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The Tempest and A Tempest: Magic and Witchcraft in Two Performative Dimensions

The world of The Tempest and A Tempest both provokes and stimulates the ideal of African slave and European master; of colonizer and colonized; of natural and supernatural; and of man’s moral and tragic vision in communal identity, sensuous pleasure, and spiritual love with characters in their society. In his play, The Tempest, William Shakespeare writes an allegorical play about an exotic island that evokes fantasies of paradise and political utopia. He describes how Prospero, a virtuous monarch and a benevolent ruler, uses magical powers for the good in his island. Moreover, Shakespeare incorporates Prospero as a man with integrity and mastery who utilizes art to achieve supremacy over the natural world by holy magic. In addition, the author depicts Caliban, the son of the dead witch Sycorax, as a poetic imagination who is both seen to be ugly and naturally evil in the play. Unlike The Tempest, Aime Cesaire in A Tempest is a poetic drama play about the idea of black American people who resides in the Caribbean to experience life in a utopian society. He describes how Prospero, the Duke of Milan, uses magic to attain absolute power over Caliban and Ariel. Moreover, the author portrays Prospero as a driven and powerful master as well as a colonizer who claims to rule over the island territory by superior force and authority. In addition, Cesaire depicts Caliban as a colonized master who defies Prospero order and disobeys his command on numerous occasions throughout the play. Nevertheless, Shakespeare and Cesaire use images of magic and witchcraft to represent the contrast between Prospero and Caliban desire for knowledge and survival in The Tempest and Prospero and Caliban desire for absolute power and social status in A Tempest, ultimately suggesting that both authors use magic and witchcraft in similar ways, but that both plays perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their moral and tragic vision for power and authority in their society.

So the question arises: how does the author employ magic in The Tempest and A Tempest between knowledge and power? In the first act, second scene of The Tempest, Shakespeare writes about an apparent storm and shipwreck where Miranda saw ‘the vessel sink’ (I.ii.32). The author illustrates how Miranda knows that the storm is a product of Prospero’s nature of white magic: ‘O, I have suffered / With those that I saw suffer!’ (I.ii.5-6). Moreover, Prospero assures her that ‘There’s no harm done’ (I.ii.15) and tells her that ‘’Tis time’ (I.ii.24). When Miranda expresses his concern for the shipwreck victims, Prospero uses his power of nature as an example of his potential dangers with magic. According to Miranda, she describes Prospero as a magician: 


If by your art, my dearest father, you have


Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them (I.ii.1-2).

When Prospero starts to move back into the past ‘twelve year since’ (I.ii.52), he admits:


And to my state grew stranger, being transported


And rapt in secret studies (I.ii.76-77).

Noticing that he is born to rule, Prospero uses the phrase “secret studies” to convey Shakespeare’s curious restrictions towards magic. The power and danger of magic is evident from the start in the play when Prospero tells Miranda that without “the present business” the story he has told her “were most impertinent” (I.ii.136-138). An example of this is when the author writes:





by my prescience


I find my zenith doth depend upon


A most auspicious star, whose influence


If not I court not, but omit, my fortunes


Will ever after droop (I.ii.180-184). 

In the passage above, we see that Shakespeare depicts Prospero’s past experiences, his present situation, and his magical powers into one single moment to illustrate how he uses magic for the good of his island. Moreover, Shakespeare characterizes Prospero as a powerful man who can ‘cry to th’ sea” (I.ii.149) and as a figure of control and authority. Shakespeare writes: ‘Transported / And rapt in secret studies’ (I.ii.76-77) and his library a ‘dukedom large enough’ (I.ii.110). Both of these lines demonstrate how Prospero uses his magic and witchcraft to establish Caliban to become a servant for him. In addition, Prospero uses his magical power as a way to control and command Caliban (I.ii.368-373). He uses Caliban as a slave and an economic labour: ‘We cannot miss him. He does make our fire, / Fetch in our wood, and serves in offices / That profit us’ (I.ii.310-313). By him creating Caliban as a servant, Prospero is using his magic to bring good into the natural world he is trying to establish. Moreover, when Caliban disobeys Prospero order, Shakespeare intends to show us that Prospero overall does not always have the power he thinks he has to be the rightful Duke of Milan.

Like Prospero magic in The Tempest, Cesaire uses magic in A Tempest similar to that of Shakespeare in that Prospero uses magic as an idea to acquire absolute power and social status over his island through the eyes of Caliban and Sycorax. Unlike Shakespeare who describes more on Prospero magic to control Caliban, Cesaire describes more on Caliban’s response and authority to control Prospero almighty and powerful commands. An example is when Prospero calls Caliban an ‘ugly ape’ (17). Caliban quickly replies: 

You think I’m ugly…well, I don’t think you’re so handsome yourself.  With that big hooked nose, you look just like some old vulture. An old vulture with a scrawny neck! (17).

In the passage above, we see that Cesaire describes Caliban as a courageous and brave figure. He allows Caliban to express his feeling towards Prospero, and allows him to take control over authoritative figure like Prospero himself. In addition, Cesaire characterizes Caliban as ‘the King of the Island’ (17) and the mother of Sycorax. When Caliban is told by Prospero that his mother Sycorax is ‘a ghoul’ and ‘a witch’ (18), he begins to see Prospero as narrow-minded and intolerant: “Anyhow, you only think she’s dead because you think the earth itself is dead...It’s so much simpler that way!” (18). Caliban’s harsh comment by Prospero entices him dream about Sycorax: 

…Often, in my dreams, she speaks to me and warns me….Yesterday, even, when I was lying by the stream on my belly lapping at the muddy water, when the Beast was about to spring upon me with that huge stone in his hand…. (18).

When Caliban is reminded by Prospero that Sycorax is dead, he begins to gain more confidence and power to control Prospero’s ruthless command. An example of this is when Prospero accuses Caliban of rape: “Good God, you tried to rape my daughter!” (19). He replies forcefully: 

Rape! Rape! Listen you old goat, you’re the one that put those dirty thoughts in my head. Let me tell you something. I couldn’t care less about your daughter, or about your cave, for that matter (19). 

The author illustrates this to depict how Caliban uses his magic from Sycorax to mold and make Prospero powerless of his almighty commands. He believes that Sycorax is still alive, and uses his beliefs to conquer and combat the commands of Prospero. In other words, Caliban uses magic from Sycorax to attain absolute power from Prospero. 

Both Shakespeare and Cesaire use the idea of magic in different ways: The Tempest uses magic as Prospero and Caliban need for knowledge and survival in their society while A Tempest uses magic as Prospero and Caliban need for absolute power in their society. Unlike Shakespeare who describes Prospero the powerful ruler over the slave and deformed monster Caliban, Cesaire describes Caliban as a powerful figure who has the need to control Prospero demands through the magic from Sycorax. Prospero uses magic in The Tempest to control and command Caliban while Caliban uses magic from Sycorax in A Tempest to control and gain absolute power over Prospero in their society. Thus, Shakespeare definition of ‘magic’ differs from Cesaire in that Shakespeare defines the concept of magic as the characters pursuit to be both dangerous and powerful in their utopian society while Cesaire defines magic as the characters pursuit for social establishment and status in their society. Nevertheless, Shakespeare and Cesaire use images of magic and witchcraft to represent the contrast between Prospero and Caliban desire for knowledge and survival in The Tempest and Prospero and Caliban desire for absolute power and social status in A Tempest, ultimately suggesting that both authors use magic and witchcraft in similar ways, but that both plays perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their moral and tragic vision for power and authority in their society.


In closing, Shakespeare characterizes Prospero abilities of magic as a way for him to control Caliban and the natural world while Cesaire characterizes Caliban abilities of magic from Sycorax as a way for him to control and attain absolute power over Prospero. The author writes The Tempest as his last installment of Shakespeare works to allow the audience to fully understand more about the writer himself while the author writes A Tempest to allow other people to understand first hand about the struggles and difficulties black people had experienced during his era. Caliban in The Tempest is viewed to be like Jeffrey Hudson while Caliban in A Tempest is viewed to be like Malcolm X. Needless to say, Shakespeare writes The Tempest as a play to give the audience more hope in life and to help us as human seek the essentials of life while Cesaire writes A Tempest to guide man’s inhumanity to man and to turn our minds to higher values in society.
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