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Abstract 

Shakespeare criticism has been a rapidly evolving field of literary studies. Scholars 

such as Francis Barker and Peter Hulme, Meredith Anne Skura, Stanley Wells, Harold 

Bloom and Sidney Shanker have continuously developed new theories and dismissed 

previous theories. In this essay, I discuss the negative results of such attitudes and the 

problems of “over-reading”, in the critiques which are based on the following 

theories: the post-colonial, psychoanalytical, biographical and ideological. I elaborate 

on the relevant arguments and issues within literary critique mentioned by Michael 

Taylor in his book Shakespeare Criticism in the Twentieth Century. To create a 

common ground for the theories, I have used critical texts concerning William 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest. I find that while all forms of literary critique have flaws, 

the theories also contribute valuable insights for further readings. I maintain that 

combining several forms of literary critique when analysing a text will create a more 

complex and in-depth reading, impossible to achieve through a singular critical 

theory. 

Keywords: The Tempest; criticism; over-reading; Caliban; Shakespeare; post-

colonialism; psychoanalysis; biographical; ideological 



  Moors  3 

 

Antonio. He misses not much.  

Sebastian. No: he doth but mistake the truth totally. 

 

- The Tempest, 2.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The world of literary criticism is ever changing. In Russ McDonald’s anthology of 

critical texts on Shakespeare from the latter half of the twentieth century, he remarks 

that the rapid changes in literary criticism create difficulties in comprehension when 

attempting to bridge a developmental gap of “a mere twenty years” (x). This sense of 

overly rapid evolution in the critical field is felt by many Shakespearean scholars: 

“What was once a dominant method of reading Shakespeare may now be banished to 

the critical hinterland while something more responsive to the temper of our times 

takes its place . . .” (Taylor 194). The observation is not to be perceived as a disregard 

for new critique, or a wish to devolve, but more as a word of caution to contemporary 

scholars; not to dismiss previous modes of analysis too hastily, and to attempt the 

understanding of them more thoroughly before dismissal. Rather than heeding this, 

there is an optimistic attitude within the community of literary critics towards new 

forms of criticism, which automatically contest previous forms of critique. In Chris 

Baldick’s words, the twentieth-century has seen “short-lived fashions and spectacular 

contests . . . generating a cut-throat intellectual bazaar of contending critical ‘schools’ 

whose only point of agreement is that the critical methods of twenty years ago are too 

shop-soiled to be put on sale at all’” (qtd. by Taylor 18). 

A common complaint amongst critics is their peers over-looking important 

facts which would undermine their theories, or that they base these theories on flimsy 

arguments. Michael Taylor refers to this phenomenon as “over-reading”, noting that 

we can “apply it to a variety of twentieth-century Shakespeare readings” (32). Taylor 

sees this immense flow of various critiques as one of the causes for extreme and 

“more than occasionally unhinged” criticism (18). Examples of such over-readings are 
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not hard to find: Taylor mentions Louis Montrose’s “elaborately haunting argument 

for the powerful non-presence of Queen Elizabeth in the subtexts of A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream” (62), and the “absurdity” of theories which suggests that 

“Shakespeare’s unwillingness to invent any of his plots” could be “an indication of a 

kleptomaniac tendency” (78). Though Taylor does not provide us with a definition for 

“over-reading”, I will specify it here as: a critic focusing on one, often insignificant, 

element of a text, in order to find evidence for a reading which does not function if 

other elements of the text are given the same relevance in that reading. What can be 

considered an over-reading will always remain a subjective matter, as even the very 

extreme views mentioned above are naturally not considered over-readings by those 

critics who proposed them. It must therefore be mentioned that the examples 

discussed in this essay are examples which I personally consider over-readings. 

In this essay, I will elaborate on Taylor’s mention of over-reading within 

criticism. I will mainly focus on the over-readings, and through that ‘over-lookings’, 

or rather dismissing relevant facts in order to make a text fit a reading. I believe that 

these tendencies are largely due to “[a]cademic Shakespeare critics these days” who 

“take their problematizing function very seriously and search for unproblematized 

areas in which to practise their art” (Taylor 24). Not only do these critics “search” for 

new and “unproblematized areas”, they tend to do so within only one critical 

approach. Jonathan Culler remarks that more has been written about Shakespeare in 

the twentieth century than in previous eras and that “he is studied from every angle 

conceivable, interpreted in feminist, Marxist, psychoanalytic, historicist, and 

deconstructive vocabularies” (qtd. by Taylor 17, emphasis mine). It is this studying 

from certain angles which I claim constitutes the greatest issue within literary 

criticism. When consistently looking from within a single field of literary critique, 

such as the psychoanalytic or the historicist, we limit our view of the possibilities 

within a text. Lisa Jardine has also noticed this problem, and suggests that “[w]hat we 

should be looking at . . . is the converging practices of social historians, intellectual 

and cultural historians, text critics and social anthropologists, as they move together 

towards a more sensitive integration of past and present cultural products” (qtd. by 

Taylor 17). This appears a possible trend in the coming century according to Louis 

Montrose (Taylor 17), and a trend that I wish to support with this argument. In the 

following pages, I will discuss four different forms of critique: post-colonial, 

psychoanalytical, biographical and ideological. I have not chosen these due to their 
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specific relevance within the critical field, but as a small sample of how clinging to 

one critical approach can contribute to critical blindness, and occasionally ruin an 

argument. I will not strive to champion or undermine any of these critical forms 

specifically, as the approaches in themselves do not lead to over-reading or 

overlooking. They are rather the by-products of clinging to one critical approach 

without considering others, or seeing how the chosen critical form actually applies to 

a text. No critic would intentionally skew the words, characters or plot to fit their 

theory, but being engrossed in one critical approach may lead to this. Taylor argues for 

the positive result of “critic’s” whose “position can be matched by the number of 

straddling positions” they “might hold at any one time . . . T. S. Eliot, whose 

importance as a founding critic would be acknowledged by formalists, mythicists, and 

historicists alike, is a case in point” (35). I claim that an attempt at combining various 

forms of critique, as prescribed above by Jardine, should be, and will be, the aim of 

the twenty-first century. I also claim that strictly adhering to one critical discipline 

tends to cause over-readings or lack of self-awareness in a critic.  

The Tempest is particularly suited for this analysis, as, according to Stanley 

Wells, it “resists clear-cut allegorical readings”, and “this is a measure of its success” 

(The Writer, 74). This very adaptability has been noticed by many critics: 

Ever since John Dryden and William Davenant’s Enchanted Island reshaped 

The Tempest in accord with Restoration notions of neo-classical decorum, 

writers have appropriated the play’s plot and characters, reshaping them 

according to changing literary tastes and differing political and social contexts. 

The Tempest, argued poet W. H. Auden, is ʻa mythopoeic work ... [that] 

encourages adaptationsʼ and inspires ʻpeople to go on for themselves ... to 

make up episodes that [Shakespeare] as it were, forgot to tell usʼ. (Vaughan, 

“Literary”, 155, ellipsis in orig.) 

 

The relevance of Virginia Mason Vaughan’s quote may escape those who are not 

aware that Dryden and Davenant were editors and playwrights during, and after, 

Shakespeare’s time. Dryden and Davenant famously rewrote The Tempest, and 

according to Gerald Eades Bentley, their version became more popular than the 

original (118). This suggests that Shakespeare’s plays are so adaptable that some 

adaptations are preferred to the originals, and as Taylor remarks, “[i]f nothing else a 

director’s Shakespeare reminds us of just how unmoored, improvisatory, and 

malleable the plays’ texts are, how open to suggestion” (138). This malleability and 

resistance of clear-cut readings has contributed to readings which differ significantly, 

but it also invites over-reading; the more ambiguous or nuanced a text is, the easier it 
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is to find some element which can be forced to fit a reading. A specific element in The 

Tempest which has come to signify a great number of things through the centuries, 

and especially in the twentieth century, is the character of Caliban. In the following 

section, we will explore a few of the ‘roles’ that Caliban has had to fill, and how his 

character has been made to fit these roles, especially within post-colonial and 

psychoanalytical readings. 

 

Caliban: Native, Monster or Child? 

 

Contemporary criticism is obsessed with the character of Caliban, though this focus is 

by no means a recent development, as the following dry remark by Harold Bloom 

implies: “Since Caliban, though he speaks only a hundred lines in The Tempest, has 

now taken over the play for so many, I will start with him here” (663, emphasis mine). 

Although Bloom suggests that there is more of an obsession with Caliban now than in 

previous centuries, analyses of Caliban’s character can be found in such early texts as 

Dryden’s “The Character of Caliban” from 1679. The excerpt is mainly concerned 

with the creation of “Caliban, or the monster”, who is fascinating to Dryden since he 

is “a species of himself, begotten by an incubus on a witch” (Palmer 30). This same 

awe is echoed by Nicholas Rowe in the early 18
th

 century, who enthuses: “And that 

extravagant Character of Caliban is mighty well sustain’d, shews a wonderful 

Invention in the Author, who could strike out such a particular wild Image . . .” 

(Palmer 31). To these, and many critics who wrote in a time much closer to the 

creation of the plays, the fascination with Caliban, and The Tempest as a whole, stems 

from it being perceived as unique and creative. Though Shakespeare has previously 

had many ‘Fools’, in the guise of Dogberry in Much Ado About Nothing, Bottom in A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream or The Fool in King Lear, Caliban was an entirely new 

creation, half human, half demon. Where the absurd traits in these fools could be 

ascribed to human flaws and the laughable in human nature, the most fascinating 

aspect of Caliban was rather the inhuman. Now, the audience could laugh together at 

this “most perfidious and drunken monster!” (2.2.150-51)
1
. 

                                                 
1
 For the purposes of this text, any quotes from The Tempest are taken from Frank Kermode’s Arden 

Edition from 1954. 
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In the post-colonial theory, however, “Caliban stands for countless victims of 

European imperialism and colonization” (Vaughan & Vaughan, Shakespeare’s, 145). 

Taylor stresses the importance of how Shakespeare made “the island inhabited before 

Prospero’s arrival”, which “invites the criticism that has dominated twentieth-century 

discourse about the play, a Conradian obsession with the mutual corruption of 

colonizer and colonized” (Taylor 213). A further interpretation deems Caliban ‘the 

oppressor’, surprisingly the most dominant theory prior to his being viewed as a 

victim of colonialism (Vaughan & Vaughan, Shakespeare’s, 145). There are, however, 

a few details of relevance in the play which make these interpretations somewhat 

difficult to uphold: firstly, when Sycorax came to the island, she did not come there as 

a conquistador, but was banished from her place of origin. Furthermore, Caliban, 

being a first generation inhabitant of the island, might be interpreted as a native, until 

we consider his conception: “got by the devil himself” (1.2.321), and mistaken by 

Trinculo for “A fish: he / smells like a fish” (2.2.25–26), Caliban does not appear very 

human. Harold Bloom has noted this as well, stating that “[a] character who is half-

human cannot be a natural man, whether black, Indian, or Berber” (664). Taylor also 

remarks that James Shapiro’s list of “every marginalized Other . . . doesn’t include 

Caliban from The Tempest who seems to combine a number of Shapiro’s categories as 

well as being half-fish” (212). This creates the greatest issue for the post-colonial 

argument with Caliban as the oppressed native. The whole issue of colonialism in the 

play is based on the interpretation of Caliban as human, though Shakespeare did not 

attempt to portray him as such; he has Trinculo and Stephano repeat “monster” in 

regards to Caliban seventeen times in a single scene (2.2). Finally, in Prospero’s 

famous line “This thing of darkness I / Acknowledge mine” (5.1.275-76), he does not 

say ‘man’, ‘boy’, ‘monster’ or ‘slave’, but “thing”, objectifying Caliban completely. 

The adaptability of Caliban’s character has led to over-readings of the text which 

dismiss any indication that Caliban is not perceived as human by the other characters. 

Whether this dehumanising of Caliban is a sign of a colonialist world-view, or that he 

is a “monster”, is left entirely to interpretation, but this is a matter of interpretation.  

Moreover, if we are still to consider Caliban as a victim of colonialism, despite 

his being only half human, must we not also see Ariel in this role? Ariel is as much a 

slave to Prospero as is Caliban, though the sometimes loving ‘master/dog’ nature of 

Ariel and Prospero’s relationship may distract from this interpretation. It still begs the 

question of why Ariel is not considered a champion of oppressed natives: he is, after 
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all, the only character who appears to have been on the island originally, and is in that 

sense the true ‘native’. In the few cases where Ariel is mentioned at all, he is 

apparently given better treatment than Caliban: “While Ariel gets a threatening but 

nevertheless expansive answer, Caliban provokes an entirely different reaction” 

(Barker & Hulme 787). Somehow, the “expansive answer” counteracts the 

“threatening” tone; Prospero’s abuse of Ariel’s service can be entirely overlooked, 

according to Francis Barker and Peter Hulme. It is this constant dismissal of Ariel that 

displays the bias in post-colonial readings; it is difficult to portray an ethereal being 

such as Ariel as an oppressed native. Caliban, however, can be made to fit this role 

easily, and so he is elected champion of this theory. There is still much colonialism 

which can be found in this play, but using Caliban as proof instead of Ariel does not 

help a post-colonial reading. This dismissal of Ariel is a sign of over-reading, where 

Barker and Hulme are too eager to make their reading fit, and so ignore a character 

who could help, or weaken, their argument. Excluding Ariel without providing an 

explanation forces us to draw our own conclusions; here, the only reasonable 

explanation is that Ariel did not fit Barker and Hulme’s role of ‘oppressed native’ well 

enough to be ‘cast’ by them. This is a prime example of “twentieth-century critics of 

Shakespeare’s plays” who “give minor characters an interesting role in a narrative that 

sometimes seems to have been written by the critic rather than the dramatist” (Taylor 

58). I do not mean to say that post-colonialism in general is a faulty form of critique, 

as I believe no form of critique is. In this case, it is simply that Barker and Hulme 

have presented their argument in such a manner that it seems over-read, grasping for 

whatever fits their argument best rather than what the play actually encompasses. In 

the end, I, as Taylor, feel that there is “no easy answer to Ania Loomba’s question, 

‘Does The Tempest endorse Prospero’s view of Caliban as the bestial savage, or does 

it depict the dehumanisation of colonial rule?’ . . . Perhaps the short answer is that it 

does both” (213). 

Where Barker and Hulme’s reading relies on a contextual interpretation of The 

Tempest, there is also the textual interpretation where Caliban represents some 

abstract symbol or psychological aspect. The example I will discuss here is performed 

by Meredith Anne Skura. Skura’s text is relevant in its stance towards critics—such as 

Barker and Hulme—who are “interested only in counteracting earlier blindness to 

potentially racist and ideological elements in the play” (822). She also notes that 

selective analyses like these are commonplace, and that rather than dismissing or 
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merely stating that there is a colonialist theme in the play, “it is important to specify, 

to notice how the colonial elements are rationalized or integrated” (823). Skura is one 

of the rare few who look at other forms of critique without instantaneously dismissing 

them. She spends half her essay discussing the strengths, though mainly the 

weaknesses, of post-colonial readings of The Tempest. She also mentions New 

Criticism, and its “‘blindness’ to history and ideology” (820). The contradiction in 

Skura’s argument is that her own reading is psychoanalytical, yet she embraces 

certain aspects of the post-colonial readings, and dismisses New Criticism due to its 

manner of approach. When comparing the critical approaches, it can be easily seen 

that psychoanalysis has more in common with New Criticism than with post-

colonialism. New Criticism, by far the most formalist, is concerned only with the 

content of the text. Barker and Hulme express their contempt for such “innocent, 

unhistorical readings”, and claim that “[a]ny reading must be made from a particular 

position, but is not reducible to that position . . .”, meaning that New Criticism 

reduces the text to the position of the theoretical approach (783). The difficulty with 

Skura’s stance lies in McDonald’s description of the psychoanalytical approach, 

where “the critic-analyst seeks first to penetrate to the unseen sources and motives of 

human action, to the unconscious reaches of the character’s psyche; the second task is 

to discover the sources of artistic creativity in the dramatist’s unconscious” (320). 

From these summaries it becomes clear that both the New Critical and the 

psychoanalytical are preoccupied with the text, through which the context is then 

constructed, while the post-colonial interprets the text through the context. This 

“abandonment of the concept of literature and of the category of the ‘aesthetic’” is felt 

by Isobel Armstrong to be “possibly one of the greatest mistakes the left has made this 

decade [1980s]” (qtd. by Taylor 185-86). Once again, the exclusion of the text or the 

context creates a one-sided and extreme view: Barker and Hulme’s oppressed native 

can only be found in the context of The Tempest, while Skura’s child can only be 

found through interpreting the text. So though it is positive that Skura embraces 

certain aspects of a theoretical approach quite different from her own, she sadly 

ignores the similarities between the psychoanalytical and New Critical. In such a 

manner, she inadvertently highlights the “‘blindness’ to history and ideology” (820) of 

her own approach, which is also highly textual, and unrelated to a certain time-period.  

This is not to say that Skura’s argument is invalid in any way. There are of 

course points of relevance and interest in her psychoanalytical approach, in which she 
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mainly focuses on Caliban as a child, or as Prospero’s inner child. The interpretation 

of Caliban as child raises an issue mentioned by Bloom; the frequent dismissals of 

Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda (665), a violent sexuality difficult to ascribe to a 

child. Bloom is mainly astonished over “feminist critics” who “join in Caliban’s 

defence”, since “Caliban has his legitimate pathos, but he cannot be interpreted as 

being somehow admirable” (665). Skura continues the trend of dismissal by claiming 

that Caliban’s line “O ho, O ho, would’t had been done!” (1.2.351) indicates “a 

childishly amoral – and almost asexual – glee” (832). This trend does not only include 

Caliban, according to Taylor, but rather the “tendency in recent criticism to diminish 

the stature of the plays’ protagonists”, and “the twentieth century’s counter-partiality 

towards Shakespeare’s villains” (66). Taylor also discusses the difficulty in 

“reconcil[ing] his [Caliban’s] poetic and sensitive isle-is-full-of-noises rapture at the 

beauty of the natural world with his lust to kill and rape. (Some critics might beg to 

differ here, but that’s another story.)” (128). It is clear that Skura finds no difficulty 

reconciling these two sides of Caliban’s character, and it would seem that both 

Skura’s, and Barker and Hulme’s argument above, are examples of “the twentieth 

century’s counter-partiality towards Shakespeare’s villains” (Taylor 66). In spite of 

this, Skura’s analysis is certainly relevant, as a child can be a ‘villain’, and I too can 

reconcile these two sides within Caliban. I will therefore set this debate aside, and 

attempt to view Caliban as a child through Skura’s reading, in the spirit of my 

argument that no critical form should be dismissed. 

It is not difficult to see Caliban as the child within the play: he is impulsive, 

physical, and easily seduced by the alcohol of a grown-up world that he both fears and 

admires. But accepting ‘Caliban the child’ still generates an empty space in Skura’s 

argument. As in the previous post-colonial reading, we are left with the absence of 

Ariel. Ariel is as much a suppressed child of Prospero’s as Miranda or Caliban, and a 

favoured child at that. Prospero’s unwillingness to let Ariel go is like a parent 

struggling with their child’s independence. The wizard also relies heavily on Ariel, 

who in a sense is an ‘oldest’ child, having either lived on the island prior to Sycorax’s 

arrival or come with her there. The initial exchange in 1.2 is comprised of Ariel 

excitedly informing Prospero of how well the spirit has carried out the tasks that he 

has been given, and Prospero’s “Why, that’s my spirit!” strongly echoing parental 

praise (1.2.215). Likewise, Prospero’s anger at both Ariel’s and Caliban’s bouts of 

disobedience is expressed through a long recount of past events which have resulted 
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in the current state. Ariel is scolded by Prospero that “I must / Once in a month 

recount what thou hast been, / Which thou forget’st” (1.2.261–63) while Caliban is 

reminded “I have used thee— / Filth as thou art!—with human care, and lodged thee / 

In mine own cell” (1.2.347–49). Few passages are so reminiscent of a parent 

attempting to attain a child’s compliance through guilt, and this method applies 

equally to Ariel and Caliban. Skura’s essay, however, does not discuss Prospero’s and 

Ariel’s relationship, but focuses entirely on Caliban, and in so doing, Skura makes 

herself guilty of not “consider[ing] the entire play” as she accuses other critics of 

doing (828). Curiously, excluding Ariel was a necessity for Barker and Hulme’s 

argument, as Ariel’s existence would complicate their interpretation of Caliban as a 

native. For Skura, on the other hand, including Ariel would have lent more credence 

to her argument for the psychoanalytical children in The Tempest, which makes the 

selective focus on Caliban somewhat confusing. Perhaps the current focus on Caliban 

who “has now taken over the play for so many” (Bloom 663) is to blame for the 

selectivity of these readings. Skura is, however, not guilty of the “breathtakingly 

confident” statements of other psychoanalytical critics, who according to Taylor 

“belie[ve] that it [psychoanalysis] alone is the answer to the Shakespeare critic’s 

prayer for definitive interpretation” (50). Though I am of the persuasion that 

“definitive interpretation” is unattainable in the case of Shakespeare critique and 

criticism in general, Skura at least attempts to provide us with an alternative reading 

which is not entirely exclusive of other critical approaches. There is a streak of 

strangely contextual realism in Skura’s statement “No biographical event . . . 

determines a text or simply reproduces itself in a text. But all events become part of 

the conditions for creating texts” (qtd. by Taylor 76). This self-awareness contributes 

to critical open-mindedness, and this gradual movement, partially embraced by Skura, 

is a movement towards a marriage between text and context, formalist and historicist, 

which could create something new and insightful if harked to. 

 

Biographical “truths” 

 

Another form of critique which tends to dismiss any points that go against the 

attempted analysis is the biographical: biographical interpretations of The Tempest 

abound. Especially in our time, according to Taylor: “The twentieth century has been 
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just as avid as previous centuries—more so in fact given our obsession with 

celebrity—in its pursuit of Shakespeare the man. Biographies of him continue to spill 

from the presses at an alarming rate” (70). But “Shakespeare the man” is elusive. The 

difficulty in ‘looking for the author’ in the plays is that the authorship-question is still 

passionately discussed, by Shakespeare scholars and students alike (Lindholm 3). 

Even if we accept that ‘the man from Stratford’ is the Shakespeare who wrote these 

plays, we are still left with the problem of inadequate information regarding his life 

and person; Shakespearean giants like Stanley Wells are forced to use large amounts 

of speculation and guesswork in lengthy, biographical works such as Shakespeare: 

For All Time. It is therefore impossible for students, or indeed other scholars of 

Wells’s calibre, to make any definite statements regarding Shakespeare as a person. 

This does not mean that a biographical analysis is impossible, but that we must 

proceed with caution, keeping in mind it is based on assumption, just as 

psychoanalytical or post-colonial readings.   

Such biographical readings often return to the interpretation of Prospero as 

Shakespeare. Taylor finds this a “vexatious and incidentally amusing critical pursuit” 

(75), but to be fair, I have been hard pressed to find any scholar who has not 

attempted to say something about Shakespeare through his text. Even extremely 

formalist readings begin to border on psychoanalytical, and when Barker and Hulme 

confidently state that “[n]o adequate reading of the play [The Tempest] could afford 

not to comprehend both the anxiety and the drive to closure it necessitates”(790), it 

sounds surprisingly like a psychoanalytical interpretation of what Shakespeare was 

trying to say. So indulging this “amusing critical pursuit” (Taylor 75), it has been 

mentioned by many scholars that Shakespeare, in having Prospero bid goodbye to his 

trade as a magician, was taking leave of the stage and of life as a playwright. This 

biographical interpretation of Prospero is understandable when reading the following 

passage:  

PROSPERO. I’ll break my staff, 

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth, 

And deeper than did ever plummet sound 

I’ll drown my book (5.1.54–7) 

 

Here, it is difficult not to hear Shakespeare breaking his quill and turning away from 

the books which he utilised so often in the creation of his works. This can also be seen 



  Moors  13 

 

in Caliban’s words of caution “Remember, / First to possess his books; for without 

them / He’s but a sot, as I am” (3.2.89–91). It is worth noting that Caliban speaks of 

several books, yet Prospero only mentions a single book, which may mean a symbolic 

drowning of his ‘art’, spoken of as an object, a book. Harold Bloom seems to have 

disregarded Caliban’s previous mention of books in the plural, and draws the 

conclusion that Shakespeare intentionally made it a single book to counter Marlowe’s 

Doctor Faustus’s several (670). This begs the question why there were a number of 

books mentioned previously, if that was indeed Shakespeare’s intention; it is also 

difficult to find many parallels between Doctor Faustus and The Tempest, aside from 

the main character being a wizard. If we on the other hand consider the mention of 

‘books’, plural, as a biographical reference to the writer’s own life, it is no secret that 

Shakespeare would constantly draw on other works when writing his plays; in The 

Tempest he famously borrowed from Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Virgil’s Aeneid 

(Moseley 49) and its “only undisputed source . . . Montaigne’s essay ‘Of Cannibals’” 

(Kermode xxxiv). It seems that Shakespeare wished to say that without these books he 

was nothing, and his magic would be gone. Though this is a tempting interpretation, I 

must concede that the following statement by Bloom is far more likely to be true, 

since “Prospero is not more a representation of Shakespeare himself than Dr Faustus 

was a self-portrait of Christopher Marlowe” (666). It rather proves that overeager 

attempts to apply a biographical reading to a text can lead to critics assigning 

importance to a word being written in the singular or the plural: I can make it refer to 

Shakespeare’s use of sources, while Bloom speculates over a possible reference to 

Marlowe’s play. 

If we are to move from speculation to fact, which will lend more backbone to 

a biographical interpretation, there are a few known facts about the William 

Shakespeare that was baptised in “the parish church of Stratford-upon-Avon under the 

date of Wednesday, 26 April 1564” (Wells, For All Time, 1). One such fact is that his 

eldest daughter, Susanna, married in 1607. It is therefore possible, if not likely, that 

Prospero’s dominant, parental side mimics some of the sadness Shakespeare would 

have felt when his first daughter married, as she was “a third of mine own life” (The 

Tempest, 4.1.3). Prospero’s stern speech to the young couple prior to the masque, 

where he warns Ferdinand, that “If thou dost break her virgin-knot before / All 

sanctimonious ceremonies may / With full and holy rite be minist’red, / No sweet 

aspersion shall the heavens let fall” (4.1.15–18), may well refer back to how “if 
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Susanna was not, like her mother, pregnant when she married, it was a near thing” 

(Wells, For All Time, 38). It may even be the older Shakespeare speaking to the 

younger and more foolish version of himself: Wells points out that Anne Hathaway 

was three months pregnant when they married (For All Time, 18). A pre-dominant 

father/daughter theme is, however, common throughout Shakespeare’s plays, and it is 

just as likely that Susanna had little to do with the writing of, specifically, The 

Tempest, and more to do with the writing of all Shakespeare’s plays. 

There was, however, a well documented wedding which is often mentioned in 

relation to the play: the betrothal of Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, in 1612. The 

Tempest was one of several plays performed during the festivities surrounding the 

engagement, and it has been speculated that the play was written specifically for the 

festivities (Quiller-Couch, xlv). It certainly seems plausible that the masque was 

introduced into the play with the purpose to indirectly bless a couple in the audience 

rather than the imagined lovers on stage. Frank Kermode also mentions the ongoing 

debate regarding the masque, remarking, however, that it was present in the first 

recorded performance in 1611 and therefore not specifically added for the benefit of 

the royal couple (xxii-xxiii). The masque still seems rather out of place in the context 

of the play, and the only explanation we receive from Prospero as to the needs in 

performing this “vanity” is that “it is my promise, / And they expect it from me” 

(4.1.41–42). David Lindley aptly suggests that the masque holds no deeper meaning 

within the play (43), while some, (e.g. Barker & Hulme 789), have seen the 

‘interruption’  of the masque as strange and a cause for analysis, though it could easily 

be explained by the playwright cutting an unnecessary, decorative element short. 

While Sidney Shanker claims that “the masque” was one of Shakespeare’s “favorite 

narrative devices” (213), Harold Bloom suggests that it is a “deliberate parody of the 

court masques that Jonson was composing for James I at the moment that 

Shakespeare’s play was written” (679), a likely explanation for the awkward insertion 

of the masque. As for the masque being interrupted, in the Arden edition of The 

Tempest from 1954, the stage-directions read as follows: “Enter certain Reapers, 

properly habited: they join with the Nymphs in a graceful dance ; towards the end 

whereof PROSPERO starts suddenly, and speaks ; after which, to a strange, hollow, 

and confused noise, they heavily vanish” (4.1, emphasis mine). That Prospero “starts” 

and “speaks” “towards the end” of the dance rather implies that there was no 

interruption, and Prospero famously says “[o]ur revels now are ended” (4.1.148), not 
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‘our revels now are interrupted’. Barker and Hulme ascribe extreme relevance to this 

“strange perturbation which brings the celebratory masque of Act IV to such an abrupt 

conclusion, in one reading (as we will demonstrate shortly) the most important scene 

in the play” (784). Once again, the relevance given to the masque has been created 

from a series of over-readings, since it can be made to fit neatly into the post-colonial 

theory: Barker and Hulme see the interruption as proof of Caliban’s relevance to 

Prospero. When actually reading the text, and not reading into the text, it rather seems 

that the masque ended naturally and that there is no mystery in this element, a 

common attribute in Jacobean plays. 

 Who ‘Shakespeare’ was: how much his writing was influenced by his personal 

life, or current social events; how he intended the masque to be perceived; these are 

all questions which will likely be left unanswered. The undeniable difficulty with 

biographical interpretations of Shakespeare’s plays is the lack of documentation, both 

of Shakespeare’s own life, and of the writing of the plays. In defence of biographical 

readings, “biographers of Shakespeare have little choice other than to glean what they 

can of the man from a ‘biographical’ reading of his works” (Taylor 71). But it is of 

crucial importance for any scholar wishing to interpret The Tempest based on ‘likely’ 

sources of influence to remember that they are just that; likely, and not factual. 

Anything else is to invite over-readings which can easily be argued against where 

there is lack of evidence. 

 

Shakespeare’s ideology and morals 

 

If we set aside for a moment the post-colonial, psychoanalytical and biographical as 

means through which we can interpret The Tempest, we are, for the purposes of this 

exploration, left with the ideological; Shakespeare’s ideological convictions. Though 

the author’s intent can never be asserted, and little is known of the man from Stratford 

who is—generally—assumed to have written the play, the average date of the text, as 

well as the rough, geographical location of the author, are both within our grasp, and 

can be used in analysing the text. What any London playwright during the time would 

have been familiar with was the current political and ideological climate in the 

recently united kingdom, and famous events within London and the country as a 
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whole. Sidney Shanker describes the possible development of Shakespeare’s 

authorship in the following manner: 

Shakespeare’s growth as a thinker was greatly affected by the deepening crisis 

in England, the growing conflict between the two worlds of landed gentleman 

and merchant. . . . If Shakespeare’s main political and ethical thought moved 

from the early position of complete acceptance of Tudor ideology to the late 

position of espousal of transcendental values (such as compassion in Lear, 

forgiveness in the place of vengeance in The Tempest), it must be understood 

as reflecting his reaction to the grave crisis outlined above. (viii–ix) 

 

Shanker uses the historical base of Tudor ideology and the knowledge he has of social 

values in Elizabethan England as grounds for his argument. He claims that 

Shakespeare started his career as a playwright with a firm belief in the Tudor 

ideology, which “comprised a theory of history, embraced the concept of the Great 

Chain of Being, and utilized the conservative model of Nature = Authority . . .” 

(Shanker vii). He further claims that the current political climate was one which 

“Shakespeare was extraordinarily sensitive to” and that it directly affected 

Shakespeare’s writing (ix). Shanker suggests that Shakespeare’s “faith in ideology 

waned” and that, in The Tempest, he has transcended the Tudor ideology of his day 

and embraced “transcendent values, the tenacious belief in love, mercy, charity and 

justice” (viii–ix, original emphasis). The difficulties in Shanker’s argument—which 

should be fairly sound, as it is based on historical knowledge of Elizabethan 

England—is, firstly, a language laden with adjectives and emotions. Expressions such 

as “In [Shakespeare’s] last – and hauntingly beautiful – play” (213), “I would dare to 

venture” (214), “it seems to me” (215) and “I feel certain” (217), litter the chapter, 

forcing the reader to conclude that Shanker prefers assumption to affirmation.  

It becomes even harder to accept Shanker’s proof of Shakespeare’s 

transcendence in The Tempest when his arguments fit the Tudor ideology just as well. 

Shanker focuses on the recurrent theme of freedom in the play, something he suggests 

is relevant to all the characters (215). But instead of embracing what is generally 

accepted as a transcendent value in our contemporary society—freedom as a basic 

human right—Shanker surprisingly states that “[f]reedom must be earned as a right” 

(217), and that “[t]o the base and treacherous, freedom is interpreted as license” (216). 

This suggests two things: firstly, that certain conditions must be met for an individual 

to earn their freedom; and secondly, that these conditions must be set and upheld by 

other individuals. This certainly fits the Tudor ideology where “Nature = Authority” 
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(Shanker vii), and there is a system of obedience, with those “base and treacherous” 

who must earn their freedom and those who grant it, in this case a perfect summary of  

the Caliban-Ariel-Prospero relationship. Shanker also suggests that the argument of 

freedom as something which must be earned lies behind the lines in 4.1 where 

“Prospero warns Ferdinand against enjoying Miranda prior to their wedding 

ceremony” (Shanker 216). This implies that Prospero, as a father, has the right to 

grant or take the “freedom” of “enjoying Miranda” from Ferdinand. How this in any 

sense of the word indicates transcendental values beyond those of Tudor England is 

somewhat of a mystery, as it seems to fit the norm perfectly. Rather, Shanker’s 

eagerness to prove Shakespeare’s transcendence above the outdated Tudor values 

successfully manages to portray Shakespeare both as the hated patriarch of the 

feminist critics, and the tyrannical European colonist of the post-colonials. 

Miraculously, Shanker still claims that Shakespeare is “[b]eyond ideology” 

and that “he pleads for a justice above class and socio-political values” (218). How 

Shanker arrives at this conclusion after portraying Prospero as chauvinistic father and 

omnipotent master to undeserving slaves is unclear. In whatever way Shanker arrived 

at these arguments as proof for Shakespeare’s enlightened writing, the result is a 

complete contradiction of his own claims. Though Shanker suggests that Shakespeare 

developed from embracing Tudor ideology to his ‘final’ work where he expresses 

“transcendent values” (viii), The Tempest seems as influenced by Tudor ideology, e.g. 

“the Great Chain of Being, and . . . the conservative model of Nature = Authority” 

(vii) as any of Shakespeare’s earlier plays. This is not so much an over-reading as a 

complete contradiction of Shanker’s own theory, and he would have done well to find 

different examples from the text which would not portray Prospero as the naturally 

patronizing father and white oppressor. But as it stands, perhaps Shanker would have 

enjoyed combining his approach with those of feminist and post-colonial critics; this 

is certainly a reading which would have benefited from collaboration. It must be 

conceded that Shanker wrote Shakespeare and the Uses of Ideology in 1975, so the 

post-colonial approach had not yet had an impact on the literary society, but the 

feminist approach was receiving plenty of attention. 

Despite his many contradictory statements, Shanker raises some interesting 

questions regarding Shakespeare’s use of satire, and the audience’s awareness of this 

element. In Gonzalo’s speech in 2.1 about the utopia he would create on the island, 

Shanker suggests that the audience would have seen the proposed paradise as 
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laughable, and the idea of “a kingdom of all equals” an impossible concept (216). If 

this part is intentionally satirical, as Shanker suggests, some meaning is likely 

assigned to it; the speech is by no means integral to the plot, so its presence in the 

dialogue must serve some other purpose. If Shakespeare was as enlightened in his 

writing of The Tempest as Shanker claims, then the dreamlike utopia Gonzalo 

describes may well be the unattainable paradise which the New World has once again 

made possible. More likely, a Shakespeare still embracing the Tudor ideology wished 

to demonstrate just how ridiculous the idea of a society without labour or rulers would 

be, and who better to present the idea than the stuffy, old, naive Gonzalo, blind to the 

obvious evil in the men around him? It is also probable that Shakespeare, in including 

the mocking asides of Sebastian and Alonzo, simply wished to include the New World 

debate in this play; a supposedly relevant question at the time, and of comedic value 

to a skilled playwright. Whatever Shakespeare wished to say with this scene, it’s 

important not to draw any conclusions about how the audience would interpret it. 

Taylor notes the “tendency in nearly all criticism in the century trained on audiences, 

Shakespeare’s or ours, to talk about them as though they comprise same- or similar-

thinking collectivities” (152). That all play-goers during Shakespeare’s time would 

have left The Tempest with the same impressions is as likely as all Shakespearean 

critics in our century agreeing on the meaning of the text.  

The debate around the intention behind Shakespeare’s plays is relevant to all 

arguments based on the social context of Tudor England. Wells remarks that “Much 

late-twentieth-century criticism endeavoured to dig beneath the surface of the plays to 

show that . . . many of them engage more or less covertly with issues that affected the 

daily lives of their first audiences” (For All Time, 72). This should not come as a 

surprise to any scholar of literature: authors, in all times, have written with their 

current audience in mind. Taylor astutely remarks that “[w]orks of art as intensely 

communicative as Elizabethan and Jacobean plays could hardly fail to allude in some 

way or other, however ‘mystified’, to the burning issues of their audiences” (171). It 

seems, however, that current critics become blind to the fact that new forms of 

critique stem from new ideological backgrounds. If we are blind to the influence that 

contemporary ideologies have on our own readings, we may also ignore the impact of 

Tudor ideology on Shakespeare’s writing; some critics even suggest that he was  

“unable to avoid the prevailing ideology of the state . . .” (Taylor 217). I concede that 

it is impossible for a scholar of our time to perceive events through the eyes of 
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Elizabethan England, but the same is true of Shakespeare; to assume that he wrote 

with an awareness of feminism or post-colonialism is to assume he was capable of 

viewing his own time through the eyes of ours. And the belief that there is some form 

of moral message in Shakespeare’s writing has not been shared by all critics: Dr 

Johnson felt that “[Shakespeare] sacrifices virtue to convenience, and is so much 

more careful to please than to instruct, that he seems to write without any moral 

purpose” (quoted in Wells, The Writer, 90).  

It is, of course, possible to interpret the plays as without any form of morals or 

underlying message to the audience. It is also safer, as attempting to assess what a 

writer intended or not is the first and greatest pitfall of over-readings. There is, 

however, a pattern in Shakespeare’s plays worth noting, which has constantly been 

used as an argument for the writer’s intent: that of “the Ciceronian technique of 

arguing both sides of the question (‘disputatio in utramque partem’) as a means to 

truth” (Wells, For All Time, 144). To explain this concept in theatrical terms: 

Shakespeare pits two characters against each other, but instead of only defending the 

side which the Elizabethan audience would traditionally consider ‘good/superior’, he 

allows the ‘evil/inferior’ character to argue against the accepted view. We can see this 

in The Merchant of Venice, where Shylock defends the human in the Jew in 

comparison to the Christian; in Othello where Emilia questions the role of women as 

opposed to men; and, perhaps more so than in any other, in King Lear, where Edmund 

questions Nature itself, and the ideology of his time which makes bastards less worthy 

than legitimate sons. Time and time again, Shakespeare has his characters verbally 

question the stereotypes applied to them by society, only to then promptly adhere to 

them in action. Whether Shakespeare through this pattern wishes to subtly comment 

on the judgmental and hypocritical society in which he lived, or rather to cement the 

stereotypes, which continue to abide by the customs even as they question them, is 

impossible to assert in a single essay.  

In the end, if the audience has not begun to view the situation from multiple 

perspectives, there will at least be a clear stance-taking. The critic will glorify either 

Prospero, as Shakespeare himself to the biographical scholars; Prospero-Ariel, as in 

the case of the master/servants of Shanker’s ideological argument; Ariel-Caliban, the 

two oppressed characters in a post-colonial interpretation such as Barker and 

Hulme’s; or simply Caliban, as Skura’s misunderstood, amoral, Freudian child. 

Looking at the above theories, we see that they all have much in common: they all 
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tend to glorify a certain character or characters, they all attempt to say something 

about the author or the society in which the text was written. When beginning to 

notice these common grounds, critics from all approaches can start collaborating, or at 

least attempting collaboration. When various approaches all come to the same 

conclusion regarding some character or constituent of the plot, we may finally have 

arrived at some form of “truth”. With this in mind, the relevance of Caliban is 

debatable, as he does not figure strongly in the biographical interpretation, or in 

Shanker’s. Prospero bears relevance in all, but there is disagreement as to his role. But 

if Barker and Hulme had embraced New Criticsm rather than harshly dismissed it, 

they could have found valuable textual proof for their argument. A close-reading may 

also have alerted them to weaknesses, such as Caliban being portrayed not as a native 

but a monster in the text, or the masque seemingly coming to an end rather than being 

interrupted. If Shanker has distanced himself from his approach, still undefined as 

“ideology”, he may have noticed just how that ideology shaped itself; not as proof for 

transcendent development in the author, but as supportive of post-colonial and 

feministic arguments. The biographical approach meets the psychoanalytical in many 

ways: they see characters as representatives of real world entities, either in the 

author’s psyche, childhood or current company. Taken separately, the critics strive to 

disprove the approaches of others, while they may have noticed their common traits if 

they took the time to find them. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In these wildly varying interpretations—and countless others—we can see that, to 

some critics, “characters refuse to take a final curtain” (Taylor 144). A character who 

is so obviously a native in a colonial setting to post-colonial critics, or to Skura “a 

seeming child whose ego is a ‘body ego’, as Freud said. . .” (832), is to Dryden 

fascinating because he is an original creation of Shakespeare’s imagination. Caliban 

appears forever doomed to symbolise any number of things, though he may in the end 

have been created merely as a ‘servant-monster’ of Shakespeare’s imagination. 

Though all these approaches—post-colonial, psychoanalytical, biographical, 

ideological—have their different strengths and weaknesses, none can be entirely ruled 

out, and new ones will doubtless enter the field as literary criticism develops further. 
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In Russ McDonald’s words, in “a mere twenty years”, the approaches discussed here 

will seem “remote and puzzling” (x). For now, the possibility of Shakespeare 

expressing himself through Prospero will remain a question worth debating, for the 

critic who is “still enough of a Late Romantic” (Bloom 666). For now, though I have 

found Shanker’s arguments highly contradictory to their stated purpose, it is possible 

that Shakespeare was truly above the ideology of his time, and expressed this in his 

writing. That all these, and countless other interpretations have been made, many 

reaching polar opposite conclusions, should be proof enough that no form of critique 

can be more valid than another. It is important to keep this in mind, as one critical 

theory gives us a two-dimensional view into the truth of a text, but through combining 

these looking-glasses, and applying several theories, we achieve a divided and 

insightful perspective as through a prism. This is echoed in Taylor’s declaration, that 

“[s]ensitive integrations, potential syntheses, happy marriages between consenting 

ideologies . . . have produced major contributions to our understanding and greater 

enjoyment of Shakespeare” (18). I certainly hope that a greater self-consciousness 

will infuse the critical world, and with it, open-mindedness towards critical 

approaches which differ from those we have previously endorsed. In The Tempest, 

Shakespeare gave the after-world an endless topic of discussion and debate, 

interpretation and reinterpretation. In that, it is invaluable, as it makes generation 

upon generation of critics and laymen discover new patterns, and continue to question 

the apparent and obvious, making way for new ideologies and philosophies. But it is 

the duty of critics not only to question each other, but also their own arguments when 

they are found to be flawed. And to those critics who staunchly refuse to question 

their own assessments, I dedicate this T. S. Eliot quote (qtd. by Taylor 93): “About 

anyone so great as Shakespeare it is probable that we can never be right; and if we can 

never be right, it is better that we should from time to time change our way of being 

wrong”. 
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