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  The Tempest (1611)




  Royal Shakespeare Company




   




  Opened at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre,


  Stratford-upon-Avon


  on 8 October 2006




   




  Directed by Rupert Goold




  Designed by Giles Cadle




  With Julian Bleach as Ariel, Ken Bones as Antonio, Mariah Gale as Miranda, John Light as Caliban, and Finbar Lynch as Alonso




  





  

    The Tempest is the last of Shakespeare’s four late romances. It is one of his best-loved, and strangest plays. It tells of

    the sorcerer Prospero, an exiled duke, who exacts revenge upon his usurpers by calling up a tempest that shipwrecks them on his island. Elements of the story have the weirdness and wonder of a

    fairytale. It has inspired numerous diverse analyses. Some have considered it an allegory of divine learning, with the forces of evil conquered by Prospero, using his celestial authority to

    restore the power of good. Usurpation is a recurring theme. Recent focus has been directed at The Tempest’s depiction of an island colonised by white Europeans, who enslave and

    exploit its native inhabitants. Contrasting themes of revenge and forgiveness are discussed by Patrick Stewart in the interview that follows. It can be seen as Shakespeare’s swansong: at

    the play’s end Prospero abandons his book and staff, the tools of his magic – Shakespeare was to leave the theatre and retire shortly afterwards. The Tempest is rich in

    theatrical illusion and allusion. Prospero abruptly halts the masque in Act 4, Scene 1, saying ‘Our revels now are ended; these our actors… Are melted into air,’ and

    immediately segues into an astonishing meditation on theatre, illusion, decay and the transitoriness of life itself, culminating with:


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        

                          We are such stuff


                        


                      


                    


                  


                


              




              As dreams are made on; and our little life




              Is rounded with a sleep.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The Tempest has never been my favourite Shakespeare play. I’ve admired different productions this way and that, but it has seldom previously grabbed my entrails.

  However, this was a staging with a difference. An opening radio gale warning led to a stunningly choreographed storm scene and shipwreck. The desert island setting was brazenly perverse, revealing

  a frozen polar wasteland. An unnerving soundtrack was suggestive of reinforced concrete. The ‘airy spirit’ Ariel was rivetingly creepy, labelled ‘Beckettian’ by several

  critics. A gale of fresh air blew through the play. At the eye of this tempest was Patrick Stewart’s highly energised, fast and furious Prospero.
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