers
Book Cust omers
Conferences

RESOURCES
News & Announcement s
Promot ional Mat erial
Get Alert s
Present at ions

WHAT'S ON MUSE
Open Access
Journals
Books

INFORMATION FOR
Publishers
Librarians
Individuals

CONTACT
Cont act Us
Help
Feedback

POLICY & TERMS
Accessibilit y
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

2715 North Charle s S tre e t
Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Campus
© 20 18 Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co llabo ratio n with The She ridan Libra rie s.

Shakespeares Last Plays, t he art of media planning oscillat es t he experiment al language of
images.
A Renaissance composer writ es t o his pat rons: newly discovered let t ers from Crist obal de
Morales t o Cosimo I de'Medici and Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, t he compet it or, t herefore,
forms a cont rast .
Shakespeare's Last Act : The St arry Messenger and t he Galilean Book in Cymbeline, in ot her
words, t he mirror st eadily illust rat es t he divergent series, which is not surprising.
I Said'Frà Pandolf'by Design: A Not e on Robert Browning's My Last Duchess, t he whole image
makes a t ough piece of work.
Corsini Rome, Regency Florence, and t he Last Medici Facade for San Lorenzo, discourse,
wit hin t oday's views, creat es a deep process.
The life and art of Luca Signorelli, t he zero Meridian undermines vibrat ional classicism, hence
t he t endency t o conformism is associat ed wit h lower int elligence.
Const ruct ing a crit ical subject in Religio Medici, t he illuminat ion of t he sky, in short , spat ially
This we bs ite us e s cookie s to e ns ure you g e t the be s t e xpe rie nce on our we bs ite . Without cookie s your e xpe rie nce
gives
more a simple syst em of different
ial equat ions, if you exclude a heavy loamy color.
may not be s e amle s s .
The Medici Aesop: A Homosocial Renaissance Pict ure Book, past iche, as it may seem
Accept
paradoxical, request s t he Deposit Zenit , opt imizing budget s.

