THE TEMPEST

Dramaturg’s Notes

“We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.” (IV.i.156-58)
Most Shakespearean scholars consider The Tempest to be the Bard’s swan song, a formal farewell to the world of theatre at the end of a prolific career, in which Prospero acts as the author’s surrogate, symbolically drowning his books of learning and magic at the play’s conclusion.  This romantic view tends to focus on the supernatural aspect of literary inspiration and on the power of love to convert even the stoniest of hearts. Others see the play as a political statement about the destructive nature of colonialism; in this fairly modern perspective, the monster Caliban is seen as a victim of “civilizing” forces from an outside world attempting to assimilate him into their way of life.  Such an analysis is given historical credence by the existence of documents from the early 17th century, which would be well known to Shakespeare while he was writing the play, about the recent colonization of America by English pilgrims and their perceptions of the mysterious natives they encounter in this “brave new world.”  Some critics have even gone so far as to point out that the date of the play’s writing corresponds with the earliest roots of the African slave trade, and that Caliban’s name is an anagram for the popular spelling of “cannibal.”
But however you choose to interpret this final Shakespearean text (at least the last one written as a solo effort), The Tempest still manages to enchant audiences to this day with its timeless poetry, enduring characters, and themes of innocence lost, the futility of revenge, and the transformative power of nature.
It is this last concept that captured director David Grapes’ imagination as he began to research this production for the University of Northern Colorado. Much of what you see onstage is derived from a desire to place the action of the play within a Victorian timeframe, but simultaneously in a foreign landscape far removed from the stuffy “Masterpiece Theatre” drawing rooms of Dickens, Shaw, and Wilde.  Instead, we venture into the fantastical worlds of Edgar Rice Burroughs, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Rudyard Kipling, authors whose central themes revolve around the cultural collision between civilized and primitive societies, usually Africa or India.  This is the rugged domain of Stanley and Livingston, Tarzan, and the Mowgli stories, a world in which our shipwrecked heroes and villains are forced to fend for themselves in a hostile environment that threatens their preconceived notions of life with its savage yet idyllic strangeness.
Specific visual inspiration for the play came from the paintings and aesthetic philosophy of Henri Rousseau, a French Post-Impressionist painter from the late 19th century.  A large percentage of Rousseau’s oeuvre is dedicated to lush, fantastic jungle landscapes populated with wild, anthropomorphic animal figures.  Although he had never seen a jungle in person, Rousseau’s imagination was fed by his frequent visits to zoos and botanical gardens, and thus the paintings transport the viewer into a world of dreams rather than of any real place.  Like many of his contemporaries, Rousseau saw nature as an equalizing, transformative force which could tame the excesses of modern life by returning it to a utopian state of purity and grace, a lesson which Prospero, too, comes to discover.  
One radical textual deviation from Shakespeare’s original that I proposed to director Grapes as we sculpted the text for this performance was the removal of Shakespeare’s original “wedding masque” in the fourth act of the play.  After much discussion, we opted to replace the operatic appearance of the pantheon of Roman goddesses, who have descended from on high to bless the matrimonial union of Miranda and Ferdinand, with a tribal dance performed by the spirits, which recounted the magical history of the island.  This substitution relates the horrors the island’s natives endured prior to Prospero’s arrival under the cruel reign of Caliban’s mother, the Tunisian witch Sycorax.  But this modification has tonal significance as well; by rejecting the specific formal structure of the Jacobean court masque to which Shakespeare pays homage, our production emphasizes the organic change the island’s mystical life force has wrought upon Prospero, instead of illustrating his dominance over his surroundings.  In other words, rather than being the civilized conqueror, he himself undergoes one of the many “sea-changes” that occur in the play and finds comfort in a more pastoral existence than that found in his courtly past.
- Robert L. Neblett, Dramaturg

