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MAKING “ANYTHING OF ANYTHING” IN THE AGE OF
SHAKESPEARE
BY GERARD PASSANNANTE

In the opening scene of King Lear, Cordelia answers her father’s
question of what she might add to her sisters’ public professions of love
with the word “nothing,” to which Lear responds almost offhandedly,
“Nothing will come of nothing: speak again.”1 As everyone knows, what
follows is an eruption of anger that seems to come out of nowhere.2
Scholars have long made much of Lear’s phrase, “[n]othing will come
of nothing”—connecting it to the pagan dictum, ex nihilo nihil fit.3 If
there is little doubt that this philosophical background is on William
Shakespeare’s mind in one way or another, what it doesn’t help us
understand is the logic of the event itself—the precipitous transition
Lear makes from the ordinary meaning of “nothing” to the language
of philosophy. As Edward W. Tayler has put it, “Lear’s reply thumbs
a metaphysical badge at the audience, authorizing the poet to enter
another domain of discourse.”4 The question I want to pose is: Why, in
Shakespeare’s plays, does this connection between making too much of
too little (or “nothing”) and the language of ontology so often feel like
second nature? In this essay, I will attempt one answer by following the
several lives of a “common saying,” as one contemporary called it.5 The
phrase is “quidlibet ex quolibet,” which translates roughly as “anything
you like out of anything you like.” For Shakespeare and his contemporaries, “anything of anything” established a connection between the
practice of overreading and the misconstrual of the nature of things—a
pattern I follow from the expression’s early history in scholastic translations and commentaries to Michel de Montaigne’s description of willful
reading in the Essays and beyond. After exploring the connotations of
the phrase in the early modern imagination, I describe its explanatory
power in pivotal scenes in Shakespeare’s plays, with special attention
to Lear and The Winter’s Tale. While the playwright doesn’t directly
use the expression, its logic illuminates the habit of mind we observe
in characters such as Lear and Leontes. Unlike “nothing will come of
nothing,” “anything of anything” foregrounds the problem of intention or desire (the libet of quidlibet suggests what “pleases”) and the
conversion of one kind of discourse into the stuff of another.
ELH 83 (2016) 989–1008 © 2016 by Johns Hopkins University Press

989

******

What’s in a phrase? In this one, it turns out, quite a bit. The history
of “quidlibet ex quolibet” connects it from the beginning to thinking
about the material world. We first come upon a version of the phrase
in the earliest Latin translations of a passage from Aristotle’s Physics
that concerns the philosophy of Anaxagoras. In the Renaissance, the
name Anaxagoras was most closely associated with the idea that the
matter of all things was in the matter of all other things—an idea the
philosopher founded on that familiar premise, “nothing comes from
nothing.” As Aristotle explained:
All such things are already there in each other and do not come into
existence but are merely sifted out from where they are and take their
names from their dominant constituents, and anything can be sifted
out of anything (water out of flesh or flesh out of water)[.]6

For Anaxagoras, man could call himself a little world or microcosm
because his body literally contained the stuff of everything else—and
thus anything could be made of anything, or “ex quolibet quodlibet,”
as James of Venice rendered the Greek in his 12th-century Latin
translation.7 For Aristotle, however, the notion that the bodies of all
things were in everything else was absurd. Moreover, as Aristotle
complained elsewhere, Anaxagoras said one thing and did another,
positing a notion of Mind or intelligence behind the organization of
the world, and “drag[ging] it in whenever he is at a loss to explain some
necessary result; but otherwise [making] anything rather than Mind
the cause of what happens.”8 It was easy enough to accuse Anaxagoras
himself of making “anything of anything”—and so the phrase came
to refer not only to an argument for the make-up of things but the
willful derivation of one thing from another. By the time it arrives in
the Renaissance, the now “common saying” suggests all manner of bad
or strained interpretation, but especially the kind that derives from
very little—or almost nothing.
The phrase became especially popular in theological disputes
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.9 Responding to
one of his adversaries, the Anglican divine James Calfhill quipped: “I
rather think you to be some scholar of Anaxagoras, which have learned
to make quidlibet ex quolibet; an apple of an oyster.”10 Another clergyman, John Weemes, likewise complained of the excesses of biblical
interpreters: “To make divers senses in the Scripture, is to make it like
that which Anaxagoras dreamed of, making Quidlibet ex quolibet.”11
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The phrase, however, wasn’t limited to theological contexts. Allegorical
interpreters and etymologists were prone to making “anything of
anything”—as were paranoid or overly scrupulous readers. John Donne
named a volume in the catalogue of his satirical library “Quidlibet ex
quolibet; Or the art of decyphering and finding some treason in any
interpreted letter.”12 Astrologers too were vulnerable to the charge. In
1588, the year some had predicted the world would end, the physician John Harvey accused his overzealous contemporaries (including
his own brother Richard) of being “impostural wringers, making at
their own pleasure Quidlibet ex quolibet, numbers of cyphers, bodies
of Atomes, or sun motes, something of nothing.”13 Harvey treats the
phrase “quidlibet ex quolibet” and “something of nothing” as nearsynonyms.14 Though he doesn’t mention the name Anaxagoras, the
philosophical connotations of “quidlibet ex quolibet” are clearly on
his mind as he arrives at the question of what “bodies” are made
of (“bodies of Atomes, or sun motes”). Where making “anything of
anything” is concerned, one philosopher speculating wildly is just as
good (or bad) as another.15 Astrologers, those who make “numbers of
cyphers,” and atomists—they are all, in the end, making “anything of
anything” by making “something of nothing.”16
As we’ve begun to see, one curious feature of the phrase’s travels in
the early modern period is that it never entirely lost contact with the
old philosophical questions about substance to which it was originally
attached. Montaigne was particularly interested in the way it brought
different kinds of discourses into contact. In the “Apology for Raymond
Seybond,” he retraces the logic of “quidlibet ex quolibet” to its roots,
showing how quickly a bad or willful interpretation can devolve into
philosophical dogmatism. Unfolding over several pages, the passage
begins like this:
There is no prognosticator if he has enough authority for people to deign
to leaf through [feuilleter] him and study carefully all the implications
and aspects of his words, who cannot be made to say whatever you
want [à qui on ne face dire tout ce qu’on voudra], like the Sibyls. For
there are so many means of interpretation that, obliquely or directly,
an ingenious mind can hardly fail to come across in any subject some
sense that will serve his point.17

With his penchant for quoting ancient authors promiscuously, sometimes bending their meaning to its opposite sense, Montaigne knew
well of what he spoke.18 Recalling Virgil’s image of the Sibyl’s prophetic
“leaves” (folia) jumbled by the wind, he imagines the unscrupulous
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(or is it delusional?) interpreter “leaf[ing] through” (feuilleter) pages
in order to find “whatever [he] want[s].”19 This sense of the phrase
“quidlibet ex quolibet” will exfoliate over the next few paragraphs,
bringing us from bad readers of prognostications to readers of Homer.
Is it possible, Montaigne asks, “that Homer meant to say all they
make him say?”20 From reading literary texts, he then moves, almost
imperceptibly, to interpreting the text of the world.21 Elaborating on a
passage from Sextus Empiricus, he writes: “From the same foundation
that Heraclitus had, and that maxim of his that all things had in them
the aspects that were found in them, Democritus derived a wholly
opposite conclusion, that things had in them nothing at all of what we
found in them[.]”22 Montaigne here identifies one particular species
of interpretive waywardness, pointing out that different philosophers
draw opposite conclusions from the same premise, remaking what
they perceive according to their pleasure.23 At the end of this section,
Montaigne will bring the issue to a head, citing a passage from De
rerum natura that begins, “Hence what the senses see is always true,”
and condemning the Epicureans for their delusions with an intensity
that feels almost personal:
This desperate and most unphilosophical advice means nothing else
than that human knowledge can maintain itself only by unreasonable,
mad, and senseless [forcenée] reason; but that still it is better for man,
in order to assert himself, to use it and any other remedy, however
fantastic, than to admit his necessary stupidity.24

Knowledge from the senses devolves into “unreasonable, mad, and
senseless reason” and the unauthorized drawing of conclusions from
perception becomes a desperate attachment to an untrustworthy
image. This, he seems to be saying, is how we become enthralled by
an idea. The word “forcenée” suggests a person fanatical, obsessive,
without control, frantic. Montaigne here is talking about the fanaticism of philosophers—but what he is saying has further implications.
Writing in the shadow of the French wars of religion, the author of
the Essays was sharply attuned to the disastrous consequences of
dogmatic interpretation. “How many quarrels,” he wrote in another
essay, “and how important, have been produced in the world by the
doubt of the meaning of that syllable Hoc!”25 He is talking about the
theological controversy over the word “hoc” in “Hoc est corpus meum”
(Christ’s “This is my body”).26 Like “quidlibet ex quolibet,” this phrase
also posed a question of what it was that composed a body (in this
case, the Eucharist). John Calvin made the connection explicit when
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he deployed “quidlibet ex quolibet” to criticize those who have “not
one particle of ingenuous shame” and make of “Hoc est corpus meum”
whatever they want.27
Shakespeare’s use and confusion of words like “anything,” “something,” and “nothing” give us another context for thinking about the
history of the phrase. He could have come upon it in any number of
the sources I mentioned above and is likely to have found a version of
it in Samuel Harsnett’s A declaration of egregious popish impostures—
a source we know he drew upon in Lear.28 In Harsnett, we hear of
priests who “made what they list of any thing” and “would make a
faire tale of any thing.”29 We may hear echoes of the phrase in the
titles of plays such as Twelfth Night, or What You Will (1601–2) and
Much Ado About Nothing (1598–99), but the phrase’s main line of
influence (or at least its greatest power to illuminate) in Shakespeare
can be found in moments of strained or willful interpretation when
the language of ontology rises to the surface. When Othello responds
to Iago’s deliberately vague insinuations with the phrase “Thou dost
mean something” he too is making “anything of anything.”30 Even if
we place a considerable amount of blame on Iago for what befalls
Othello, we are nonetheless surprised by how little it takes for Othello
to assume the worst. In this scene, Iago is very much a minimalist,
leaving Othello to make “something” of his “exsufflicate and blowed
surmises”—an image that once again recalls the Sibyl’s scattered leaves
and the chaotic wind of hasty interpretation.31 In Lear, we find another
example when Gloucester comes upon his son Edmund reading a
letter supposedly written by Edmund’s half-brother Edgar (a letter
Edmund himself forged):
gloucester:

What paper were you reading?
Nothing, my lord.
gloucester: No? What needed then that terrible dispatch of it into your
pocket? The quality of nothing hath not such need to hide itself. Let’s
see. Come, if it be nothing, I shall not need spectacles. (L, 1.2.30–35)32
edmund:

One would not require Donne’s imaginary book to find treason in this
particular letter, which broadcasts Gloucester’s worst fear that his only
legitimate son would like to see him dead sooner rather than later.
Though the letter itself is hardly ambiguous, the fact that Gloucester
is willing to believe its contents so quickly is disturbing. “You know
the character to be your brother’s?” Gloucester asks, “character” here
suggesting “handwriting” but also perhaps something like “the sum
of moral and mental qualities” (a meaning, according to the OED,
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that begins to come into focus in the early seventeenth century)
(L, 1.2.58).33 Edmund answers his father, punning on the word “matter,”
meaning “contents” but also “substance” in a sense that underlies their
discussion of legitimacy and lineage: “If the matter were good, my lord,
I durst swear it were his, but in respect of that, I would fain think it
were not. . . . It is his hand, my lord, but I hope his heart is not in
the contents” (L, 1.2.59–60, 62–63). In the end, Edmund promises
the letter will be backed up by “auricular assurance” (which never
arrives), but that is already unnecessary, for Gloucester’s certainty is
well established (L, 1.2.85–6). The flimsy matter of the letter stands
in for his son and unequivocally declares his guilt.34
As in Montaigne, we can see Shakespeare connecting the dots from
a question of interpretation to one of material substance. Though the
expression “quidlibet ex quolibet” isn’t used directly here, the entire
scene seems to bear out its implications. Having leapt to conclusions
from the forged letter, for example, Gloucester then turns to the stars to
moralize, calling to mind the “impostural wringers” in Harvey’s treatise:
gloucester:

These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good
to us. Though the wisdom of Nature can reason it thus and thus, yet
Nature finds itself scourged by the sequent effects[.] (L, 1.2.95–98)35

Gloucester eschews rational explanation for the influence of the stars.
When he leaves, Edmund notes the absurdity of the practice of those
who “make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars”
(L, 1.2.106–7). We might recall here that the word facere (to make)
usually precedes the phrase “quidlibet ex quolibet.” The word “make”
appears again slightly later in Lear’s response to the fool, “Nothing can
be made out of nothing,” which echoes his earlier words to Cordelia
(1.4.138–39). As Harvey suggested, to make so much of the stars is to
make “something of nothing.” The irony is that the kind of “mak[ing]”
Edmund describes leads to passivity:
edmund: [A]s if we were villains on necessity, fools by heavenly compulsion,

knaves, thieves, and treacherers by spherical predominance, drunkards,
liars, and adulterers by an enforced obedience of planetary influence,
and all that we are evil in by a divine thrusting on. (L, 1.2.111–115)

In other words, we make whatever we want of the stars (or of a few
words or of our own perceptions) and then forget the role we played
in our actions.
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By making “anything of anything,” Edmund shows just how fungible
the “matter” of legitimacy can be. In unmaking his brother, he hopes to
remake himself. Nevertheless, Edmund still finds himself constrained
by a system of assurances that is as full of “nothing” as the letter he
forged. In the same train of thought, he wonders why he is called a
bastard by “custom” (L, 1.2.3):
When my dimensions are as well compact,
My mind as generous, and my shape as true,
As honest madam’s issue? Why brand they us
With ‘base?’ With ‘baseness,’ ‘bastardy’? Base? Base?
(L, 1.2.7–10).

It is as if Edmund were invoking a critique of etymology along with his
critique of astrology, laying bare the dubious etymology that derives
“bastardy” from “base.”36 The irony of custom, however, is that even
if one word doesn’t derive from the other, the association still has a
palpable force—one he has trouble escaping. A scene about making
whatever you like out of whatever you like once again raises a question of ontology. In spite of his best efforts, he remains Edmund the
bastard, “base” in that most material sense of the word—literally not
made of the same “stuff” as his brother. In 1616, the satirical poet
Robert Anton would connect Edmund’s complaint again to a question
of matter, making fun of those who “boast their gentry from a starre
/ Kinde in coniunction.”37 As Anton wrote, addressing the ancient
grandfather of atomism, Democritus:
These are those atomes of nobilitie,
Which in thy schoole thou taugh’st erroneously,
To be the worlds beginning.38

As in Harvey, making whatever you like of the stars was just as bad as
making “bodies of Atomes, or sun motes.”
Like Montaigne, Shakespeare understood how quickly a subjective perception or interpretation might harden into the dogmatism
of belief. While scholars such as Julia Lupton have noted Leontes’s
strange turn to the language of ontology in The Winter’s Tale, considering the phrase “quidlibet ex quolibet” sheds a new and revealing
light on the problem.39 What Shakespeare shows us is how dangerous
it can be when the “anything” of interpretation is converted into the
“anything” of substance. The story is a familiar one: Leontes doubts
whether his wife has been faithful. He even doubts whether his son is
his own, which raises a question of resemblance that haunts the play.
In a well-known passage, the king crudely addresses his son:
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Thou want’st a rough pash and the shoots that I have,
To be full like me. Yet they say we are
Almost as like as eggs—women say so,
That will say anything.40

The eggs here are proverbial, and Leontes mentions them almost in
passing, but the image points us to one of the larger problems of the
play: how we know for certain the things we think we know. These
eggs recall a discussion about the nature of knowledge from Cicero’s
Academica where we find Lucullus, the Stoic representative in the
dialogue, debating with the skeptics, who hold that certain knowledge
is impossible. The example of the eggs comes up when Lucullus is
refuting the contention that false presentations are not discernible from
true ones and responding to the various instances of resemblance the
skeptics used to make their case (twins, eggs, seals in wax). For the
Stoics, the experience of examining eggs—which often look alike—
shows how close inspection can reveal small differences between
seemingly identical objects. As Lucullus explains: “yet we have been
told that at Delos at the time of its prosperity a number of people
were in the habit of keeping large number of hens for trade purposes;
these poultry-keepers used to be able to tell which hen had laid an
egg merely by looking at it.”41 Though Lucullus says he is “content
not to be able to know those eggs apart, since to agree that this egg
is the same as that egg, is nevertheless not the same thing as if there
really were no distinction between them,” he is certain that there is a
set of criteria that would allow him to make meaningful distinctions
between eggs—as between true and false claims.42 As he says: “for I
possess a standard [regulam] enabling me to judge presentations to
be true when they have a character of a sort that false ones could not
have; from that standard I may not diverge a finger’s breadth, as the
saying is [ut aiunt, digitum discedere], lest I should cause universal
confusion [ne confundam Omnia].”43 This image of the “finger’s
breadth” dramatizes the sense that small things really do matter—that
“universal confusion” might hinge on the slightest “somethings” or
“nothings.”44 Like the Stoic, the king believes he has a standard for
judging truth from falsehood, but Shakespeare shows us how arbitrary
such a standard can be.45
As we’ve seen (in Harvey, for example), making “anything of
anything” can give rise to a host of other ontological terms—a proliferation of “somethings” and “nothings” out of “anythings.” Shakespeare
is a master of this kind of play.46 In the passage I’ve been discussing,
Leontes passes from “anything” to “nothing” to “something” in the space
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of 13 lines. Here is the remainder of the speech following immediately
upon the remark about eggs. Recall that Leontes is speaking to his
son when he falls into this “mysterious, mumbling half-soliloquy” (as
Northrop Frye memorably calls it):
Can thy dam—? May’t be?—
Affection, thy intention stabs the center:
Thou dost make possible things not so held,
Communicat’st with dreams—how can this be?—
With what’s unreal thou coactive art,
And fellow’st nothing. Then ’tis very credent
Thou mayst cojoin with something, and thou dost,
And that beyond commission, and I find it,
And that to the infection of my brains
And hard’ning of my brows.
(WT, 1.2.137–46)47

Leontes addresses “Affection,” referring to his own jealous passion
(affectio in the Ciceronian sense of “a disposition or mutation
happening to bodie or minde: trouble of minde”).48 As Judith Anderson
has suggested, the phrase “thy intention” “belongs . . . at once to
Leontes, whose affection ‘thy’ references, and to the personified form
of an Affection to whose self-centered power he is surrendering.”49
Apostrophe is the perfect figure for this kind of making—a making
that one does oneself (a form of agency) that is projected upon objects
or, in this case, abstract beings (as if one is being acted upon from
the outside).50 Though he knows that affection is “coactive” with the
“unreal” and “fellow’st nothing,” Leontes doesn’t realize that his own
mind is generating “somethings” out of “nothing” and thus making
“anything of anything.”51 Affection’s “intention” (reminding us again
of the libet of quidlibet) is a mirror of Leontes’s own (disavowed) will.
In a moment of wishful thinking, Leontes’s wife, Hermione, allows
herself to imagine that the disaster of her husband’s jealousy might
be explained as an effect of an “ill planet” (WT, 2.1.107). A little later
in the same scene, we see all too clearly that it is he, with the aid of
his own passions rather than the stars, who converts “nothings” into
“somethings,” observing his wife’s interactions with his best friend
and interpreting every little thing they do as evidence of infidelity: “Is
whispering nothing? / Is leaning cheek to cheek? Is meeting noses?”
(WT, 1.2.284–85). The list goes on until Leontes’s speech begins to
break down again:
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Is this nothing?
Why, then, the world and all that’s in’t is nothing,
The covering sky is nothing, Bohemia nothing,
My wife is nothing, nor nothing have these nothings
If this be nothing
(WT, 1.2.292–96).

Leontes deploys his forensic imagination in search of his wife’s betrayal
and finds clues everywhere he looks. As Aaron Landau has put it: “His
methodology is in many respects that of an extremely meticulous,
even obsessive, interpreter: he constantly plays around with words,
rearranges syntax, recontextualizes statements, reevaluates gestures—
everything in the service of his own particular ‘reading.’”52 Translated
into the period’s terms, Leontes is making “quidlibet ex quolibet,”
transforming the language and gestures of courtesy with which the
play begins into grist for his jealous mill. Interpretation, we might
conclude, reaches for the language of ontology when it most wishes
to substantialize itself and disavow the agency of its desire. Leontes’s
initial trust in the Delphic oracle conveys the completeness with which
he has assimilated the world to his psyche. When the oracle ends up
pronouncing definitively that he is wrong, he throws its verdict away—
for he has already become his own sibyl and interpreter.53 As Harold
C. Goddard has suggested: “Leontes is exactly right, but not in the
sense he intends, for it is precisely out of the vast realm of Nothing—of
pure possibility—that he has summoned these nothings.”54 Equating
“the vast realm of Nothing” with “pure possibility,” Goddard shows
just how close “nothing” can come to “anything.”
When one willfully makes “anything” into a test of one’s knowledge
about the material world—when one hangs the world on a “nothing”—
the object or perception in question tightens its grip on the mind.
This is certainly the case with Leontes’s conviction about his wife’s
infidelity. As he puts it:
If I mistake
In those foundations which I build upon,
The center is not big enough to bear
A school-boy’s top.
(WT, 2.1.101–4)

The “center” has commonly been taken to mean the earth in the old
Ptolemaic system. If Leontes is wrong, he is saying, then the earth
is not large enough to support the motion of a toy. With this image
of the earth mentally reduced in size and substance, Shakespeare
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perhaps had in mind Thomas Digges’s description of the earth in an
infinite (Copernican) universe, which “scarcely retaineth any sensible
proportion, so marvelously is that Orb of Annual motion greater than
this little dark star wherein we live.”55 Leontes might well have wanted
to charge Copernicus or Digges with making “anything of anything.”
This would have been the least of his mistakes. Though he doesn’t
know it, the top might be understood as an image of the violence of
thought working upon (and building upon) itself: Leontes won’t let his
mind stop spinning. As Montaigne’s protégé, Pierre Charron, would
explain in Of Wisdome, translated into English in 1608:
And then euen as a wheele that is alreadie in motion, receiuing
another motion by a new force, turnes with farre greater speede; so
the Soule being already mooued by the first apprehension, ioining a
second endeuour to the first, carrieth it selfe with farre more violence
than before, and is stirred vp by passions more puisant and difficult to
be tamed. . . . Thus you see the principall windes from whence arise
the tempests of our Soule, and the pit whereout they rise is nothing
else but the opinion (which commonly is false, wandring, vncertaine,
contrary to nature, veritie, reason, certaintie) that a man hath, that
the things that present themselues vnto vs, are either good or ill.56

As Charron goes on to say, these kinds of “violent affections” can
arise from “serious affaires,” as we might expect, “but also vaine and
friuolous [ones], as in play.”57 He links the tyranny of this mood to the
figure of prognostication, implicitly invoking the phrase “quidlibet ex
quolibet”: “[such men] wax mad if they be contradicted . . . interpreting
all prognostications and occurrents at their owne pleasure, and making
them serue their owne designements.”58
In Disowning Knowledge, Stanley Cavell attributes the irrational
doubt of characters such as Othello and Leontes to “skepticism,” which
he describes as the misinterpretation of “a metaphysical finitude as
an intellectual lack.”59 By mistaking our most basic relationship to the
world for a matter of belief, Cavell argues, “the philosopher turns the
world into, or puts it in the position of, a speaker, lodging its claims
upon us, claims to which, as it turns out, the philosopher cannot listen.
Everyone knows that something is mad in the skeptic’s fantastic quest
for certainty.”60 It’s hard not to hear Othello in this last phrase (“Thou
dost mean something”) or to feel that there is a more-than-ordinary
sense conveyed by Cavell’s italics. The logic of making “quidlibet ex
quolibet” emerges here, I would suggest, as a description of both the
skeptical enterprise and Cavell’s interpretation of it. Both are forms
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of allegoresis: the transformation or conversion of one problem into
another. For Cavell, Othello and Leontes transform the world into a
speaking subject who comes to “stand in” for the world.61 Yet Cavell
himself might be said to be making “anything of anything” because,
much like the tragic characters he anatomizes, he substantializes
interpretation, transforming a question of hermeneutics into one of
ontology.62
Making “quidlibet ex quolibet” can certainly lead to ruin, as we’ve
seen, but such making needn’t always imply disaster. It might even
suggest the activity of the creative imagination. In the context of a
work of art, such making can refer back to the figure of the artist.
In a well-known passage, George Puttenham “reverently” compares
the poet to God, “who without any travell to his diuine imagination
made all the world of nought.”63 Shakespeare wrote famously in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream:
And as imagination bodies forth
The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing
A local habitation and a name.64

Converting tragedy into the “stuff” of comedy in The Winter’s Tale,
the playwright shows how one might be made from the seeds of the
other—indeed, much as a marvel might be made of a commonplace.
In the final scene of the play, we find Shakespeare exploring a different
meaning of making “anything of anything” when he turns the statue of
Leontes’s long-dead wife Hermione into living flesh—a metamorphosis
that brings the play to its miraculous conclusion. Leontes, we recall,
has been brought by Paulina, Hermione’s lady-in-waiting, to a gallery
to find the statue, which he hastily attempts to embrace. Paulina stops
him, setting the stage for the transformation. As it turns out, the statue
will come to him. Here “quidlibet ex quolibet” describes not the idea
of a strained interpretation that one makes for oneself (Leontes’s blasphemous creatio ex nihilo, as Frye has it) but rather an act of creative
making for another.65 We can find a theological frame for this thought
in the following commentary on Corinthians 1:13 from the soon-tobe Dean of Canterbury, John Boys, writing in 1610, the year (or year
before) Shakespeare is thought to have composed The Winter’s Tale:
If a man could thunder in an Oration, as Aristophanes said of Pericles;
or tune his note so sweetly, that hee could moue mountaines and stony
rockes with Orpheus; or fetch soules out of hell. . . . If a man were
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so bewitching an Orator . . . so subtill a disputer, as that he could
make quidlibet ex quolibet, euery thing of anything, yet without loue
were he nothing.66

In Corinthians 1:13, Paul celebrates the virtues of love, arguing
that even the so-called gifts of speech and knowledge (he refers to
prophecy) are “nothing” without it. Throughout The Winter’s Tale, as
Huston Diehl has shown, the character of Paulina echoes both the
paternal and maternal aspects of St. Paul.67 In the final scene of the
play, Paulina translates the powers that Boys attributes to the verbal
arts of the preacher to the creative potential of the theater—a power
that includes the Orphic ability to move rocks and bring the dead back
to life (we might recall that the myth of Pygmalion—another story of a
statue come to life—takes place in the narrative frame of the Orpheus
story in Ovid).68 Without love, the spectacle of Hermione’s statue is just
that: empty spectacle—“nothing.” With the power of love Paul describes
and faith awakened through art, another kind of transformation takes
place—an internal one. Is it an enduring transformation? Perhaps,
but as Shakespeare knew well, when it comes to the dangerous art of
interpretation, anything is possible.
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