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Abstract: 
 Shakespeare’s timeless appeal in the postcolonial world, even almost four hundred years 
after his death, must be attributed to a range of factors. The magic of his language and the 
broadness and comprehensiveness of his vision have fascinated scholars, critics, and his audience 
alike. He was concerned with the colonial projects that were at their early stage while he was 
writing his theatrical masterpieces. The Tempest, regarded as one of his last plays, has much in it 
that can be associated with the colonial mission gradually taking shape in Shakespeare’s lifetime. 
In it, he depicts a ruler who, banished from his homeland, establishes his authority in a place 
utterly unknown to him. He finds spirits there and enjoys their services. He is even cruel at times. 
But towards the end of the play, he liberates his favourite spirit and decides to return to his 
homeland. Another point of interest in the play is the character of Caliban. The play reflects the 
conflict between Caliban’s Nature and Prospero’s Art. But these two aspects are presented with a 
subtle complexity that enriches the text immensely. Finally, the overall impression that we get 
after reading the play is one underlining the emptiness and ultimate failure of the colonial 
enterprise. 
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 If records are correct, in 2016, about four hundred years will have passed since the death 
of William Shakespeare. But his immense appeal to a richly varied class of audience is nowhere 
near waning. The Tempest is probably one of Shakespeare’s last plays, and it has given rise to a 
large number of critical and scholarly commentaries. A pastoral drama in many ways according 
to Frank Kermode, part of its relevance at the present stage of theatre-production is its focus on 
power play and its colonial overtones. A close examination of the play reveals multiple facets of 
the colonial enterprise, and Shakespeare’s treatment of these facets provides much of the interest 
of the play.   
 Traditional criticism never ceases busying itself with hunting for sources, interpreting and 
suggesting the probable significance of aspects of literary masterpieces. And when it comes to 
Shakespeare, the mine has no bottom. An easily observable tendency in critical enterprise is to 
read The Tempest as a paradigmatic text of colonization, and as not always and unequivocally 
opposing the colonial practice. The European encounter with the New World has drawn the 
attention of socio-cultural theorists and literary critics alike. But Shakespeare’s play is set in the 
old world and not in the New. And he is never merely topical. Keeping this in mind, one can 
nevertheless look at certain documents that may have triggered Shakespeare’s imagination and 
guided him in certain ways. Among these, an important role may have been played by the 
Bermuda pamphlets. 
 In the month of May in 1609, a fleet of nine ships set sail to strengthen the colony that 
John Smith had established in Virginia. There were five hundred colonists in the ships and their 
leaders were Sir Thomas Gates and Sir George Summers. The journey started and continued 
smoothly for some time. But on 25th July the ship that carried both Gates and Summers was 
separated from the rest of the fleet by a storm. The ship was being driven towards the coast of the 
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Bermudas, and the crew were forced to run their ship ashore. When it came near the land, it got 
stuck between two rocks, and could not be moved. However, everyone on board reached the 
beach safely and also managed to save a good part of the ship’s fittings and stores. All the other 
ships except for one reached the mainland of America. Sir Thomas Gates and Sir George 
Summers set out for Virginia in 1610 and reached there safely. The story of their journey 
reached England in the autumn of 1610. It brought relief to their countrymen as it had been 
assumed that they had fallen into a shipwreck and did not survive it. Many narratives of their 
strange experiences were published. 
 Long and careful examination of these narratives have brought to light the fact that 
Shakespeare was probably acquainted with these documents, at least with some of them. There 
are close parallels between sections in The Tempest and in the Bermuda pamphlets. Three of 
these documents are directly relevant to The Tempest: Sylvester Jourdain’s Discovery of the 
Bermudas, the Council of Virginia’s apologetic True Declaration of the state of the Colonie in 
Virginia, with a confutation of such scandalous reports as have tended to the disgrace of so 
worthy an enterprise, and a letter by William Strachey, known as the True Reportory of the 
Wrack. It has also been discovered that Shakespeare was acquainted with a number of members 
of the Virginia Company. 
 Colonialism, one form of the practices resulting from the imperial ideologies, creates 
diverse relations between peoples of different regions. A foreign power comes to another 
country, occupies that country, controls its resources, rules the country, and that creates 
relationships of cooperation or of resistance. This picture is not exactly similar to the one we find 
in The Tempest, but there are certain things common to them. Prospero was the rightful Duke of 
Milan. But interested as he had been in studies and in the bettering of his intellectual faculties, he 
entrusted the business of administration to his brother, Antonio. Taking this advantage, Antonio 
stretched his power and planned to usurp Prospero. With the assistance of Alonso, the king of 
Naples, he was successful with his plans. Prospero and his little daughter Miranda were left at 
the sea with a sort of boat nowhere near fit for the purpose, and they reached an island. There, by 
his supernatural powers, acquired through long studies, Prospero freed Ariel, an airy spirit, from 
inside a tree where he had been imprisoned many years ago by Sycorax, a witch. Ariel willingly 
became Prospero’s servant. Prospero found another servant in the island, Caliban, Sycorax’s son, 
described as “a salvage and deformed slave” (Shakespeare 2). 
 Whereas Ariel willingly cooperates with Prospero and performs whatever task he is 
entrusted with, Caliban puts up resistance to Prospero’s wishes. He claims to be an original 
inhabitant of the island and regards Prospero as an outsider. Initially Prospero treated him well, 
and he informed him about details of the island. But Prospero later confined him to a hard rock, 
keeping the rest of the island out of his reach. He made him perform hard tasks, and if he refused 
to do those things, he received severe punishments. 
 The physical appearance of Caliban is also significantly suggestive. He is half-human and 
half-monster. We get an idea of his physical features in the scene where the jester Trinculo finds 
him. Caliban, taking him for one of Prospero’s serving spirits, lies down to avoid being noticed 
and probably punished. Trinculo is sorely confused about Caliban’s identity. He is not sure at 
first whether he sees a man or a fish. Caliban smells like a fish. But he is legged like a man, and 
his “fins” strangely resemble human arms. After a while Trinculo concludes that this must be a 
dead inhabitant of the island, struck down by a thunderbolt. He hides inside Caliban’s 
“gaberdine” to escape the storm. Towards the end of the play, when complications are getting 
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resolved, Prospero informs others about Caliban’s identity. He calls him a “mis-shapen knave” 
(Shakespeare 129) and a “thing of darkness” (Shakespeare 130). 
 Frank Kermode sees the play as a pastoral drama which, like all serious pastoral poetry, 
is concerned with the opposition of two important aspects of the world, Nature and Art. To 
suggest simply and without explanations that these two aspects are represented by Caliban and 
Prospero respectively would be an oversimplification of the matter. Of course, Caliban’s Nature 
is in opposition to Prospero’s world of Art. But it is important to probe into these aspects to get a 
clearer idea of how Shakespeare conceived Nature and Art in this play, written at a late stage in 
his career. 
 It is now widely accepted that Montaigne’s essay “Of Cannibals” is one of the sources of 
The Tempest. “Of Cannibals” highlights the differences between natural and artificial societies 
and assumes that men of natural societies are more virtuous than the ones who are thought of as 
civilized. People of the New World, according to Montaigne, are pure and uncorrupted products 
of nature: 
 They [the Indians] are even savage, as we call those fruits wilde, which nature of  
             her selfe … hath produced: whereas indeed … those which our selves have altered 
             by our artificiall devices, and diverted from their common order, we should rather  
             terme savage. (Florio 219) 
 Shakespeare’s conception of Caliban is far from this simple primitive notion of human 
beings untainted by civilization and its corrupting influences. In the period when people started 
for  numerous voyages to the newly discovered lands of the world, widely varying reports on the 
inhabitants of these places were published. But most of these were like paintings done with broad 
brush strokes, depicting the inhabitants of the New World as either totally virtuous or absolutely 
vicious. Some reports even regarded them as beasts, devoid of all human qualities. Some 
presented them as pure and vulnerable and regarded interference in their lives as necessarily 
corrupting. On the other hand, there were people who believed that it was the cultivated man’s 
duty to enlighten them and to bring them into the orbit of culture and other privileges that 
civilization offers people. Most of the colonizers took the advantage of this line of thought. 
 When Prospero first came to the island, he gave Caliban water with berries in it, and tried 
to teach him fundamental truths regarding the world. He taught him the names of the sun and the 
moon, but later his manners underwent a drastic change. Miranda too was kind to Caliban. She 
took pity on him and tried to make him speak, imparting language to him. However, from 
Prospero we come to know that he had given Caliban accommodation in his own cell until he 
tried to violate the honour of Miranda. Caliban says that his profit from learning language is his 
ability to curse others. Prospero says that Caliban can only be moved by “stripes” (Shakespeare 
32) and not by kindness. 
 Some more time may be taken to look at Caliban and his position in the sphere of art and 
literature. His name may have developed from the word “Carib”, a savage inhabitant of the New 
World. “Caliban” may also be suggestive of an anagram of the word “cannibal”. But he is a 
“salvage”. This type of man was formerly a familiar image of mankind not privileged with 
civility. The “salvage” was represented in painting, drama, heraldry etc. One of the attributes of 
this type was unchastity, and this quality can be seen in Caliban. 
 There is a lot of power play in The Tempest. Prospero’s brother, Antonio took the help of 
Alonso, the king of Naples and drove Prospero away from Milan. To a certain degree, Alonso 
too was power hungry as he agreed to help Antonio, who offered him annual tribute from Milan. 
Prospero established his supreme authority in the island. After the storm raised by Prospero with 
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his supernatural powers, Alonso thinks that his son Ferdinand is drowned and is heartbroken. 
Antonio provokes Alonso’s brother Sebastian to kill Alonso. He lures Sebastian with dreams of a 
golden future when he would be the king of Naples. In the course of the play, Ferdinand and 
Miranda fall in love and it is decided that they will get married. Thus incidentally, Prospero’s 
grandchildren and their descendants  would be the future rulers of Naples. There is also the idea 
of knowledge as a way to power. Prospero was thrust out of his homeland for his inattention to 
worldly matters but with this same knowledge, he acquires so much power that he becomes the 
ruler of a place utterly unknown to him. Caliban requests Stephano, the drunken butler, to burn 
Prospero’s books as without his books he is powerless. Caliban foolishly regards Stephano as 
possessing great talent and power and as capable of ousting Prospero from the island. He 
willingly offers to be Stephano’s servant forever. Even Stephano himself is lured by Caliban’s 
promises and decides to try his hand at this venture. 
 The freedom motif recurs throughout the play. Ariel performs all his tasks, but what 
motivates him is his yearning for freedom. He pleads with Prospero to liberate him. Prospero 
reminds Ariel from what painful situation he rescued him, and warns him about severe 
punishment if he does not perform his duties. Though he is fond of Ariel and does not condemn 
him as he condemns Caliban, reluctance to work on Ariel’s part enrages him. His attitude is that 
of a master who has no tolerance for delay or unwillingness to perform tasks. The freedom motif 
pervades the play and is used in diverse contexts. Miranda asks Ferdinand whether he is ready to 
be her husband and Ferdinand replies, 
 Ay, with a heart as willing 
 As bondage e’er of freedom: here’s my hand. (Shakespeare 77) 
 The prospect of liberty is used by Prospero to make Ariel obey and serve him, and 
indeed, the liberty motif links and controls many of the threads of the text. 
 Although Miranda does not like Caliban and Prospero condemns him, they cannot afford 
to live without him. Prospero will not banish Caliban from the island and live in peace in his 
absence. However irritating and disturbing Caliban’s presence may be, he is indispensable to 
them, performing daily tasks that they are happy to have done by him. The colonial aspect 
becomes clearer with the point that even if Prospero’s spirits hear Caliban cursing him, they will 
not harm him unless he bids them to do so. All their actions issue from Prospero’s order, and not 
from spontaneous impulses and desires. 
 Caliban’s transfer of allegiance from Prospero to Stephano appears comic. But it hints at 
the harsh reality that long servitude on a man’s part robs him of his capacity to enjoy true 
freedom. It narrows down his mental horizon and makes him dependent on others. Quite 
ironically, the colonial aim of humanizing and civilizing the savage brings about this distortion 
and dehumanization. 
 Caliban is ugly in body and mind, and is not fit to rule or to be nurtured. Attempts to 
educate and civilize him do not bring forth fragrant blossoms of human civility but only result in 
the growth of poisonous weeds. He does not improve. It was believed that the union of well-
bred, sophisticated people brought forth noble, virtuous offspring, and that this nobility would be 
visible even if the children were accidentally fallen among savages and did not enjoy any of the 
cultural privileges that their relations may have enjoyed. This sort of notion regarding inherited 
nobility runs from Aristotle through Dante to the Renaissance. But with examples of quite the 
opposite type present before their eyes, all philosophers could not maintain such notion. In Italy, 
there was a growing tendency to judge one’s virtue by one’s manners and merit rather than by 
one’s familial status. Coming back to The Tempest, Caliban was born out of an unholy union. He 
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has no sense of right or wrong and cannot distinguish between good and evil. But he scorns 
Stephano’s infirmity of purpose. Of course, he highlights the world of Art and of civilized people 
by providing a contrast to it. But what about the people belonging to that world, issued from 
gentlefolk, who are corrupt and dishonest? 
 Antonio, Alonso, and Sebastian have descended from noble stock. But their manners in 
actual life go against the essence of virtue. But if we judge Antonio’s actions from the 
Machiavellian point of view, he is “virtuous”, and it is possible that a man like him finds only 
this type of virtue meaningful. 
 The Tempest, like many of Shakespeare’s other works, is a text that must be regarded as 
having multiple significances. One way of seeing it is to view its representation as parallel to the 
colonial encounter between native Americans and the West. But it is more than that. Mere 
topical interpretation cannot do justice to such a literary masterpiece. The human panorama — 
the diversity and inexhaustible richness that characterize humanity — forms one of the major 
interests of the text. It is interesting to note the development of the text from a stage when 
Prospero, the absolute ruler of an island, directs and controls numerous spirits and sometimes 
assumes a threatening stance to a stage when he is ready to return to Milan to retire and to 
meditate on his death. He leaves his supernatural art, his books from which he acquired that art, 
and other instruments of magic. The Tempest is a text which drives home to its audience the 
usefulness of humility. It teaches us mercy and forgiveness, and towards the end, leaves no doubt 
as to the essentially anti-colonial standpoint from which Shakespeare designed and wrote it. The 
colonial project cannot result in an absolute and unmixed edification. It rather distorts and 
withers the spirit and is bound to fail in the long run. 
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