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A Study of The Tempest

— On Gonzalo's Ideal 'Commonwealth' —

KIKUCHI Zenta
Nihon University, Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies

The Tempest is the last of Shakespeare’s tragicomedies. Since none of the characters in this play die,
death could not be its theme. Instead, this play has often been considered to be a political critique.
Gonzalo’s speech on the ideal commonwealth is one of the issues that must be considered. His speech
sounds a cynical alarm for modern society. This paper considers Montaigne’s ideal society and that of
Shakespeare. It also examines Shakespeare’s hopes and wishes, as presented in the epilogue.
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I’th’ commonwealth I would by contraries
Execute all things, for no kind of traffic
Would I admit; no name of magistrate; (150)
Letters should not be known; riches, poverty

And use of service, none; contract, succession,

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard — none;
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No use of metal, corn, or wine or oil;
(155)

And women, too, but innocent and pure;

No occupation, all men idle, all;

No sovereignty —
SEBASTIAN
Yet he would be king on’t.
(The Tempest, 11-i-148-58)

...It is a nation, would I answere Plato, that
hath no kinde of traffike, no knowledge of
Letters, no intelligence of numbers, no name of
magistrate, nor of politike superioritie; no use
of service, of riches, or of poverty; no contracts,
no successions, no dividences, no occupation
but idle; no respect of kinred, but common, no
apparrell but natural, no manuring of lands, no
use of wine, corne, or mettle. The very words
that lying, falshood ,

dissimulation, covetousness, envie, detraction,

import treason,
and pardon, were never heard of amongst them.
How dissonant would hee finde his imaginary
common-wealth from this perfection?

(John Florio (trans.), “Of the Caniballes”)



In Gonzalo’s ‘commonwealth’ speech
Shakespeare provides a radically different view
of rightful authority. In that utopian vision it
simply disappears: no government is necessary
or desired. Gonzalo’s speech also provides a
vivid contrast to how Caliban is portrayed. In
the ideal commonwealth there are no savages,
only peaceful people who live naturally in
harmony. As Scene I unfolds, that theme of
nature versus nurture (or ‘civilisation’) is given
a bitingly ironic twist as the ‘civilised’” Antonio
and Sebastian prepare to murder their way to

power.

D. J. Permar

But in other respects Shakespeare’s point of
view is more complex than that of the essay:
Gonzalo’s raptures are treated ironically, and
Caliban, in his brutality and cunning, is
scarcely an idealized representation of the

savage.

GONZALO
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All things in common Nature should produce
(160)

Without sweat or endeavour: treason, felony,
Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine,
Would I not have; but Nature should bring
forth,

Of it own kind, all foison, all abundance,

(165)

(The Tempest, 11-i-160-65)

To feed my innocent people.

There warres are noble and generous, and have
as much excuse and beautie, as this humane
infirmitie may admit: they ayme at nought so

much, and have no other foundation amongst



them, but the meere jealosie of virtue. They
contend not for the gaining of new landes; for
to this day they yet enjoy that naturall ubertie
and fruitefulnesse, which without
labouring-toyle, doth in such plenteous
aboundance furnish them with all necessary
things, that they neede not enlarge their limites.
They are yet in that happy estate, as they desire
no more, then what their naturall necessities
direct them: whatsoever is beyond it, is to them
superfluous.
(John Florio (trans.), “Of the Caniballes™)

Edward Dowden
“The Serenity of The Tempest”, 1875

Here is the ideal of notional liberty,
Shakespeare would say, and to attempt to
realise it at once lands us in absurdities and

self-contradictions:
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J. Middleton Murry

“Shakespeare’s Dream”, 1836 '®

So Shakespeare makes clear his conviction that
it is not by a return to the primitive that

mankind must advance.

And thus it is that Shakespeare, in Gonzalo’s
words, with  splendid irony changes
Montaigne’s report of the Indians, from mere
nature, to a picture of nature’s art in man,
working of man. ... It is the innocence not of
the primitive, but of the ultimate, which he

seeks to embody.



American Indian”, 1973
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“Caliban as the
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And when Shakespeare allows this vision to be
mocked through the foul mouths of the bad
brothers, Sebastian and Antonio, it is
Montaigne’s dream of communist utopia in the
New World he is allowing them to vilify.

... Certainly Shakespeare is on their side in the
debate, utter, even hopeless villains though
they may be, for the events of the play prove

them, not Gonzalo, right.

22 23

noble Gonzalo
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Jan Kott

Shakespeare Our Contemporary, 1965 **

His (Kott’s) discussion of The Tempest is
similarly concerned to show how it reflects
modern political cynicism, violence, conflict
and social breakdown. ... Kott recognizes the
island is no utopia: ‘on Prospero’s island the
laws of the real world apply’, and Kott sees
that world as relentlessly cruel, violent and

oppressive.
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O brave new world
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spoken by PROSPERO
Now my charms are all o'erthrown,
And what strength I have's mine own,

Which is most faint. Now, 'tis true

103

I must be here confined by you,
Or sent to Naples. Let me not, (5)
Since I have my dukedom got
And pardoned the deceiver, dwell
In this bare island by your spell;
But release me from my bands
With the help of your good hands. (10)
Gentle breath of yours my sails
Must fill, or else my project fails,
Which was to please. Now [ want
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant;
And my ending is despair, (15)
Unless I be relieved by prayer,
Which pierces so that it assaults
Mercy itself, and frees all faults.
As you from crimes would pardoned be,

Let your indulgence set me free.
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Forbidden Planet (USA, 1956)
Director: Fred McLeod Wilcox
A science fiction film set in 2257. Ariel becomes
Robby the Robot, Prospero is Dr Morbius, and
Caliban is Dr Morbius’ unconscious (‘this thing of
darkness, I / Acknowledge mine’). The film, made
during the cold war between Soviet and capitalist
countries, reflects contemporary anxieties about
scientists’ responsibilities (especially concerning
the development of nuclear weapons).
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