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Revisiting The Tempest

ARTHUR F. KINNEY
University of Massachusetts, Amherst

I

The most significant criticism of Tudor and Stuart literary texts in re-
cent years has returned these texts to the cultural moment that first
produced them. Explicitly or not, such literary criticism has contri-
buted to a deepening understanding of historical consciousness in the
period. “Considering literary texts not as autonomous utterances out
of history, but as illustrations of a Renaissance culture whose forms
of representation are conditioned by the social, political world they
participate in,” Thomas Healy observes, “has prompted readings of
texts which seek to restore their former agencies and original discur-
sive energies.”! While he goes on to ask how we might best gain access
to such a culture—a highly rhetorical one that privileged feigning—
the general practice has been to follow the “interpretive theory of
culture” of Clifford Geertz and his principle of “thick description” as
practiced by Stephen Greenblatt, Louis Adrian Montrose, and Steven
Mullaney among others—that is, in the words of Geertz, “the study of
culture [in which] the signifiers are not symptoms or clusters of symp-
toms, but symbolic acts or clusters of symbolic acts.” For Geertz, all
possible observations of a culture are “inscriptions” of it, and his prac-
tice is one of “setting down the meaning particular social actions have
for the actors whose actions they are, and stating, as explicitly as we
can manage, what the knowledge thus attained demonstrates about
the society in which it is found.”

I am grateful to Janel Mueller for her many suggestions in preparing this essay for
publication.

1. Thomas Healy, New Latitudes: Theory and English Renaissance Literature (London,
1992), p. 60.

2. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York, 1977), pp. 26-27.
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162 MODERN PHILOLOGY

Such a semiotic practice of reading literary texts, customs, and ac-
tions as cultural documents, as signs of a cultural moment, is for me
even more firmly rooted in the theory of the Annales school repre-
sented in the work of Marc Bloch.? The powerfully influential argu-
ment of that school, that history must extend beyond conventional
archival resources to include all kinds of evidence, so that even extra-
verbal or nonverbal pieces of evidence such as a landscape are “read”
as texts, has helped immensely in providing a fuller sense of history.
The method supplies multiple viewpoints, often irreconcilable, which
locate facets of a past moment or period that both extend and enrich
our knowledge of it. While Bloch argues that all knowledge is indirect
and must necessarily operate to reconstruct rather than to recover or
reidentify the past, his further insistence that understanding the past
always means interrogating the past has been especially useful. Bloch
thus proposes a field theory of examination by which any single work
or object under scrutiny is always seen in the wider context of which
it is, and has always necessarily been, a part.

What we have long called literary texts, therefore, both register and
interrogate the ideas and values of a culture at the same time they
intervene in that culture and help constitute it. Some examples will
show what I have in mind. When Sidney’s Euarchus, at the close of the
comprehensive fiction of Arcadia, finds himself unable to accommo-
date the guilt of his son because the laws of justice do not admit ex-
ceptions, the author makes a powerful comment favoring the newer
courts of equity and an equally powerful questioning of the courts of
common law, dependent wholly on precedent, under Elizabeth I. The
fiction does not stop being a fiction, nor the romance a romance, but
at the same time it interrogates the Tudor court system and inter-
rupts the smugness with which other writers praised it in both Lon-
don and the provinces. When lago in Othello is able to challenge the
self-confident judgment of his general by showing in the person of
the drunken Cassio that Othello chose an inferior man as his lieu-
tenant, that Othello’s autocratic wisdom can be called to account and
found lacking, Shakespeare not only draws directly on the military
manuals of his day; he also demonstrates the inherent limitations of a
military conditioning and mind-set given to absolute commands and
irrevocable decisions that can be fallible—and he gestures even more
dramatically toward the clear and present dangers of James VI, who
displays an equally stubborn self-confidence in writing and publish-
ing his political doctrine of enlightened absolutism. When, in “The
Collar,” the poet George Herbert, self-exiled to the small village par-

3. Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York, 1953).
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ish of Bemerton in distant Wales, writes “I struck the board, and cry’d,
No more. / I will abroad,” he is not merely announcing a frustration
with the Christian faith or exemplifying the Christian state of near
despair. He is also demonstrating through the textual register of med-
itative poetry how the Protestant who is neither Genevan nor papist
can yearn for more than the Erastian provisos of the Church of
England. He is talking about the plight of the religious in a nation
which charts contradictory and unsettled religious paths.

Social and economic conditions also help us to resituate texts in
their cultural moment. All’s Well That Ends Well is a play that has long
troubled me—not because it is a problem play in its admixture of
realism and folktale, as Anne Barton and others have regarded it since
W. W. Lawrence first made the case*—but because the play offers such
strong resolutions based on strained premises. The king rewarding a
commoner by approving marriage with nobility, for instance, is remi-
niscent of Thomas Dekker’s improbable conclusion to The Shoemaker’s
Holiday. On this point Sheldon P. Zitner has helpfully noted that
Shakespeare’s play was written (and first performed) at the height of
controversy over the Court of Wards, which enabled the Crown to
profit from the persons and inherited property of minors by selling—
or, for a fee, allowing its nobility to sell—the guardianship of orphans.
Helena is such a ward, in effect surrendered by the Countess of Rossil-
lion to the King as a chattel whose perquisite it is to assign control of
her for profit; Bertram, on the other hand, is equally without control
of his own property because his father had the bad fortune to die
before his son came of age.5 All’s Well, then, starts with two recently
orphaned youth of different genders whose actions put a hierarchical
and relatively closed society to the test. The play is about what these
orphans do. It is also, from this perspective, about what they can do:
court service and military service for him; nursing and the convent for
her. From another perspective, the play conducts a rigorous exami-
nation of rank and gender in late Tudor England (as well as France,
where the action reputedly takes place).

In a different way, The Merry Wives of Windsor intervenes in its cul-
tural moment. I think it is no accident that this play is set uniquely in
Shakespeare’s contemporary England because it means to question
economic conditions there. Windsor, the play’s sole location, was

4. Anne Barton, introduction to All’s Well That Ends Well, in The Riverside Shakespeare
(Boston, 1974), p. 502; William Witherle Lawrence, Shakespeare’s Problem Comedies, 2d ed.
(New York, 1959), pp. 1-77. All quotations from Shakespeare’s plays are taken from the
Riverside text.

5. Sheldon P. Zitner, All’s Well That Ends Well, Twayne’s New Critical Introductions to
Shakespeare (Boston, 1989), pp. 42-46.
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then a royal borough, but it was also a village devastated (as were
other parts of the country) by four years of bad harvests between 1593
and 1597: by unusual dearth, poverty, starvation, and death. In this
context the gluttonous Falstaff serves as the perfect ironic sign. As in
the history plays, he is “out at heels” (1.3.31), while the merchants of
the play, the Pages and the Fords, stuff themselves at feast after feast.
The Merry Wives is a play about the haves and the have-nots, about the
deepening economic divide in the late “golden years” of Elizabeth I.
This play, too, functions as commentary, entering into the culture for
its material, returning that material to the culture as farce. But why
farce? Perhaps by way of analogy to the invention during the Great
Depression in the 1930s of screwball comedies in Hollywood, musical
comedies on Broadway, and the new game of Monopoly—to relieve
economic distress by making light of it.®

But if texts can be seen as events,7 events can also serve as texts. Es-
sex’s London revolt on February 8, 1601, is a textual event because it
can be read as an act of political belief, interrogating Tudor justice
and leadership, just as much as can John Hayward’s account of the
reign of Henry IV, which aligns Henry with Essex. Both were read as
such in their own time, although only one of them is verbal. Both are
signs of and in a particular historical consciousness. Both function
semiotically, as “documents.”

These and other instances have led me to formulate four working
premises or axioms—starting places for examining texts and signs
which may be subject to change, addition, or suspension but which
nevertheless remain good heuristic points of departure:

1. No textis ever entirely unmarked by its time and place.

2. Every text has some intention; even when the intention is mis-
conceived, unrealized, or misunderstood, no text is innocent of pur-
pose or reception.

3. Every text potentially has multiple interpreters and multiple
occasions through which it is interpreted or conveyed.

4. No text is completely unequivocal or conclusive.

The limitation when working with a past time such as the early mod-
ern period is that the only cultural signs are those preserved in the
written or pictorial records available to us: even our knowledge of the
event of Essex’s rebellion relies on extant verbal documents. Such
documents may be as formal as court proceedings or as informal as

6. I develop this argument in greater detail =+ “Textual Signs in The Merry Wives of
Windsor,” Yearbook of English Studies 23 (1993): 206—-34.

7. The phrase is J. G. A. Pocock’s in “Texts as Events: Reflections on the History of Po-
litical Thought,” in Politics as Discourse: The Literature and History of Seventeenth-Century Eng-
land, ed. Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1987), p. 21.
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gossip recorded in letters or diaries, but they survive as potential ob-
jects of our knowledge because they are in written or printed form. In
the absence of other means of knowledge they have served to privi-
lege writing, and historically this has in turn served to privilege litera-
ture. But the uniqueness of written transmission does not make
literature autonomous. In fact, it need not even cause us to categorize
verbal texts as exclusively verbal, for such preserved records may also
indicate sights and sounds that are equally important for reconstruct-
ing a cultural moment and a literary text within that moment. Shake-
speare’s The Tempest is a particularly significant case in point.

I

For the past decade, Shakespeare’s works have been a chief site for
the cultural examination of English literary texts, and The Tempest has
been one of the foremost among them. The play is read as recording
and interrogating several concerns of early Stuart England: absolutist
rule, white magic, discovery of the New World, colonialism, imperial-
ism, racism. In 1975 Geoffrey Bullough isolated twelve texts as “narra-
tive and dramatic sources” of the play; in 1977, in a work dedicated to
Bullough, Kenneth Muir confirmed these and added a few of his own.8
Both emphasized three printed pamphlets of voyages to the New
World and one manuscript account not published until 1625, all of
them concerned with an expedition shipwrecked in the Bermudas
which may account for Shakespeare’s reference to “the still-vex’d Ber-
moothes” (Tempest 1.2.229). These four texts are A True and Sincere Dec-
laration of the purpose and ends of the Plantation begun in Virginia, “set
forth by the authority of the Governors and councillors” (1609), A Dis-
covery of the Bermudas, otherwise called the Ile of Divels, by Sir Thomas Gates,
Sir George Sommers and Captayne Newport, with divers others, attributed to
Silvester Jourdain (1610), A true Declaration of the estate of the Colony of Vir-
ginia, with a confutation of such scandalous reports as have tended to the dis-
grace of so worthy an enterprise (1610), and a long letter to an “excellent
Lady” sent from Virginia on July 15, 1610, by William Strachey, Gates’s
secretary at Jamestown, eventually published as A True Repertory of the
Wracke and Redemption of Sir Thomas Gates, Knight; upon, and from the
llands of the Bermudas: his coming to Virginia, and the estate of that Colonie
there, and after, under the government of the Lord La Warre.° Muir largely
dismisses these pamphlets as necessary sources, since the details they re-
count are generic to voyages and reflect common knowledge as well as

8. Geoffrey Bullough, ed., Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare (London, 1975),
8:275-339; Kenneth Muir, The Sources of Shakespeare’s Plays (London, 1977), pp. 278-83.
9. Bullough, 8:238-39.
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common sense.!? But Bullough uses the pamphlets to argue for dating
Shakespeare’s play in 1611. He especially emphasizes Strachey’s letter.
“After describing in detail the shipwreck,” Bullough notes, “this letter
gave a vivid account of the indiscipline, mutiny, and perils from sav-
age Indians suffered by the colonists from June 1609 to July 1610.”!1
How Shakespeare could have seen this letter, which circulated at
court in one or more manuscript copies at the time, is unclear: there
is not a shred of evidence, in fact, that the playwright, not privy to the
court himself, ever did see it. Bullough himself is conscious of this and
hastens to defend his claim: “He must have known several members of
the Council besides the Earls of Southampton and Pembroke, e.g.,
Sir Dudley Digges and Christopher Brooke, and perhaps Sir Henry Ne-
ville. Moreover he would know prominent investors such as William
Leveson, who had been appointed in 1607 to raise money for the Com-
pany, and Sir Henry Rainsford of Clifford Chambers, two miles from
Stratford, who, with Shakespeare, was mentioned in the will of John
Combes in 1613. Any of these may have let him read a copy of Stra-
chey’s narrative.”!? The circumstantial argument is tenuous; it may
also be moot. Greenblatt notes in summary that “the narrative materi-
als that passed from Strachey to Shakespeare, from the Virginia Com-
pany to the King’s Men: a violent tempest, a providential shipwreck
on a strange island, a crisis in authority provoked by both danger and
excess, a fear of lower-class disorder and upper-class ambition, a tri-
umphant affirmation of absolute control linked to the manipulation
of anxiety and to a departure from the island” were all less central to
the play than other concerns. “The swerve away from these materials,”
Greenblatt continues, “is as apparent as their presence: the island is
not in America but in the Mediterranean; it is not uninhabited—Ariel
and Caliban (and, for that matter, Sycorax) were present before the
arrival of Prospero and Miranda; none of the figures are in any sense
colonists; the departure is for home rather than a colony and entails
not an unequivocal heightening of authority but a partial diminution,
signaled in Prospero’s abjuration of magic.” He adds that while Stra-
chey’s narrative moves toward martial law, Shakespeare’s play moves
toward forgiveness, toward marriage rather than punishment.!3 These
are telling points of difference, yet Greenblatt himself is unwilling to
surrender entirely the printed cultural document which has also uni-
versally been declared the primary basis of Shakespeare’s play.

10. Muir, p. 280.

11. Bullough, 8:239.

12. Ibid.

13. Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in
Renaissance England (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1988), pp. 154-55.
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The play seems to act out a fantasy of mind control, to celebrate
absolute patriarchal rule, to push to an extreme the dream of order,
epic achievement, and ideological justification implicit in Strachey’s
text. The lower-class resistance Strachey chronicles becomes in
Shakespeare the drunken rebellion of Stephano and Trinculo, the
butler and jester who, suddenly finding themselves freed from their
masters, are drawn to a poor man’s fantasy of mastery: “the King and all
our company else being drown’d, we will inherit here” (2.2.174-75).
Similarly, the upper-class resistance of Henry Paine is transformed into
the murderous treachery of Sebastian, in whom the shipwreck arouses
dreams of an escape from subordination to his older brother, the king
of Naples, just as Antonio had escaped subordination to his older
brother Prospero.!4

Moreover, “By invoking fratricidal rivalry here Shakespeare is not only
linking the Strachey materials to his own long-standing theatrical
preoccupations but also supplementing the contractual authority of a
governor like Sir Thomas Gates with the familial and hence culturally
sanctified authority of the eldest son.”!?

Despite the rich suggestiveness of these speculations, they do not
address the question of Shakespeare’s access to such a manuscript nor
do they address in any conclusive way Muir’s overall objection. The
treachery of explorers in the New World, both old and young, both to
their leaders and to the natives they discovered in their voyages to new
lands, was commonplace. The discussion in and about the Exchange
and Inns of Court in London, in streets and in pubs, would have given
Shakespeare access to reports and gossip about New World voyaging.
The chief problem regarding the Strachey manuscript is the way it
has served to block further investigation, offering enough so that crit-
ics of early Stuart culture have not bothered to consider either an
earlier printed pamphlet about another expedition that was available
both to Shakespeare and to the members of his audiences, or certain
related cultural phenomena—in this instance daily sights in London
—that must have influenced both playwright and playgoers. What I
have in mind are “Tahanedo, a Sagamo or Commander,” “Amoret,” “Ski-
cowaros” and an unnamed male, both “Maneddo Gentlemen,” and
“Sassacomoit, a servant”—five Native Americans brought from the New
World to London in 1605 to be put on show as booty of a successful
voyage.!® The natives’ daily presence in London must have had at least

14. Ibid., p. 155.

15. Ibid., p. 156.

16. James Rosier, A True Relation of the most prosperous voyage made this present yeere 1605,
by Captaine George Waymouth, in the Discovery of the land of Virginia; Where he discovered 60
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as much effect on Shakespeare and on the conceptualization of The
Tempest as any written pamphlets—Ilive “texts” that could serve the
playwright as “sources” in the very cultural moment he was writing
his play.

Considering the vastly different cultural interpretations that have
been given to Caliban in The Tempest—a noble savage, an unregener-
ate son of a witch—how were natives who have been captured and
brought to England viewed in the early 1600s? There is no sure way of
telling, and unanimity is unlikely in any case. But some indication may
be found in the only extant account of their very existence: A True
Relation of the most prosperous voyage made this present yeere 1605, by Cap-
taine George Waymouth, in the Discovery of the land of Virginia: Where he dis-
covered 60 miles up a most excellent River: together with a most fertile land,
Written by James Rosier, a Gentleman employed in the voyage. This text was
in circulation half a dozen years before the putative date of The
Tempest, although Robert Cecil, earl of Salisbury, in collusion with Sir
Thomas Smith, Sir Walter Cope, the East Indian and Levant Company
merchant, and others, tried to suppress it because the work recounted
the spoils of New England instead of Virginia where they had all
directed their own investments.

Rosier’s work begins, like The Tempest, with a battering storm fol-
lowed by a providential land at “five fathoms” (cf. Ariel’s song at
1.2.398): “We all with great joy praised God for his unspeakable good-
nesse, who had from so apparent danger delivered us, & directed us
upon this day into so secure an Harbour: in remembrance whereof we
named it Pentecost-harbor, we arriving there that day out of our last
Harbor in England, from whence we set saile upon Easterday” (sig. Blv;
p- 262). Rosier describes the island as “woody, growen with Firre,
Birch, Oke, and Beech, as farr as we saw along the shore; and so likely
to be within” (sig. B1; p. 259) and then erupts in sheer joy with a cata-
log of berries, bushes, trees, and wildlife (sig. B2v; pp. 265-66; sig.
E3v-E4; pp. 304-7). But much of his attention is also directed to the
“savages.” While this term was by then commonplace—Shakespeare
uses it in The Tempest (2.2.58) while Rosier employs it throughout his
text and marginalia—the first occurrence of the word, in Rosier’s
preface, is already ominous. Rosier notes that those aboard the Arch-
angell “could not allure our Captaine or any speciall man of our Com-
pany to combine with them for their direction, nor obtaine their

miles up a most excellent River: together with a most fertile land (London, 1605), sig. E4; also
in David B. Quinn and Alison M. Quinn, The English New England Voyages, 1602-1608,
Hakluyt Society, 2d ser., no. 161 (London, 1983), p. 309. Subsequent references will be
to both texts and will hereafter appear in the text. Here and below I modernize i/j and
u/v and silently emend contractions in the old-spelling text.
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purpose, in conveying away our Salvages, which was busily in practice”
(sig. A2v; p. 262).

Natives of the New World never appear in William Strachey’s private
account, but they are at the center of Rosier’s more public one. Those
on the Archangell at first find the natives “all very civill and merrie:
shewing tokens of much thankefulnesse, for those things we gave
them. We found them then (as after) a people of exceeding good in-
vention, quicke understanding and readie capacitie” (sig. B3v; p. 269).
“They had been fishing and fowling,” we are told, and when “we were
ready to come away, they shewed us great cups made very wittily of
barke, in form almost square, full of a red berry about the bignesse of
a bullis [small round object, OED substantive 2], which they did eat,
and gave us by handfuls” (sig. C3; p. 280). Rosier expands on a report
by Owen Griffin about the natives’ manner

and (as I may terme them) the ceremonies of their idolatry: which they
performe thus. One among them (the eldest of the Company, as he
judged) riseth right up, the other sitting still, and looking about,
suddenly cried with a loud voice, Baugh, Waugh: then the women fall
downe, and lie upon the ground, and the men all together answering
the same, fall a stamping round about the fire with both feet, as hard as
they can, making the ground shake, with sundry outcries, and change
of voice and sound. Many take the fire-sticks and thrust them into the
earth, and then rest awhile: of a sudden beginning as before, they
continue so stamping, till the yonger sort fetched from the shore many
stones, of which every man tooke one, and first beat upon them with
their fire sticks, then with the stones beat the earth with all their
strength. And in this manner (as he reported) they continued above
two hours. (Sig. C2v; p. 278)

These New World natives are, then, spectacular and Other, erotic,
passionate, perhaps intractable: “One of them ware a kinde of Coronet
about his head, made very cunningly, of a substance like stiffe haire
coloured red, broad, and more than a handfull in depth, which we
imagined to be some ensigne of his superioritie: for he so much es-
teemed it as he would not for any thing exchange the same” (sig. D1v;
p. 287). But Rosier’s attempt to make the natives objects of knowledge
does not at any point dismiss their strangeness: “they paint their bod-
ies with blacke, their faces, some with red, some with blacke, and some
with blew”; “they suffer no haire to grow on their faces, but on their
head very long and very blacke” (sig. B3v; pp. 268-69). Quite literally,
these persons are, as Prospero calls Caliban, “thing[s] of darkness”
(5.1.275).

At perhaps the crucial juncture of Rosier’s account, he notes that
the officers of the Archangell gain the upper hand over the natives by
tricking them with ostensible magic: “Our Captaine shewed them a
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strange thing which they wondered at. His sword and mine having
beene touched with the Loadstone [magnet], [he] tooke up a knife,
and held it fast when they plucked it away, made the knife turne, being
laid on a blocke, and touching it with his sword, made that take up a
needle, wherat they much marvelled. This we did to cause them to
imagine some great power in us; and for that to oue [awe] and fear us”
(sig. C1; p. 274). The explorers then bind the natives with stronger ties
of amicability by giving them novelties and teaching them their uses:

Our Captaine bestowed a shirt upon him, whom we thought to be their
chiefe, who seemed never to have seene any before; we gave him a
brooch to hang about his necke, a great knife, and lesser knives to the
two other, and to every one of them a combe and glasse, the use
whereof we shewed them: whereat they laughed and tooke gladly; we
victualled them, and gave them aqua vitae, which they tasted, but would
by no meanes drinke; our beveridge they liked well, we gave them
Sugar Candy, which after they had tasted they liked and desired more,
and raisons which were given them; and some of every thing they would
reserve to carry to their company. (Sig. B4v; p. 272)

But such actions incrementally corrupt the white men, who sense how
readily they have come by their high regard. Rosier’s straightforward
narrative shows how easy it was for the explorers to begin exploiting
the natives.

The next morning very early, came one Canoa abord us againe with
three Salvages, whom we easily then enticed into our ship, and under
the decke: where we gave them porke, fish, bread and pease, all which
they did eat: and this I noted, they would eat nothing raw, either fish or
flesh. They marvelled much and much looked upon the making of our
canne and kettle, so they did at a head-peece and at our guns, of which
they are most fearefull, and would fall flat downe at the report of them.
At their departure I signed unto them, that if they would bring me such
skins as they ware I would give them knives, and such things as I saw
they most liked, which the chiefe of them promised to do by that time
the Sunne should be beyond the middest of the firmament; this I did to
bring them to an understanding of exchange, and that they might
conceive the intent of our comming to them to be for no other end.
(Sigs. B3v—B4; pp. 270)

Such ostensible “exchange” is followed by deception and betrayal, as
the natives turn against those they had quickly accepted as superiors
and the explorers react in turn: “We began to joyne them in the ranke
of other Salvages, who have beene by travellers in most discoveries
found very trecherous: never attempting mischiefe, untill by some re-
misnesse, fit opportunity affordeth them certaine ability to execute the
same. Wherefore after good advice taken, we determined so soone as
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we could to take some of them, least (being suspitious we had discov-
ered their plots) they should absent themselves from us” (sig. C4; p. 283).
The tale darkens further as Rosier moves from capture to enslavement:

We manned the light horseman with 7 or 8 men, one standing before
carried our box of Marchandise, as we were woont when I went to
traffique with them, and a platter of pease, which meat they loved: but
before we were landed, one of them (being too suspitiously fearefull of
his owne good) withdrew himselfe into the wood. The other two met us
on the shore side, to receive the pease, with whom we went up the Cliffe
to their fire and sate downe with them, and whiles we were discussing
how to catch the third man who was gone, I opened the box, and
shewed them trifles to exchange, thinking thereby to have banisht feare
from the other, and drawen him to returne: but when we could not, we
used little delay, but suddenly laid hands upon them. And it was as
much as five or sixe of us could doe to get them into the light
horseman. For they were strong and so naked as our best hold was by
their long haire on their heads: and we would have beene very loath to
have done them any hurt, which of necessity we had beene constrained
to have done if we had attempted them in a multitude, which we must
and would, rather than have wanted them, being a matter of great
importance for the full accomplement of our voyage. (Sig. C4v; p. 284)

This entrapment constitutes the explorers’ clear and historic measure
of success: “Thus we shipped five Salvages, two Canoas, with all their
bowes and arrowes” back to England (sig. C4v; p. 285). The shipment
is the resounding triumph of their voyage. Naming the native captives
in this report, then, is not merely a matter of record but of high
achievement—proof of a dangerous and exotic voyage and a sign of
material success. The natives have become captives and turned into
live booty. However Shakespeare and his fellow Londoners thought of
these five Indians in 1611, they were presented in 1605 as dark, savage,
alien goods on display as a living wonder-box. The precise location of
their capture is never given—nor is the location of Prospero’s and
Caliban’s “uninhabited island” (editor’s stage direction, p. 1611) be-
cause it has been the site of a slaving raid. By 1611, both Tahanedo and
Caliban were functioning as cultural texts, and Prospero’s actions in
Shakespeare’s play could, and for some would, have been construed by
reference to the actions of those aboard the Archangellsix years earlier.

IT1

J- G. A. Pocock has written that “a text can and must be seen as both an
action and an event.”!” As I began by noting, events are likewise texts,

17. Pocock (n. 7 above), p. 23.
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cultural signs. But if we are to restore past historical consciousness as
much as possible, it will be well not only to read cultural signs but to
hear them too. Hearing is also especially relevant for understanding
The Tempest, although again we need extant writings to tell us how.
Marc Bloch cautions, however, that “even those texts or archaeological
documents which seem the clearest and the most accommodating
will speak only when they are properly questioned.”'® In continuing to
question The Tempest, many twentieth-century readers sense within it
an earlier form that remains in the play as a trace of something else.
The notion of a trace is applicable here.!? As Derrida’s forebear, Em-
manuel Levinas, has written in his essay on “Le trace,” it interchanges
foreground and background to bring half-hidden markings to light:
“La trace n’est pas un signe comme un autre. Mais elle joue aussi le
role du signe. Elle peut étre prise pour un signe. Le détective examine
comme signe révélateur tout ce qui marque sur les lieux du crime,
I’oeuvre volontaire ou involontaire du criminel; le chasseur marche
sur la trace du gibier, laquelle refléte I’activité et la marche de la béte
qu’il veut atteindre; I’historien découvre, a partir des vestiges qu’avait
laissés leur existence, les civilisations anciennes comme horizons de
notre monde.”?® In The Tempest what is brought to light are the mark-
ings of allegory. The sense of discovery is so common that Bullough
comments on it at some length: “The whole piece is indeed so perme-
ated with Christian feeling that it has been interpreted as a Mystery
play in which Prospero, if not the Deity, is ‘the hierophant or initiat-
ing priest’ in a right of purification which the Court party must willy-
nilly undergo.”?! There is indeed something archetypal about The Tem-
pest—in my earliest teaching days, I used to begin classes on the play
by asking how Shakespeare could hope to make a drama out of a situa-
tion in which the protagonist was all good and always in complete
control. That is of course an oversimplification, but the sense of sym-
bolism in the storm, the father-governor, and the good and bad ser-
vants keeps driving us toward a dual registration of the play as both
universal and particular. However, if we bear sounds in mind as impor-

18. Bloch (n. 3 above), p. 64.

19. Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomenon, trans. David B. Allison (Evanston, IlI.,
1973), pp. 156-57.

20. “The trace is not a typical sign, but it may play the role of a sign. It may be taken
for a sign. The detective examines everything that marks the scene of the crime as a
revealing sign, the intentional or unintentional work of the criminal; the hunter fol-
lows the trace of the game, which reflects the activity and the tread of the animal he
seeks; the historian discovers ancient civilizations, beginning with the vestiges left by
their existence, as horizons to our world.” Emmanuel Levinas, “Le trace,” in Humanisme
de l’autre Homme, trans. Peter Sokolowski (Montpellier, 1972), p. 66.

21. Bullough (n. 8 above), 8:273.
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tant dimensions of texts in a cultural moment, we may recall that The
Tempest in its initial outlines comes remarkably close to one of the most
popular tropes and oral narratives in Shakespeare’s day, found in the
story of Jonah.

Henry Smith’s First Sermon on the punishment of “Jonah” preached
initially in 1592, was reprinted often in Shakespeare’s day—in 1602,
1605, 1607, twice in 1609, and many times subsequently. Smith was
the preacher at St. Clement Danes, a London parish especially popu-
lar with Elizabeth’s Privy Council (and a benefice partly in the giving
of Burghley, until his death in 1598). Smith was also called by Thomas
Nashe “silver tongu’d” Smith, “whose well tun’d stile hath made [Po-
etry’s] death the generall teares of the Muses.” Nashe further salutes
Smith as a model for poets: “Queintlie couldst thou devise heavenly
Ditties to Apolloes Lute, and teach stately verse to trip it as smoothly as
if Ovid and those had but one soule. Hence alone did it proceed, that
thou wert such a plausible pulpit man, that before thou entredst into
the rough waies of Theologie, thou refinedst, preparedst, and puri-
fidest thy minde with sweet Poetrie.”??

Smith’s sermon on Jonah is full of experiential specificity: “sud-
denly the tempest rushes upon them before they are aware of it, and
tumbles them up and down, and suddenly all is like to be undone.”?3
The oral narrative from the pulpit resonates closely with the oral
performance of Shakespeare’s play. “The ship was faire and goodly, so
strong that it might have encountred with instruments of warre, and so
sure made, that it might have endured great tempests, and made
maine voyages. Yet now with one tempest, and at one voyage, it was so
deformed, so weakned, in such a taking, that it was like to bee shivered
in pieces.”?* Smith’s account gains momentum and force as Shake-
speare’s play does by enacting a scene that is at once both concep-
tualized—abstracted into virtual allegory?®—and at the same time
perceived in vivid detail. The preacher dilates upon the emotionalism
of the scene he has evoked: “Mariners living in the Sea, almost as
fishes, having the waters as their necessarie element, are commonly
men voyde of feare, venturous, and contemners of danger. Yet now

22. Thomas Nashe, Pierce Penilesse His Supplication to the Devill (London, 1592), sig.
D3v.

23. Henry Smith, The First Sermon on the punishment of “Jonah” (London, 1605), sig. A3.
Further citations are to this later text.

24. Ibid., sig. A3v.

25. So too Anne Barton: “There has been a persistent tendency to regard the play as
allegorical,” to “feel that the heart of its mystery can be plucked out by means of some
superimposed system of ideas” (introduction to the New Penguin text of The Tempest
[Harmondsworth, 1968], p. 21).
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seeing the tempest so vehement on a sudden, that their goodly and
tall ship was tost almost to a cocke-boat, and crackt so, that it was like
to be torne all to pieces, and thereby were fully perswaded it was no
common nor ordinary storme, but a revenging tempest, for some ex-
traordinary cause, sent out upon them by some great power pro-
voked.”?6 The point is not just that Smith’s power of delivery produces
a cultural similarity between sermon and play, but that few playgoers
in Shakespeare’s time might see a play beginning with a sudden storm
without recalling, if only half-consciously, the archetypal storm they
heard about in their parish churches year after year. (The second,
third, and fourth chapters of Jonah were the Old Testament lessons
for morning and evening prayer on September 17.)27 In sensing such
textual traces, Greenblatt writes, “we can ask how collective beliefs and
experiences were shaped, moved from one medium to another, con-
centrated in manageable aesthetic form, offered for consumption.”28
As Prospero’s behavior in 1611 could be placed alongside that of the
crew of the Archangell, so the crew of the ship in the first scene of The
Tempest, and Prospero aboard the cockboat with Miranda as recounted
in act 1, scene 2, could be collocated with Jonah: suddenly caught in
life’s storm, thrown on naked human resources, subjected to severe
trial, and yearning for some kind of providence.

Moreover, in the connotative richness of his sermon’s narrative,
Henry Smith constructs, as Shakespeare will in his play, a storm which
is instructive both as instance and as type in delineating the range of
human reactions under duress:

In the time of necessitie every one doth flye for helpe and ease unto
that which most feedeth his owne humour, or best pleaseth him, that
wherein he reposeth most confidence, perswading themselves of
sufficient reliefe . . . hoping by those to feele reliefe. In sicknesse we
cry, Come, Phisicke, helpe me: in heavinesse we call, Come musicke,
cheare me: in warre we sound, Come, souldiers, succour me: in quarrels
we say, Come, Law, defend me: evermore leaving the Creator, which is
all godlinesse, and powerfull in himselfe, running to the creatures,
which have no goodnesse nor power, save that they receive from him:
neither by their goodnesse, can doe us good, but by his blessings.?

Alonso’s caution, Gonzalo’s hope, the irritation of Sebastian, and
the self-indulgence of Antonio all have their counterparts here, while

26. Smith, sigs. A3v—A4.

27. John E. Booty, ed., The Book of Common Prayer 1559: The Elizabethan Prayer Book,
Folger Documents of Tudor and Stuart Civilization, no. 22 (Charlottesville, Va., 1976),
p. 44.

28. Greenblatt (n. 13 above), p. 5.

29. Smith, sigs. A4v-Ab5.
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the Boatswain’s impossible command in The Tempest— “Lay her ahold,
ahold! Set her two courses. Off to sea again! Lay her off!” (1.1.49-50)
—is echoed in Smith’s sermon: “The meanes which the Mariners use
to save themselves, are divers. First, they cry to their gods, then when
that appeased not the tempest, they cast out their wares.”?

Sermons, then, are part of the cultural moment of The Tempest
together with accounts of voyages to the New World and the sight of
American natives on display. Malone noted that the author of A true
Declaration of the estate of the Colony in Virginia (1610) made the specific
connection with Jonah, even if later editors failed to take up Malone’s
lead.3! According to the author of A true Declaration, on July 24, 1609,

there arose such a storme, as if Jonas had been flying unto Tarshish: the
heavens were obscured, and made an Egyptian night of three daies
perpetuall horror; the women lamented, the hearts of the passengers
failed: the experience of the sea Captaines was amased: the skill of the
marriners was confounded: the Ship most violently leaked, and though
two thousand tunne of water by pumping from Tuesday noone till
Fryday noon was discharged, notwithstanding the Ship was halfe filled
with water, and those which laboured to keepe others from drowning
were halfe drowned themselves in labouring.

But God that heard jJonas crying out of the belly of hell, he pittied the
distresses of his servants: For behold, in the last period of necessitie, Sir
George Summers descryed land, which was by so much the more joyfull,
by how much their danger was despairefull.3?

Even if Shakespeare did not specifically intend The Tempest to call up
scripture or sermon, the English mentalité at his cultural moment
would not have been likely to have forgotten them. Communal mem-
ories, awakened by sight and sound, would pull a performance of The
Tempest toward allegory as well as toward New World voyages—and to-
ward New World voyages as allegorical. “The historian’s reconstitution
of the context that makes the text, as action and event, intelligible now
becomes a matter of reconstituting the languages in which certain
illocutions . . . were carried out,” Pocock writes, “and of discerning
what the individual text, author, or performance did with the oppor-
tunities offered and the constraints imposed by the languages avail-
able to it.”®3 As Brutus observes in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, “the eye
sees not itself / But by reflection, by some other things” (1.2.52-53).
The Tempest was not unmarked by its time and place.

30. Ibid., sig. A4.

31. Edmond Malone, The Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare (London, 1821),
15:411; he makes no comment on this, however, being interested in the voyage
pamphlet only as it gives a date for that voyage and for Shakespeare’s play.

32. Reprinted in Bullough (n. 8 above), 8:295.

33. Pocock (n. 7 above), p. 26.
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v

“It would be sheer fantasy,” Bloch warns, “to imagine that for each his-
torical problem,” such as understanding the cultural moment of The
Tempest, “there is a unique type of document with a specific sort of
use. On the contrary, the deeper the research, the more the light of
the evidence must converge from sources of many different kinds.”3*
For Derrida, elaborating on Saussurean linguistics, speech is present,
obvious, and a site of ideal meaning, while writing is absent (i.e., the
author is not among us writing as we read in the way that the speaker
speaks while we listen) and so is merely notional and less reliable.3?
But even when speech necessarily comes to us by way of written doc-
uments, these can on occasion lead us past the written texts of a
cultural moment to the sights and sounds that accompany those
texts. When that happens, as with the references to captured natives
in Rosier’s pamphlet or the reference to the story of Jonah in the
anonymous voyage pamphlet of 1610 that might have been occa-
sioned by a sermon as much as by a page of scripture, we feel our-
selves that much closer to past meaning because of the intensity of
the interplay of various signs in a single work like The Tempest. We are
not often so lucky. Even when we feel we are, we have no certain way
of knowing exactly how a literary text was received. We know more
only about the range of potential meanings in play at a given time. We
know a text better by knowing more that the text may have signified,
more of its compoundings of signs. But our readings and rereadings
of signs will always remain partial and contingent.

Every text potentially has multiple interpreters and multiple occa-
sions through which it is interpreted or conveyed; no text is com-
pletely unequivocal or conclusive. “Texts have readers and outlive
their authors. The author, in creating the text, creates the matrix in
which others will read and respond to it. Readers . . . are like the ac-
tors as well as the critics in [a] dramaturgical analogy,” Pocock asserts;
“in fact, it seems important at this moment to call the reader an actor
in the sense that he is one in a historical process. No text is ever read
exactly as its author intended it should be read; there is a sense in
which the reader re-enacts the text, and this never happens twice in
exactly the same way.”®® Crucial cultural signs at the moment of a text’s
origination may not be crucial cultural signs at a later moment of
reading. But that likelihood should not prevent us from searching out

34. Bloch (n. 3 above), p. 67.

35. As summarized by Ross C. Murfin in “What Is Deconstruction?” in William
Shakespeare: “Hamlet,” ed. Susanne L. Wofford (Boston, 1994), p. 285.

36. Pocock, p. 29.
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the signs in force at the cultural moment when the text under exami-
nation was first conceived and produced. Howard Felperin contends
that a cultural moment is “laden with the traces of earlier and the
latencies of subsequent moments,”37 but we shall never register the
traces or the latencies until we have first attended closely to what we
can recover of the originary moment itself.

37. Howard Felperin, “‘Cultural Poetics’ versus ‘Cultural Materialism’: The Two New
Historicisms in Renaissance Studies,” in Uses of History: Marxism, Postmodernism and the
Renaissance, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, and Margaret Iversen, Essex Symposia
(Manchester, 1991), p. 86.

This content downloaded from 137.140.1.131 on Sat, 11 Jan 2014 12:21:41 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 161
	p. 162
	p. 163
	p. 164
	p. 165
	p. 166
	p. 167
	p. 168
	p. 169
	p. 170
	p. 171
	p. 172
	p. 173
	p. 174
	p. 175
	p. 176
	p. 177

	Issue Table of Contents
	Modern Philology, Vol. 93, No. 2 (Nov., 1995), pp. 139-279
	Front Matter
	Villon's "Le Grand Testament" and the Poetics of Marginality [pp.  139 - 160]
	Revisiting "The Tempest" [pp.  161 - 177]
	Child of Collaboration: Robert Lowell's "Dolphin" [pp.  178 - 203]
	Notes and Documents
	A Supposed Crux: Old English "apolwarum" in "Maxims I" [pp.  204 - 213]

	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.  214 - 217]
	untitled [pp.  217 - 225]
	untitled [pp.  225 - 229]
	untitled [pp.  230 - 233]
	untitled [pp.  233 - 238]
	untitled [pp.  238 - 242]
	untitled [pp.  242 - 244]
	untitled [pp.  244 - 248]
	untitled [pp.  249 - 253]
	untitled [pp.  253 - 256]
	untitled [pp.  256 - 259]
	untitled [pp.  260 - 263]
	untitled [pp.  263 - 267]
	untitled [pp.  267 - 271]
	untitled [pp.  271 - 275]
	untitled [pp.  275 - 279]

	Back Matter



