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Introduction



SIMON CALLOW



New readers are advised that this introduction makes details of the plot explicit.


In the great Folio edition of Shakespeare’s plays, by which, seven years after the playwright’s death, his erstwhile fellow actors Henry Condell and John Heminges ensured that his work would be secured for posterity, The Tempest is placed at the very front of the volume. There may have been many reasons for this, but the primacy which it suggests has not been reflected either in its appeal to the general public or within the theatre itself. This despite its fecundity in memorable language, its indelible characters and its opportunities for spectacular effects. There is something fundamentally ambivalent about the piece, which has been subject to as much interpretation, analysis, evaluation and re-evaluation as any of Shakespeare’s works: and yet structurally it is one of the more straightforward of the plays, with neither subplot nor secondary characters.


Prospero, the usurped Duke of Milan, cast upon an island with his infant daughter Miranda, has, after years of study, mastered not only the island but nature itself. Finding that his enemies are in the vicinity, he uses his magical powers to shipwreck them; frightened and bewildered, they wander about the island while Prospero unleashes on them all the resources of the spirits he has magically subdued. His aim is to compel them to come to terms with who they are and what they have done. He has separated Ferdinand, the son of the King of Naples, from the others, having chosen him to be Miranda’s husband; he puts the young man through a series of trials to prove the strength of  his love and the sincerity of his submission to chastity. Finally, everyone is reunited, Ferdinand and Miranda affianced, Prospero resumes the Dukedom of Milan and all board the boat, to head back for their European homeland, while the natives of the island, human and supernatural, are left behind.


As here described, the play, while highly theatrical, seems to lack drama. There is never any doubt of the outcome of Prospero’s machinations – with the whole island at his service, and his magical powers, he has all the cards in his hands – and therefore no suspense in the conventional sense. The only questions are how exactly Prospero will carry out his plan, how his victims will behave, and what the final resolution will be. In these questions resides the fascination of The Tempest, because the answers to them are far from simple. The play is filled with ambiguities and riddles; right at its centre are a series of relationships which are, for the most part, vexed and unresolved. The characters, which include a shape-shifting fairy and the misshapen son of an Algerian witch, are far from conventional. Its meaning is complex, its theatrical form elusive – is it a romance, like Pericles, or Cymbeline, with which it shares certain features in common? Is it a revenge play? Certainly Prospero is involved in paying back ancient grudges. Or is it a masque, filled as it is with songs and divertissements? Or an early travel play, like Brome’s The Antipodes? Perhaps, as often with Shakespeare, it is all of these things simultaneously, as contradictory and many-faceted as life itself, its power a result of its dream-like distortions which penetrate our subconscious imaginations and remain deeply lodged there to be puzzled over for the dark and far-from-simple truths that they contain.


Over the 400 years since it was first performed, it has been variously conceived. In the 17th century it was seen as an extravagant and exotic pantomime; in the 18th as an examination of the rival claims of nature and nurture; in the 19th as a metaphor of the theatre and its illusions, more explicitly as an autobiographical play with Prospero standing for Shakespeare himself; in the 20th and early 21st centuries the play has often been seen as a savage statement about colonialism and Empire.


There is, of course, no obligation on anyone’s part to offer a definitive account of the play – of any play: any or all of these approaches may be valid from their different perspectives. But it is always instructive to look closely at what story is being told, what the audience discovers, minute by minute, as they watch the play – what, that is, Shakespeare means us to experience. It is worth noting that The Tempest was almost certainly written for indoor performance, whether at court or in the company’s theatre at Blackfriars, which gave the playwright the opportunity of using light and effects; the play is dotted about with interludes of what might be described as physical theatre, involving appearances and disappearances, spectacular manifestations and sudden eruptions of energy. Music occupies a larger role in The Tempest than in any other of Shakespeare’s plays. All these elements belong to the realm of the supernatural, which was entirely real for Shakespeare, all part of the complex experience of being human which is, ultimately and always, the subject of his work.


The play starts with what might be called the title scene: the devastating storm which wrecks the boat conveying a royal party from a wedding they have just attended. It is a scene of consummate mastery, although all too often in performance it is barely heard, obscured by thrilling special effects and actorly roaring. Each line adds something to our knowledge of the situation: we first meet the captain and his crew, trying to deal with the crisis; then the aristocratic passengers, accustomed to being obeyed, who pompously berate them, and are slapped down in no uncertain terms. ‘Be patient,’ urges an elderly courtier. ‘When the sea is,’ snaps back the boatswain. One of the passengers, it appears, is a king, but his authority counts for nothing here, where the waves rule. ‘What cares these roarers for the name of king?’ shouts the boatswain, a naked statement of lèse-majesté that may have sent a shiver down the spines of the play’s first audience in the Palace of  Whitehall. ‘To cabin! Silence! Trouble us not.’ The old courtier persists in trying to secure some respect for his master. This exasperates the boatswain: ‘You are a councillor; if you can command these elements to silence and work the peace of the present, we will not hand a rope more. Use your authority.’ And if that doesn’t work, the boatswain adds, get downstairs to your cabin ‘for the mischance of the hour, if it so hap.’ Shouting ‘out of our way, I say!’, he runs off; the mariners never stop moving, running from one end of the ship to the other in their desperate attempts to save it.


‘I have great comfort from this fellow,’ the old man, left alone, remarks of the boatswain. ‘Methinks he hath no drowning mark on him.’ In a couple of lines, we get the old boy’s decent, sane and shrewd character; when Sebastian and Alonso re-appear, we just as succinctly get theirs: they immediately start abusing the boatswain: ‘A pox o’ your throat, you bawling, blasphemous, incharitable dog,’ screams Sebastian; ‘Hang, cur! Hang, you whoreson, insolent noise-maker!’ adds Alonso for good measure. But their contumely is wasted: the boat is doomed – splitting in two. ‘Enter mariners, wet,’ states the stage direction. ‘A confused noise within.’ The old counsellor thinks of his wife and children; Antonio piously proposes that they should all sink with the King, who is below decks, praying with his son. Sebastian – the King’s brother – has other ideas: ‘Let’s take leave of him,’ he shouts, and races off to save himself, with Antonio not far behind. The old man, whom we will soon discover is called Gonzalo, quits too, hoping, despite the terror all around him, the disintegration of the boat and the howling gale, to die ‘a dry death’.


The scene changes. A young girl, frightened and upset, is in urgent conversation with her grizzled father, who is clad in exotic garments. The first thing she says to him is astonishing: ‘If by your Art, my dearest father, you have/Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them.’ He, it seems, has caused the terrible tempest we have just witnessed, in which everyone we have so far seen has surely perished.


At this point, I must apologize to the reader for having had to endure what seems to have been a pedantic and pointless exercise: we all know that The Tempest starts with a storm which Prospero has raised. We all know, in fact, that Prospero is a sort of magician. But Shakespeare’s plays are so carefully, so precisely constructed that it is unwise for either the reader or the actor to glide over the details. This opening sequence is no mere curtain-raiser, an atmospheric overture. It is an exceptional example of exposition – of story-telling, in fact. The storm itself and the terror and panic it causes are vividly and credibly evoked in a handful of pages, the individuals involved revealed one after another as in any disaster movie: this is Titanic in three minutes. We swiftly learn how each of them behaves in a crisis; Gonzalo apart, it is not a pretty sight. We don’t know exactly who they are, apart from the fact that one of them is a king, but we do know that they turn ugly under pressure. Despite this, they deserve our pity: a catastrophe of this sort is everyone’s personal nightmare.


To then discover that the storm is no mere natural phenomenon, but has been created by Miranda’s father, is sensational. He is a magician. And here we meet an immediate challenge. What is a magician? Not David Copperfield, clearly – no mere illusionist; Prospero has real power over the elements. Neither for Shakespeare nor for his audience did this suggest anything either fraudulent or necessarily transgressive. Just as travellers and explorers were discovering that nature took many different forms from those known to the European mind, so scientists were probing the ways in which the universe worked. Everything seemed possible:


When we were boys,


as Gonzalo says in Act II, scene II:




Who would believe that there were mountaineers


Dew-lapp’d like bulls, whose throats had


hanging at ’em


Wallets of flesh? or that there were such men


Whose heads stood in their breasts?





The secrets of life were known and laid out in esoteric writings and their meaning could only be understood after years of study. This was theurgy, an essentially benevolent pursuit, requiring extreme mental application and discipline, and fearless engagement with the spirits who could bypass natural laws. Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, following the same path, has dark and sinister dealings with Satan; while Ben Jonson’s alchemist, Subtle, is revealed as a con man. But these were exceptional. Being a magician – or magus, as some called themselves – was a highly respected calling. The mathematician, astronomer and astrologer Dr John Dee, sometime tutor and advisor to the Queen, was a Magician, and he was at the heart of the Elizabethan establishment: many of the brightest spirits of the Elizabethan age, soldiers, politicians, had studied with him. For most of his life he was engaged in a passionate quest for communion with angels, not for sentimental reasons, but to re-establish man’s place in the natural order – an admirable pursuit, it seemed to his contemporaries. And Prospero had followed John Dee’s example, holing himself up in his study with the occult books; like him, he is filled with superhuman energies, enabling him to control nature.


Miranda of course knows all about her father’s work on the secret texts, and the powers those studies have conferred on him; to her it is entirely normal. What comes as a great shock to her is the story her father, with barely controlled rage, tells her: how she and he had another life before they came to the island; how he had once been the powerful ruler of the Duchy of Milan; how, even then immersed in his books, he had deputed his brother Antonio to manage the Duchy while he studied; how Antonio had fallen in love with his newly acquired authority and how – supported by the King of Naples – he had brutally usurped Prospero, casting him and his baby child Miranda onto the water, which is how they came to be on the island. And now, by miraculous chance, Prospero tells Miranda, Antonio and the King of Naples, Alonso, with his son Ferdinand and his brother Sebastian, and the good old courtier Gonzalo, have travelled from Tunisia, for the marriage of Alonso’s daughter to the North African King, and their ship has passed by Prospero’s island. This was the ship destroyed in the recent tempest. All this news is so overwhelming to Miranda that the only way she can deal with it is to fall asleep. No sooner has she given in to sleep, than we see Prospero’s magic in action: he calls up a spirit – his ‘dainty spirit’ Ariel, as he calls him. Ariel is the agent of Prospero’s will, whipped up the terrible tempest (which, as instructed, has damaged no one) and is now given strict and detailed instructions as to how to deal with the castaways. But this spirit quickly reveals that he has a will of his own. Asked to do more, he chafes, reminding Prospero that he has promised to free him. Prospero snaps back at him: the anger he has shown when recounting the story of his usurpation to Miranda comes surging to the surface again. Harshly he reminds Ariel of the fate from which he rescued him: trapped for twelve years in a tree by a witch whose bidding he would not do, and who died without releasing him. Ariel defers.


The plot is set: Prospero’s experiment in human behaviour is put into motion. He instructs Ariel to separate Ferdinand from the others. The rest of the castaways are left to their own devices: Alonso, convinced that Ferdinand is drowned, swiftly falls into despair. Ariel causes him and Gonzalo to fall asleep. As soon as they do, Antonio, Prospero’s usurper, starts to urge Sebastian to usurp the throne of Naples, overthrowing his own brother. Shakespeare’s dark vision of   human relations – in particular fraternal ones – is rendered all the bleaker by the suddenness with which his characters fall into vicious and murderous behaviour; again, time is speeded up: an entire Jacobean tragedy in miniature unfolds over two pages of text. Seconds before Sebastian’s sword finds its mark, Ariel intervenes; the King and Gonzalo abruptly wake up. A mood of anxiety and fear grips them all.


Meanwhile, in another part of the island, the King’s butler and his jester, Stephano and Trinculo, both drunk, have stumbled on Caliban, deformed son of the witch who long ago entrapped Ariel in the tree. Once he was master of the island, but, since making lustful advances to Miranda, he has been reduced to slavery by Prospero, till then his friend and teacher. Stephano and Trinculo introduce Caliban to booze; he drunkenly swears to follow them, and so, led on by the invisible Ariel’s seductive sounds, the crazy trio stumble across the island. But here, too, there is division: Caliban acclaims Stephano as King but despises Trinculo. These lowly representatives of the human race do no more to enhance its reputation than their social superiors.


Prospero’s most urgent task concerns Ferdinand and Miranda: he plans to marry them. Their dynastic union is of paramount importance to him, a fresh start for both Naples and Milan. Luckily, they fall in love at sight, but Ferdinand has first to prove himself worthy of Miranda; above all he must show that he is master of his sexual urges. With brutal insistence, Prospero compels him – a Prince – to lug logs and chop them for hours on end; later he leaves the two of them alone – or so they believe. He is keeping them under the closest surveillance. Finally convinced of Ferdinand’s decency, Prospero summons up a luscious banquet, presided over by three deities, who celebrate fertility and – once again, with especial insistence – pre-marital chastity. The banquet and the goddesses disappear in an instant; Prospero has more pressing matters to attend to. Summoning Ariel, he makes the final preparations for confronting his enemies, planning the climax of his elaborate revenge. His spells have all worked so far; but Ariel, so close to being finally released from his service to Prospero, confesses to having some pity for the mortals in their suffering and bewilderment. Prospero softens a little, too, but then urges Ariel to bring things to a conclusion; left alone, he renounces his ‘rough magic’.


The castaways gather: first the King, Gonzalo, Sebastian, Antonio, then, well soused, Sebastian, Trinculo and Caliban. Finally Prospero appears, to general astonishment. He draws back a curtain to reveal Ferdinand and Miranda; the sight of the son he thought drowned reduces Alonso to tears. Prospero, now impressively attired in the official raiment of the Duke of Milan, releases Ariel from his servitude, and, having in parting acknowledged Caliban – ‘this thing of darkness’ – as his own, leads the chastened company to the ship, to resume the life from which he and Miranda were ousted a dozen years before. The ending is unresolved, ambiguous: so many ends untied. What will become of Alonso now Prospero has resumed his throne? Will Caliban resume rulership of the island that was once his? And will Ariel be content with that?


As if to answer, the actor playing Prospero breaks away from the others and turns to the audience, asking them to release him:




As you from crimes would pardoned be


Let your indulgence set me free.





The Tempest is a huge echo chamber, resonating and reverberating with innumerable themes and patterns, all of which are profoundly worth examining in performance: colonialism, the nature of the theatre, fraternal treachery, interference with natural processes, to name a very few. But I have chosen to look at the narrative, the backbone of the play, asking the time-honoured and indispensable question, what actually happens in The Tempest? What is the action? What is the story? Because this is the only way that it will ultimately release its manifold and wondrous secrets.
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PROSPERO Let them be hunted soundly.








THE TEMPEST



DRAMATIS PERSONAE


ALONSO, King of Naples.


SEBASTIAN, his brother.


PROSPERO, the right Duke of Milan.


ANTONIO, his brother, the usurping Duke of Milan.


FERDINAND, son to the King of Naples.


GONZALO, an honest old counsellor.
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CALIBAN, a savage and deformed slave.


TRINCULO, a jester.


STEPHANO, a drunken butler.


MASTER OF A SHIP, BOATSWAIN, and MARINERS.


MIRANDA, daughter to Prospero.


ARIEL, an airy spirit.
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OTHER SPIRITS ATTENDING ON PROSPERO.


SCENE — A ship at sea; afterwards an island.
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ACT I


SCENE I




A ship at sea: a tempestuous noise of thunder and lightning heard.


Enter a SHIP-MASTER and a BOATSWAIN.


SHIP-MASTER


Boatswain!


BOATSWAIN


Here, master: what cheer?


SHIP-MASTER


Good, speak to the mariners: fall to’t yarely, or we run ourselves a-ground: bestir, bestir.       [Exit.


Enter MARINERS.


BOATSWAIN


Heigh, my hearts! cheerly, cheerly, my hearts! yare, yare!


Take in the topsail! Tend to the master’s whistle!


[Exeunt MARINERS.] — Blow, till thou burst thy wind, if room enough!


Enter ALONSO, SEBASTIAN, ANTONIO, FERDINAND, GONZALO, and others.


ALONSO


Good boatswain, have care. Where’s the master?


Play the men.


BOATSWAIN


I pray now, keep below.


ANTONIO


Where is the master, boatswain?


BOATSWAIN


Do you not hear him? You mar our labour: keep your cabins: you do assist the storm.


GONZALO


Nay, good, be patient.


BOATSWAIN


When the sea is. Hence! What cares these roarers for the name of king? To cabin: silence! trouble us not.


GONZALO


Good, yet remember whom thou hast aboard.


BOATSWAIN


None that I more love than myself. You are a counsellor; if you can command these elements to silence, and work the peace of the present, we will not hand a rope more; use your authority: if you cannot, give thanks you have lived so long, and make yourself ready in your cabin for the mischance of the hour, if it so hap. — Cheerly, good hearts! — Out of our way, I say.       [Exit.


GONZALO


I have great comfort from this fellow: methinks he hath no drowning-mark upon him; his complexion is perfect gallows. Stand fast, good Fate, to his hanging! make the rope of his destiny our cable, for our own doth little advantage! If he be not born to be hang’d, our case is miserable.       [Exeunt.


Enter BOATSWAIN.


BOATSWAIN


Down with the topmast! yare; lower, lower!


Bring her to try with main-course! [A cry within.]


A plague upon this howling! they are louder than the weather or our office.


Enter SEBASTIAN, ANTONIO, and GONZALO.


Yet again! what do you here? Shall we give o’er, and drown? Have you a mind to sink?


SEBASTIAN


A pox o’your throat, you bawling, blasphemous, incharitable dog!


BOATSWAIN


Work you, then.


ANTONIO


Hang, cur, hang! you whoreson, insolent noisemaker, we are less afraid to be drown’d than thou art.


GONZALO


I’ll warrant him for drowning; though the ship were no stronger than a nutshell, and as leaky as an unstanch’d wench.


BOATSWAIN


Lay her a-hold, a-hold! set her two courses off to sea again: lay her off!


Enter MARINERS wet.


MARINERS


All lost! to prayers, to prayers! all lost!


BOATSWAIN


What, must our mouths be cold?


GONZALO


The king and prince at prayers! let’s assist them, For our case is as theirs.


SEBASTIAN


I’m out of patience.


ANTONIO


We are merely cheated of our lives by drunkards:


This wide-chapp’d rascal, — would thou mightst lie drowning,


The washing of ten tides!


GONZALO


He’ll be hang’d yet,


Though every drop of water swear against it,


And gape at widest to glut him.


[A confused noise within, — ‘Mercy on us!’ —


‘We split, we split!’ — ‘Farewell, my wife and children!’ —


‘Farewell, brother!’ — ‘We split, we split, we split!’]


ANTONIO


Let’s all sink with the king.


SEBASTIAN




Let’s take leave of him.


[Exeunt ANTONIO and SEBASTIAN.





GONZALO


Now would I give a thou sand furlongs of sea for an acre of barren ground, — long heath, broom, furze, any thing. The wills above be done! but I would fain die a dry death. [Exeunt.


SCENE II


The island: before PROSPERO’S cell.


Enter PROSPERO and MIRANDA.


MIRANDA


If by your art, my dearest father, you have


Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them.


The sky, it seems, would pour down stinking pitch,


But that the sea, mounting to the welkin’s cheek,
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