THE TEMPEST

The Tempest is generally considered to be Shakespeare’s last sole-authored play. As early as 1875 it was identified as one of a group of late Shakespearean ‘Romances’ with Pericles, The Winter’s Tale, and Cymbeline
. The Tempest differs markedly from these others, however, in containing the action within the ‘classical unities’ of time and place (meaning that the duration of the performance is equal to that of the events depicted, and that the action is confined to one geographical area, requirements which the other romances entirely disregard.) The Tempest is a very beautiful play, beautifully constructed and beautifully written. Such is its atmosphere that many commentators have considered it to be a religious, or at least ‘spiritual’ play
. 

There is no single source for the play, as far as anyone can prove, but it issued from and into a culture newly excited by reports from Virginia and the Bermudas, and seems to have drawn on these contemporary accounts, on Ovid’s Metamorphoses, (both in the original Latin and in Golding’s translation), on Virgil’s Aeneid, on the genre of ‘Romance’, and perhaps on the Bible. A further source seems to be Michael de Montaigne’s ‘Of Cannibals’
, a work which equates the state of nature to an Edenic innocence, and civilisation with the Fall. The Tempest has generally been read with two interlinked interpretive strategies: it has been seen as a personal allegory, and as a highly Christian work.

The play draws a number of oppositions, some of which it dramatises, and some of which it only implies. Prospero, a figure exhibiting many resemblances to the Elizabethan idea of the ‘Mage’, (of whom the best known is probably Dr. John Dee),  is opposed to both his corrupt brother, usurper of his role as Duke of Milan, and to Sycorax, an evil witch and mother of the ‘deformed slave’ Caliban. Sycorax does not enter the action of the play, having died before it opens, but enough is made of her evil disposition and behaviour to show Prospero as a model of human virtue in comparison. This despite Prospero’s own use of magic to accomplish his will, and his bullying of the spirit Ariel and his threats to and punishments of Caliban. Prospero’s role is central to the play, he is in control of the action throughout, through the exercise of his ‘Art’. A further contast is drawn between Miranda, Prospero’s daughter, and caliban. Bothe were brought up together by Prospero since his arrival on Caliban’s Island, but Caliban has not responded suitably to Prospero’s civilising education. Miranda, however, in line with the tenor of Shakespeare’s late plays in particular, is a model of chastity and virtue. Caliban’s ‘ingratitude’ would seem to result from what we would call his genetic inheritance. Miranda calls him

Abhorred slave

Which any print of goodness will not take   (1:2:353-354)

And Prospero

A devil, a born devil, on whose nature 

Nurture can never stick; on whom my pains,

Humanely taken, all, all lost, quite lost.     (4:1:188-190)

The opposition of nature and nurture is made explicitly here, a distinction which has had its cultural importance restated in new terms since Darwin and the revolution in genetic biology. The Tempest is involved in a discussion of ‘nobility’, seen here as a matter of inheritance, but in the opposition of Prospero and his brother Antonio we see that inheritance has two sides. Antonio betrayed Prospero and stole his inheritance (materially; his Dukedom), so virtue, ‘nobility’, is not entirely a matter of having noble parentage.

A further denotation of nobility, in line with fashionable Neo-Platonism is that the beautiful are good, and the ugly, wicked. This is explicit in Miranda’s case, both in herself and in the attitudes she expresses:

There’s nothing ill can dwell in such a temple:

If the ill spirit have so fair a house

Good things will strive to dwell with’t.       (1:2:460-462)

Caliban, on the other hand, is ‘deformed’, and described as a ‘fish’ and a ‘monster’

As with age his body uglier grows,

So his mind cankers.                                     (4:1:191-192)

It is not so simple, however. At this very point Prospero has sunk to a level not much above Caliban’s:

I will plague them all

Even to roaring                                             (4:1:192-193)

And Caliban himself is capable of making one of the finest speeches of the play, and of saying, when Prospero has thought better of punishing, and renounced his supernatural power

I’ll be wise hereafter

And seek for grace. What a thrice-double ass

Was I, to take this drunkard for a god,

And worship this dull fool.                           (5:1:294-297)

As Frank Kermode wisely notes in his introduction to the Arden Edition (1961):

Nature is not, in The Tempest, defined with the single-minded clarity of a philosophical proposition. Shakespeare’s treatment of the theme has what all his mature poetry has, a richly analytical approach to ideas, which never reaches after a naked opinion of true or false.

Nature contra Nurture is only one theme among many in The Tempest, and many critics have concentrated on the resolution of the play, which is seen as a Christian affirmation of the power of forgiveness and reconciliation. Prospero seems to be persuaded by Ariel that forgiveness rather than punishment is the better course.

Ari.      If you now beheld them your affections

             Would become tender.

Pros.                                             Dost thou think so, spirit ?

Ari.       Mine would, sir, were I human.

Pros.                                                          And mine shall.        (5:1:18-20)

No discussion of themes or of structural oppositions between characters can give a picture of the extraordinary atmosphere of The Tempest, which might certainly be considered either magical or religious. The Masque element in The Tempest (which has provoked a considerable amount of discussion) might be seen a s a parody of the increasingly fashionable and elaborate masques of the Jacobean court in which Shakespeare’s rival and friend Ben Jonson specialised. These Neo-Platonist concoctions of  comedy, high-sounding philosophy, songs, complicated stage machinery, mythological drama, sumptuous costume and all-night dancing became almost a religion at Charles’ court.

Prospero interrupts his masque, performed by spirits in mythological guise, on the recollection of the conspiracy of Caliban, Stephano and caliban, who are, however, stuck in a filthy pond, and clearly offer no present threat, if any at all. They are like the comedic villains of the anti-masque, and here Shakespeare plays with the emerging conventions of the masque just as he composes a perfectly-formed classical drama
. In The Tempest the villains reverse this effect by interrupting the divine masque, cancelling its magic, but only for the ‘real’ Prospero, the ‘real’ magician to defeat evil and bring all to a reconciliation.

It is at this moment (4:1) that Prospero, so much in control of events on the island (if only through a quite neurotic vigilance) seems closest to the harassed and not altogether likeable Duke in Measure for Measure, another play in which a Duke controls the action from the stage. With all his power, which is expressed most fully oratorically, both at this point (4:1:148-158) and in his abjuration of magic (5:1:33), Prospero seems sometimes in danger of becoming despotic. As Caliban says when we first meet him:

For I am all the subjects that you have,

Which first was mine own King: and here you sty me

In this hard rock.                                                               (1:2:343-345)

That there is some justice in Caliban’s attitude to his ‘master’ has been the focus of some recent critical attention
. Shakespeare, who seems always to have had a keen interest in questions which we would now call ‘political’ introduces the question of power in the first Act.

What cares these roarers for the name of King ?           (1:1:16-17)

If you can command these elements to silence

……………… use your authority.                                 (1:1:21-23)

It is only Prospero who does have the authority to still the storm, which was raised at his command, and this (perhaps) gives him the authority to be Duke of Milan again; at least it gives him the opportunity, in that he is able to shipwreck his treacherous brother on his island. Yet we are shown him threatening both Caliban and Ariel in order to maintain his control. His continual insistence on Miranda and Ferdinand’s chastity seems somewhat neurotic, although critics have excused this as normal parental concern, or as one of the necessary conditions for white magic. It is Prospero’s eventual relinquishing of power which entitles him to regain it. In my opinion, Shakespeare is associating true authority with renunciation, not with the exercise of tyrannical power. 
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