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Introduction
Written between 1610 and 1611, The Tempest is widely considered to be Shakespeare’s last play by a modern audience. Published posthumously as the first comedy in Mr William Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories & Tragedies, commonly known now as the First Folio, The Tempest itself is a tale of rebellion, revenge, family ties and magic. While any of Shakespeare’s work can be studied in detail, this essay will focus specifically on The Tempest, specifically Act 2 Scene 1 of this play. 
Naturally any analysis of a historical text benefits from an interdisciplinary approach to study, as history did not exist in a vacuum. Shakespeare is well known as a literary great, and his works are studied extensively in the UK at all levels throughout mainstream school, meaning his poetry and plays are both analysed for theme and content but also considered alongside historical context, intended to furnish students with a greater appreciation of the work. 
While a modern perception of historical periods is always something to acknowledge as influential to any critical appreciation of a text (consider the shift in academic circles away from referring to the medieval period as the ‘Dark Ages’- as Mommsen states clearly there was a feeling from scholars that ‘that era was “dark” because it was worthless’[footnoteRef:1]) Shakespeare’s fame has also altered this perception. Any study of his work builds upon a mountain of other studies and work from other historians, literary critics and scholars who have assessed his plays and poetry in detail, debating nuance, intention and historical context through the lens of many different literary and historical theories. This has its flaws, as Emma Smith explores for a popular audience in her accessible work This is Shakespeare,  [1:  Theodore E. Mommsen, ‘Petrarch’s Conception of the ‘Dark Ages’, Speculum, 17.2 (1942), 226-242 (p. 237).] 

The Tempest is not the only play to have its meaning determined by its assumed place in Shakespeare’s writing career… [this] offers a revealing insight into critics finding what they expect to find.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Emma Smith, This is Shakespeare: How to Read the World’s Greatest Playwright (London: Pelican Books, 2019) p.309. ] 

There is no definite evidence that The Tempest truly was Shakespeare’s ‘final’ play, and yet as Smith explains, when we consider a play in its setting it is not simply possible to detach it from modern understandings of history or make assumptions. 
Taking these elements into consideration, this essay’s goal is therefore to analyse Act 2 Scene 1 of The Tempest not just on its own merits, but as part of a wider historiographical setting, considering how the scene itself emphasises the play’s overall themes and major plot concerns, and their relation to other texts, other examples of literature from a similar time period, and the complex historical context that Shakespeare resides in as an established figure in English literary heritage. 
The Tempest and Post-Colonialism
In Act 2, Scene 1, Alonso, King of Naples and his small party of men are searching Prospero’s island, where they have landed after the storm in Act 1. Their progress is watched by Ariel, who steps in midway through the scene and places the King and his entourage in a magical slumber. This allows Antonio and Sebastian time to discuss the King’s decision to marry his daughter to the King of Tunis, who would inherit Naples upon the King’s death, ultimately planning to kill him. Ariel returns and explains he has been sent by Prospero to save Alonso. He then awakens the group, whereupon Antonio and Sebastian claim to have heard a ‘hollow burst of bellowing | Like bulls, or rather lions’[footnoteRef:3] and claim they drew their swords to defend their king. The group discuss moving away from the area and the scene ends.  [3:  William Shakespeare, The Tempest, from The Folger Shakespeare. ed. by Barbara Mowat, Paul Werstine, Michael Poston, and Rebecca Niles <https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/the-tempest/read/> [Accessed 01 March 2025], II. 1. 357-358.] 

Existing in part as an introduction to the audience, the conversation between the king and his entourage highlights and develops the setting of Prospero’s island and the group’s characters for the audience as they search for Ferdinand. As a group the men seem mostly impressed by the island and they discuss it as if they were to settle upon it. They focus on how strange the land is compared to their familiar surroundings in Italy, and despite these differences their thoughts shift immediately to control of the land, with Gonzalo describing (and being mocked for) his ideas to make a ‘plantation of this isle’[footnoteRef:4]. As Reiss states, ‘seen through such spectacles [highlighting differences], cultural territories inevitably fall into here and there, self and other’[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 157.]  [5:  Timothy Reiss, ‘Mapping Identites: Literature, Nationalism, Colonialism’, American Literary History, 4.4 (1992), 649-677, p.650.] 

Alonso’s men are mostly charmed by the island and seem very impressed by the landscape they see as they explore together. Adrian acknowledges that while the island seems inaccessible 'The air breathes upon us here most sweetly’[footnoteRef:6]. While this is immediately mocked by Sebastian, the fact that these men are willing to look on the strange land with such a positive mindset directly opposes the traditional expectation that a land be perceived as savage until it is fully colonised and made homogenous with the coloniser’s land. This is a reflection of contemporary understandings of colonisation which oscillated from favourable comparisons to the Garden of Eden to depictions of wild barbarism. The settlement and colonisation of the Americas was a particularly widespread talking point during the writing of this play and this seems to be reflected in its concerns and in the character’s behaviours. Amerigo Vespucci, a prominent explorer, wrote extensively on the New World and this scene seems to almost directly reflect some of his comments on ‘the healthfulness of the air’[footnoteRef:7]. This is not the only relevant contemporary historical context that Shakespeare uses to inform the plot of the play – in particular the True Reportory which was written by William Strachey relating to the wreck of the ship Sea Venture in 1609 is often considered by scholars to have been inspiration for Shakespeare’s work[footnoteRef:8]. [6:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 49.]  [7:  Amerigo Vespucci, New World, Letter to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici (1502/1503), in Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, pp. 300-305 (p. 302).]  [8:  Royal Shakespeare Company, The Ship That Inspired Shakespeare (2016) <https://www.rsc.org.uk/news/archive/the-ship-that-inspired-shakespeare> [accessed 15 March 2025] (para 4 of 8).] 

It is often automatically assumed by scholars that The Tempest was intended to be critical commentary by Shakespeare about the colonisation of the US, demonstrating a power-hungry Prospero as overreaching his natural position and infringing on Caliban’s power over the island using his power as a white man, and that Shakespeare intended to offer criticism of colonisation in doing so. As Huang describes, ‘Buoyed by postcolonial critical traditions… The Tempest has been institutionalized as a de facto postcolonial intervention’[footnoteRef:9], an ‘overworked allegory’[footnoteRef:10] that may not necessarily hold true to the original intent of the playwright.  [9:  Alexander Huang, ‘“What Country, Friends, Is This?”: Touring Shakespeares, Agency, and Efficacy in Theatre Historiography’, Theatre Survey, 54.1 (2013), 51–85 (p. 56) <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040557412000415> [accessed 15 March 2025].]  [10:  Huang, p.56.] 

Willis agrees with the risk of overly focusing just on colonialism as an issue presented within the play and states, ‘some of these critics [discussing colonialism in The Tempest] reproduce the very reductiveness they want to avoid’[footnoteRef:11]. Power is approached and challenged not only from an understanding of ownership but is also confirmed via inclusion or segregation from a body of power within the play rather than necessarily relating directly to colonisation.   [11:  Deborah Willis, ‘Shakespeare’s Tempest and the Discourse of Colonialism’, Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 29.2 (1989), 277–289 (p.277) <https://doi.org/10.2307/450475> [accessed 10 March 2025].] 

It is well known that verifiable facts about Shakespeare’s life are slim and speculation and tradition are often recited as if factual while lacking evidence to prove this. For example, as Tara Lyons discusses in relation to the First Folio, there was ‘an underlying desire for Sir Thomas Bodley, the founder of what is still one of the most prestigious libraries in the world, to validate Shakespeare and his Folio’[footnoteRef:12] after Shakespeare’s death. The elevation of Shakespeare from simple playwright for the masses to among England’s literary canon was deliberate and causes issues for any historiographical research into both the man himself and also his work due to the lack of concrete evidence on any of Shakespeare’s personal or political beliefs. It can be argued that rather than specifically intending to provide a critical commentary on colonialism (and therefore be categorised as post-colonial) Shakespeare was merely reflecting the cultural concerns of the time rather than attempting to make a particular attempt to critique them.  [12:  Tara Lyons, ‘“Baggage Bookes” and the Shakespeare First Folio: Towards a Critical Historiography of the Book’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 74.4 (2023), 387–95 (p. 395) <https://doi.org/10.1093/sq/quad043> [accessed 10 March 2025].] 


Defining Genre
As The Tempest has been studied in such minutia relating to colonial and post-colonial studies, it seems evidential that the play would be easily relating to one specific genre and be simple to categorise in this way. However, this is not the case, and the play can be quite evasive when subject to analysis intended to categorise it. 
As Bishop and Starkey state,
Shakespeare, for one, was an egregious offender in the crime of genre-mixing. From act to act, scene to scene, even from line to line, he ranges from the tragic to the comic, from high diction to low.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Wendy Bishop and David Starkey, Keywords in Creative Writing, (Denver: Utah State University Press, 2006), p. 96.] 

Shakespeare’s apparent refusal to adhere to the expectations of genre are part of the allure of the texts to scholars, and combined with the lack of knowledge about Shakespeare as a person, make defining or discussing genre quite difficult. While The Tempest sits in the First Folio as a Comedy, it does not necessarily follow the cues that may be expected of it as a comedy. There is a wedding, a theme in most of the comedies, there are the expected comic relief characters of Trinculo and Stephano who team up with Caliban in Act 2 in a hilarious exchange, however the play seems to hold a darker side. 
As Orgel states, Shakespeare is ‘unambiguously successful in producing only the third of these [comic elements]; but even here, the promised end is neither easy to come by nor the union of innocents we have been led to expect’.[footnoteRef:14] Ultimately the play is deeply concerned with power and revenge, and the outcome of the play does not tie up loose ends in the way an audience may expect of a comedy.  [14:  Stephen Orgel, Introduction, in Shakespeare, The Tempest, Oxford World’s Classics series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 29.] 

Power and Segregation
The play’s focus on revenge is mostly focused upon Antonio, who is set out by Shakespeare as Prospero’s foil. According to Willis’ reading of The Tempest Antonio is segregated and highlighted as an evil character in the play: ‘[Antonio’s] overreaching aggression is simultaneously an act of rebellion against the state and a betrayal of family bonds’[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  Willis, p.281.] 

In Scene 2 and the wider play Antonio is shown to the audience as a complex character whose motivations and presence are not always easy to unpick and categorise, much like the genre of the play itself. Scene 2 exemplifies this by demonstrating Sebastian and Antonio as outliers to the majority opinion of the group, and they are othered in the scene due to their opinions on the island and their behaviour throughout. Both men are separated from the group from very early into the scene by their wager on who will speak first about the island– ‘Which, of he or Adrian, | for a good wager, first begins to crow?’[footnoteRef:16].  [16:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 35-36.] 

Similarly, the instant shift in Antonio’s perspective when the king and his entourage fall asleep due to Ariel’s magic highlights to the audience his lack of loyalty and further reinforces the perspective that Antonio is somehow separate to the other characters. It does this by demonstrating Antonio’s willingness to continue betraying those he is close to, with Antonio being the source of the plot to kill Gonzalo and Alonso – ‘O, that you bore | the mind that I do, what a sleep were this | for your advancement! Do you understand me?’[footnoteRef:17]. Antonio here openly discusses how he has benefitted from the betrayal of his brother Prospero (‘Look how well my garments sit upon me… My brother’s servants were then my fellows; now they are my men’[footnoteRef:18]) while encouraging Sebastian to murder the Alonso as he sleeps.  [17:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 304-306.]  [18:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 313-315.] 

Another demonstration of this within the scene is shown when Ariel magically sends the King’s men to sleep, as neither Sebastian or Antonio are impacted by this – ‘Why Doth it not then our eyelids sink? I find not myself disposed to sleep’[footnoteRef:19]. It can be argued that Ariel’s magic cannot impact both Antonio and Sebastian, as they are by nature evil and capable of misdeeds, which Ariel’s magic is unable to mitigate or override. The vulnerability of the group is palpable in the latter part of the scene as the duo plot almost instantly to begin murdering others for their own benefit.  [19:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 221-223.] 

While Ariel does not directly address the fact that his spell fails on Antonio and Sebastian or explain directly why this might be, he does acknowledge that Alonso is vulnerable in the moment and comments on this – ‘My master through his art foresees the danger | That you, his friend, are in, and sends me forth’[footnoteRef:20]. In this way the play highlights the fact that Ariel’s magic has not impacted the men. It also provides a chance for his motives of gathering further power to be demonstrated to the audience, setting him out as a villain in the play.  [20:  Shakespeare, II. 1. 341-342.] 

Peter Krause in his work ‘Subject to a tyrant, sorcerer’ discusses the ‘intertwined significance of race, language and colonial power dynamics’[footnoteRef:21].  The play is deeply concerned with ownership of place and positions of power, and land ownership in relation to power is of great concern to Antonio in the scene. Antonio and Sebastian discuss who would inherit from Alonso if he were to die on the island while the other men sleep, before plotting to commit murder. More widely in the play, the intertwining struggle of politics and power are demonstrated in the struggles between Prospero and his brother Antonio, who has usurped him.  [21:  Peter Krause, ‘”Subject to a tyrant, sorcerer”: A Hyper-Intuitive Reading of The Tempest’, Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England, 35 (2022), 143-160 (p. 143) <https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/subject-tyrant-sorcerer-hyper-intuitive-reading/docview/2713605510/se-2?accountid=130472>  [accessed 5 March 2025].] 

 Elden discusses that ‘Territory is an obviously political and geographical question’[footnoteRef:22] and this is called into sharp focus by the setting of the island itself. Alonso’s entourage assume the island is uninhabited and consider their own possible colonisation of the land which would make it part of Naples’ territory.  [22:  Stuart Elden, ‘Why should people interested in territory read Shakespeare?’, Territory, Politics, Governance 7.3 (2019), 289-296 (p. 289) <https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1080/21622671.2018.1491885?needAccess=true> [Accessed 7 March 2025].] 

Prospero’s usurpation of Caliban’s previously uncontested ownership (‘This island’s mine by Sycorax, my mother’[footnoteRef:23]) is a twofold demonstration of race and power. Prospero’s actions themselves mirror Antonio’s hostile takeover of Prospero’s role in Milan, and it seems natural that the play would be profoundly concerned with politics and power given the bitterness depicted in Act 1 by Prospero in regard to his brother’s betrayal. Political manoeuvring and marriages for political allyship or control can therefore be viewed as a central tenet of The Tempest. [23:  Shakespeare, I. 2. 396.] 

It is a clearly understood link that the author draws on their own experiences and their world around them to create any literature and as discussed there are demonstrable links accepted by scholars between real-world events and the plot of the play.  As Linton states, ‘the communicating practices of a culture play decisive roles in the outcomes of human endeavors’[footnoteRef:24]. However, as alluded to in discussions of post-colonial readings of The Tempest previously there is a risk when considering modern understandings of our current culture that we project them into the past, when in truth they may not have been understood in this way.  [24:  David Linton, ‘Shakespeare As Media Critic: Communication Theory and Historiography’, Mosaic (Winnipeg), 29.2 (1996), 1–21 (p.1). ] 

Linton alleges in his work that Shakespeare was himself a media critic, aware of his own literacy and disapproving of it at the same time he used it to support himself as a playwright, as opposed to necessarily discussing or criticising colonialism. He describes that in Shakespeare’s work ‘comic characters who often carry the barb of a play's wit and insight are usually the non-literate who skewer their educated betters in the guise of the wise fool’[footnoteRef:25]. This evidence of moral superiority over their betters is also demonstrable in The Tempest, as while all the powerful characters seem to be literate, they are also all demonstrated as lacking something. Caliban is often used as an example of this, who despite his literacy owes this to his masters: ‘You taught me language, and my profit on ‘t | Is I know how to curse. The red plague rid you | For learning me your language!’[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Linton, p.5.]  [26:  Shakespeare, I. 2. 437-9.] 

The play also highlights poor choices made by the men who hold power and are literate – Alonso regrets marrying his daughter off, Prospero regrets focusing on his magic instead of his role as a politician, and Antonio and Sebastian attempt to murder Alonso. It can therefore be argued that it is these men who Shakespeare intends for the audience to criticise for their literacy, not for their power and control over land. 
To a modern audience, the concept that literacy was considered in a negative light must seem unthinkable, as it is completely accepted that every child will be taught to read and write during their schooling. Literacy was a growing movement at the time Shakespeare was alive, and as Farah Karim-Cooper explains, 
…when Shakespeare is defined in relation to his immediate moment, it is a moment that has been selectively historicized and, through the ‘heritage’ sector, mythologized as a golden age of expansion, economic growth, mercantilism, and artistic proliferation.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Farah Karim-Cooper, ‘Shakespeare Through Decolonization’, English (London), 70.271 (2022), 319–324 (p. 321).] 

The sheer scale of research into the period, helped in part by Shakespeare’s enduring popularity as a writer to populous audiences, may be responsible for scholars all drawing similar conclusions to one another in interpreting themes in the text. 
CONCLUSION
Act 2 Scene 1 exemplifies the power struggles of the characters and is crucial to the characterisation of Antonio, who is set apart as a villain from his first introduction to the audience. Scholarly convention that real-world events are reflected in The Tempest cannot be denied as links are clear to trace between them; however, it is plausible that Shakespeare was merely mirroring these events to make the play feel relevant to its audience at the time rather than necessarily intending to commentate on them. An interdisciplinary approach is therefore important to understand some of the complexities in background and influence that would undoubtedly have shaped Shakespeare’s world while he wrote. Ultimately, however, it is important to note that Shakespeare’s plays were intended to be performed to audiences, and profitability would likely have been important to him to make an income from his work.
Overall, studying Shakespeare as a modern scholar is difficult, as there is so much that can be discussed and debated and such a large amount of previous work to consider. Naturally such a widely known and beloved British literary great elicits a belief in certain preconceived notions and myths repeated as fact. With the difficulty in verifying any specific facts about Shakespeare’s life and his personal views, ultimately it falls to the language he used and the actions his characters take to analyse what his intentions may have been.
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