
418

19. Prospero's Myth

 "This is as strange a maze as e'er men trod;

  And there is in this business more than nature

     was ever conduct of"

 —The Tempest

 The Tempest, first performed before King James at Whitehall in

 November 1611,* was one of Shakespeare's last plays—many comment-

 ators think it was indeed the last. Yet it is placed at the beginning of the

 First Folio of 1623, before the earliest comedies. This is strange because

 The Winter's Tale, which was also first performed in 1611, is placed at the

 end of the list of comedies where, chronologically, The Tempest ought

 also to be found. I want to argue that it was deliberately put at the

 beginning by the author himself as a guide to the works. It is, as Steven

 Marx** has suggested, Shakespeare's Alpha as well as his Omega. We are

 offered nothing less than the thread which provides a path through the

 Shakespearean labyrinth. In the epilogue the playwright as Prospero pleads

 with us to discover the truth and so set him free from the maze of his

 creation.

 It is definitely a play which invites us to treat it allegorically, partly

 because there is little by way of characterisation and partly because the

 narrative is not naturalistic. As is often said, it is constructed on a framework

 of ideas and issues in which the characters seem to have a symbolic

 function. Thus Prospero represents 'art', Caliban represents 'nature',

 Ferdinand and Miranda 'purity and virtue', the Court Party the imperfection

 of civilisation, and so on. Is nature superior to nurture? Is the colonist

 educating or exploiting the natives? Is 'enlightened' civilisation superior to

 the 'natural man'? Is social hierarchy or aristocracy superior to democracy?

 The Tempest has been seen as an allegory of the pagan mysteries, the

 Christian religion, the conflict between art and nature, the moral duties of

 the sovereign, the founding of America, the wonders of Renaissance

 science, the nature of poetry, the playwright's personal struggle, the

 transitoriness of all material things. And much more. It is a play which is

 highly conducive to a reading into it of our own personal preoccupations

 * The 'Revels Accounts' state that on 1 November 1611, which was 'Hallowmass
 Night', there 'was presented at Whitehall before the King's Majesty, a play called The
 Tempest'. This is generally taken to refer to Shakespeare's work.
 ** 'Prospero's Books, Genesis and The Tempest', in Renaissance Forum, Vol 1 No 2,
 1996.
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and interests. An actor might see it as an actor's farewell to his art. A

politician might see it as an exploration of the relationship between

wisdom and power. An educationalist might see it as a contribution to the

nature versus nurture debate. But one thing is certain: it is a conscious and

deliberate multiple myth. I suggest it intertwines at least three apparently

distinct allegories by using symbols and ideas common to each. These

three allegories are the pagan, the Christian, and the Shakespearean. It is

the last which the other two are designed to fortify and enlighten.

A Mythical Maze

Consider for a moment Prospero and the island. In all three senses, he

is supernatural, or at least a kind of superman, which is an essential

characteristic of the hero of most myths. In the pagan sense he is clearly an

Orphic figure. Orpheus was the greatest musician and poet of Greek myth,

whose songs could charm wild beasts and coax even rocks and trees into

movement. His poetry and song were thus civilisers. The Tempest is a

remarkably musical play with numerous songs and other music incorporated

into the action. Significantly, Orpheus was also an augur and seer who

practised magical arts, instituted mystic rites and prescribed initiatory and

purificatory rituals, just as Prospero does in the play. In the Christian

meaning, the island is the world and Prospero is God. Finally, Prospero is

the dramatist, who is a god in the sense that he creates people and worlds,

and the island is the stage where his plays are performed. Of crucial

importance in all three myths is the Ariel figure, and his relationship to

Prospero. For that is where the heart of the Shakespeare myth lies.

The four main inhabitants of the island have their clear counterparts in

Greek and Roman mythology. Prospero serves both as Zeus or Jupiter and

as Orpheus; Miranda, daughter of Prospero, is Proserpina, daughter of

Jupiter or Zeus; Caliban is Pluto or Hades, and he has designs on Miranda,

as Pluto had on Proserpina; and Ariel, Prospero's servant, is Hermes (or

Mercury), the servant and agent of Zeus (or Jupiter). The links are too

comprehensive to be unintentional. Thus in Act 1 Scene 2 Ariel refers to

his use of "Jove's lightning", Jove being another name for Jupiter; Prospero

calls on Hymen, who is the Greek god of marriage; Ferdinand refers to

"Phoebus' steeds" as symbols of day-time and the sun; and the characters

in Prospero's masque originate in classical myths as well.

There is also abundant evidence that Christian symbolism is

superimposed on pagan myth. Prospero in this analogy is clearly God,

Ferdinand, who 'dies' during the masque and then ascends to heaven, can

be seen as a Christ figure, Miranda is the 'bride' of Christ, and Caliban is

quite clearly the Devil. What of Ariel? He is not only Hermes or Mercury
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in pagan terms; he also plays the part assigned in the Old Testament to the

 Angel of the Lord and in the New Testament to the Spirit. In the Gospel

 story it is the Spirit which descends upon Christ when he has risen from

 the baptismal water: "Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness"

 (Matt. 4:1). Similarly, it is Ariel in the play who brings the travellers out

 of the sea to wander in the maze of the 'desolate isle'.

 Clearly, then, the dramatist has consciously woven together pagan and

 Christian mythology. What was his purpose? In Shakespeare's Mystery

 Play (1921) Colin Still maintains that they share a "timeless theme",

 namely man's spiritual pilgrimage, the greatest of all epic themes. It is the

 account of the way in which man can through redemption and rebirth

 reverse the Fall. It is the story of the upward struggle of the human spirit,

 individual or collective, out of the darkness of sin and error, into the light

 of wisdom and truth. This, I think, is substantially correct—as far as it

 goes. For Shakespeare is looking not only to the past but also to the

 present and the future. As a poet he is not merely dramatising a treatise on

 myth, he is also offering us one of his own.

 The Tempest is therefore not simply a dramatic fusion of pagan and

 Christian myths of rebirth; it is also, and more important, a dramatised

 account of the author's own intellectual rebirth and his attempt through

 myth to engender the same rebirth in others. In view of the fact, admitted

 by most scholars, that the work is partly a personal allegory, what other

 possible reason can the author have for including the earlier myths, other

 than to draw our attention to a parallel myth of his own creation? The

 universal and personal myths must share common features, and part of the

 puzzle presented by the playwright is for us to discover them.

 We might suppose that the author's myth is quite simply the corpus of

 his works. The Shakespeare myth is thus nothing more or less than the

 stories in the plays. Or perhaps it is the author's creative genius. Partly it

 is,  but it might also be something more startling. Consider that in all three

 allegories the supreme god is a hidden, mysterious figure whose purpose

 of engendering rebirth is carried out by an agent. Zeus or Jupiter uses

 Hermes or Mercury and God uses the Spirit, just as Prospero uses Ariel. If

 the dramatist is saying that he too uses an agent, then who is the agent

 represented by Ariel through whom the author of The Tempest and other

 plays conveys his message? Why, Shakespeare, of course! 'Shakespeare'

 is the playwright's agent, and one of the aims of this crucial play is to show

 that 'Shakespeare' is not its author, but the agent of its author.

 This reading might seem fanciful until we realise that there IS some

 doubt about the authorship of Shakespeare, a doubt which we have tried to

 re-establish in this work. To a heretic the Shakespeare myth is the mistaken
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belief sustained over 400 years that the immortal works were written by

William of Stratford. Would it not be the supreme irony—the greatest jest

in literary history, no less—if in the play placed at the beginning of his

first collected works the author or mastermind was indeed informing us

that he had deliberately and consciously set out to create this very myth?

Yet there are grounds more relative than mere speculation for supposing

that this is precisely what the author of The Tempest IS trying to tell us.

There is no question that he does deliberately portray the play itself as

being about the theatre. The shipwreck is described by Prospero as a

theatrical show staged by himself, or by Ariel on his behalf. There is

reference to the "spectacle of the wreck" (1:2); Antonio and Sebastian are

"cast" in a "troop" to "act"; Miranda's eyelids are "fringed curtains"; the

banquet scene in Act 3 makes extensive use of costume, dance and music,

as does the masque in Act 4; Prospero even alludes in his farewell speech

to "the great globe itself"; and he creates masques and anti-masques in

which Ariel disguises himself as figures from classical mythology. 'Masque'

is, after all, the French origin of the English word 'mask', which means

disguise. Here the dramatist is perhaps telling us that he too uses a mask to

conceal his real identity.

Since Ariel is an actor in Prospero's drama, is not the author informing

us that his agent is someone who performs in his plays? In his essay on

The Tempest in The Crown of Life, G. Wilson Knight actually refers to

Ariel as "the enactor of Prospero's conception" and as his "stage-manager",

a position often attributed to William of Stratford. Perhaps he acted as a

go-between, arranging for the plays to be performed in the public theatre

in return for payment and possibly even his accreditation for their

authorship. Whatever the precise nature of William's role, it is he who

provides the real author with his own myth, to parallel the earlier myths

indisputably interwoven into the play.

Moreover, William of Stratford does not share much affinity with

Prospero. For, in keeping with the heroes of nearly all the plays, he is an

aristocrat. Statistically, we could put it like this: of 37 plays, including

Pericles, 17 are about kings, 3 are about princes, 8 are about dukes, 8 are

about lords or other noblemen, and 1 features Sir John Falstaff. Now it

may well be claimed that the plots, almost all of which are borrowed, had

these settings and they were what the audiences wanted. This point is

debatable, but surely in this particular play—where all critics accept that

there is a clear personal note and where the plot is not directly borrowed

from another —the author would have chosen a hero of his own background

and sympathies? Yet Prospero is again a nobleman, the rightful Duke of

Milan. In allegorical terms, some critics have even regarded him as the
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personification of aristocracy and Caliban as the personification of

 democracy. If The Tempest dramatises the relation of the poet to his art

 and to the world, why would its author identify himself with an aristocrat

 unless he was one, or at least had aristocratic sympathies?

 Prospero also describes himself as "for the liberal arts without a parallel".

 If this is meant as the author's description of himself—and why not?—

 then (a) it is a high claim indeed; and (b) it is definitely not the image we

 have of William of Stratford. On the first count, it does accord with the

 mind of the author as revealed in the works. The vocabulary alone is more

 than double that of any other writer in the English language, a fact which

 suggests more than one hand in the authorship. The works are those of a

 scholar who had read most of the great and some of the more obscure

 writers of antiquity; the works of French and Italian novelists and dramatists;

 the accounts of explorers who were revealing the secrets of new islands

 and continents; and the philosophical writers of the great thinkers of

 Greece and Rome. Book upon book has been written to show that he had

 knowledge of astronomy, botany, geology, finance, history, law, medicine,

 mythology, philosophy and theology. Goethe was indeed correct when he

 remarked that the author drew a sponge over the table of human knowledge.

 When we turn to the known life of William of Stratford, however, we

 find—as Emerson lamented—that other admirable men have lived lives in

 some sort of keeping with their thought, but this man in wide contrast. As

 Asquith put it, the case of Shakespeare presents the strongest array of

 difficulties and paradoxes in the whole range of biography. We have

 discussed them earlier in Chapter 4. Of the world's greatest philosopher-

 poet and dramatist, we would expect to discover that he had received

 some formal education, or at least that he had studied widely and possessed

 a library; that he had received some legal training, as is obvious from the

 depth of legal knowledge displayed in the works; that he had commended

 contemporaries; that he had said something of note; that he had written

 letters; and that he was known by someone of importance. We would also

 expect to find that he was clearly identified as the author of the works by

 himself or his relatives or friends or theatre owners or managers; that his

 will mentioned his books and manuscripts; and that his death was noticed

 by the literary world. Yet centuries of research have failed to discover any

 solid evidence on any of these points. On the other hand, it has not been

 too difficult to find proof that the Stratford man was an actor, shareholder

 in theatres, property owner, maltster and moneylender. We have here the

 supreme example of multiple entities in a nonentity or, as Borges puts it in

 one of his parables, everything and nothing. The life of William of

 Stratford is indeed a caricature of the mind of the author of Shakespeare.
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The Wreck of the Sea Venture

Is this just one of those sweet mysteries of life? Well, there is some

factual difficulty about William's authorship of this particular play, and it

lies in an undoubted contemporary event which provided the playwright

with a source. An immediate inspiration for The Tempest was the wreck of

the Sea Venture, which was the flagship of a fleet of nine ships with five

hundred colonists that sailed from Plymouth in June 1609, bound for the

new colony of Virginia. Off the coast of Bermuda in July there was a

storm, probably a hurricane, which drove the ship apart from the others.

(Ariel, of course, refers to the ship being hidden in the "still-vexed

Bermoothes"). The ship carried the admiral Sir George Somers, the deputy

governor-designate Sir Thomas Gates, and Sir William Strachey, who

eventually succeeded Gates. In England it was thought that the ship had

gone down with all on board, but in fact the crew had run the ship ashore

between two rocks. All were unharmed and landed safely on the island,

which was one of the Bermudas. They passed some time there before

eventually setting off for Virginia, where on arrival in May 1610 they

found that the colony had fallen apart since Captain John Smith had

returned to London. Strachey was appointed secretary to the Council by

the Virginia Company, and in July 1610 he sent a letter home by Gates.

Among the literature published about the New World, this 20,000-

word letter, known as the 'True Reportory of the Wrack', is recognised as

the playwright's main source by every orthodox scholar, though there is

evidence that he also used Sylvester Jourdain's 'Discovery of the Bermudas'

(1610) and the Council's own pamphlet 'True Declaration of the State of

the Colonie in Virginia' (1610). It is, however, Strachey's letter which

concerns us here. It was first published in 1625, fifteen years after it was

written, so William of Stratford could not have seen the published version

since he died in 1616. There are those who take the view that the so-called

echoes of Strachey in Shakespeare are a mark of both writers drawing on

the stock of commonplaces of travel literature and storm depictions in

particular. But they are mistaken. The author of The Tempest clearly saw

the text of Strachey's letter sometime between July 1610 and November

1611 when the play was first performed, for he  made extensive use of it.

The description of the storm in Act 1 Scene 2 by Ariel is strikingly

similar to that in the letter, down even to the use of identical words and

metaphors. Strachey writes:

"Only upon the thursday night Sir George Somers being upon the

warch had an apparition of a little round light, like a faint Starre,

trembling, and streaming along with a sparkleing blaze, halfe the height

upon the Main Maste, and shooting sometimes from Shroud to Shroud,
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tempting to settle as it were upon any of the foure Shrouds; and for three

 or four hours together, or rather more, halfe the night it kept with us,

 running sometimes along the Maine-yard to the very end and then

 returning".

 Ariel tells Prospero:

 "I boarded the ship; now on the beak,

  Now in the waist, the deck, in every cabin,

  I flamed amazement. Sometimes I'd divide

  And burn in many places. On the topmast,

  The yard and bowsprit, would I flame distinctly,

  Then meet and join"  (1:2).

 Strachey goes on to write: "Could it have served us now miraculously

 to have taken our height by, it might have strucken amazement, and a

 revenance". Here is surely the genesis of Shakespeare's 'flamed amazament'.

 Then Strachey writes: "Our clamours dround in the windes, and the

 windes in thunder. Prayers might well be in the heart and lips, but

 drowned in the outcries of the officers". In the play the boatswain says: "A

 plague upon this howling; they are louder than the weather, or our office"

 (1.1), and a few lines later the mariners cry, "To prayers! To prayers!" On

 the same page Strachey writes of "the glut of water", while Shakespeare

 has: "Through every drop of water... gape at the widest to glut him". This

 seems to be the sole occurrence of the word 'glut' in Shakespeare.

 Strachey tells how "in the beginning of the storme we had received

 likewise a mighty leake", while Gonzalo says the ship in the play is "as

 leaky as an unstanched wench" (1.1). Strachey says that "there was not a

 moment in which the sodaine splitting, or instant oversetting of the Shippe

 was not expected", while the mariners in the play cry, "We split, we split!"

 (1.1). Strachey tells how "we…had now purposed to have cut down the

 Maine Mast", while the boatswain in the play cries, "Down with the

 topmast" (1.1). Strachey says that "who was most armed, and best prepared,

 was not a little shaken", while Prospero asks, "Who was so firm, so

 constant, that this coil / Would not infect his reason?"

 Nor is it merely a question of similar descriptions of a storm. The

 springs, the berries and the sea-birds mentioned by Strachey all find their

 echoes in the play. For example, Strachey mentions the "Berries, whereof

 our men seething, straining, and letting stand some three or four daies,

 made a kind of pleasant drinke", while Caliban says that Prospero "wouldst

 give me / Water with berries in't" (1.2). Strachey mentions, among other

 animals, "Toade", "Beetell" and "Battes", while Caliban curses Prospero

 with "toads, beetles, bats" (1.2). Strachey also mentions "Sparrowes" and

 "Owles", both of which are mentioned in passing in the play (4.1, 5.1). In
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fact, the relevant passage of Strachey mentions owls and bats consecutively:

"Owles, and Battes in great store", and Ariel's song in Act 5 mentions

them in consecutive lines: "There I couch when owls do cry. / On the bat's

back I do fly" (5.1). But the most striking parallel is this reference:

"Tortoise... such a kind of meat, as a man can call neither absolutely fish

nor flesh, keeping most what in the water and feeding upon Sea-grasses

like a Heifer". In the play Prospero addresses Caliban: "Come, thou

tortoise", while Trinculo dubs him "man or fish" and Stephano calls him a

"moon-calfe".

I have cited only some of the innumerable parallels between the letter

and the play. Now, there are two important facts about Strachey's letter

that bear on the question of Shakespeare's identity. It was not published

until 1625, long after William's death, and it was written in confidence to

an unknown recipient. It begins "Madam", and the most plausible

explanation is that she was Elizabeth, daughter of the Earl of Dunbar and

wife of Lord Howard of Walden. In the body of the letter she is called

"right noble ladie", signifying nobility below the rank of countess, which

certainly fits. Strachey's home town was Saffron Walden, where Lord

Howard had his county seat. Again, Strachey specifically mentions that

one of the mutineers on Bermuda was from the town, though he says

nothing of the origins of the others. Lord Howard had large investments in

the Virginia Company, so Strachey probably wrote the letter in order that

Howard could lay it before the Council of the company in London. He

would certainly not have published it because that would have ruined his

career. In any case, it would not have been passed by the wardens of the

Stationers' Company because the Virginia Company would not have wanted

to discourage further investment by publicising how the money already

put into Virginia had been wasted.

How, then, did Shakespeare gain access to Strachey's confidential

letter? In his 1954 introduction to the Arden edition of The Tempest, Frank

Kermode suggests that Shakespeare must have known some member of

the Company who acquainted him with the details. Sure, the author must

have obtained the information at first hand, but there is not a single shred

of evidence that William of Stratford was acquainted with anyone connected

with the Viginia Company, and certainly nothing to show that he was

personally known to Strachey or to Lord Howard of Walden or his wife.

This hasn't prevented the orthodox from making conjectures. For example,

Dudley Digges, one of the most active and important members of the

council, was the stepson of William's friend Thomas Russell, so perhaps,

they say, Digges showed the letter to Shakespeare. But, in any event,

would any member of the Council of the Company have dared to commit
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a breach of confidence, tantamount to revealing a state secret, by showing

 the letter to an actor?

 In The Bacon-Shakespeare Question N.B. Cockburn* stresses the

 importance the Council attached to secrecy in communications to and

 from Virginia. He refers to Item 36 of the Council's instructions to Sir

 Thomas Gates before he set out for Virginia in June 1609, which states

 that letters to him and his successors must be kept secret. He then quotes

 from Item 13 of the instructions to Governor Lord de la Warr before he set

 out in 1610 to take over from Gates: "Your lordship must take especial

 care what relations [accounts] come into England and what letters are

 written and that all things of that nature may be boxed up and sealed and

 sent first to the Council here". The colony needed men and money, and

 any unfavourable publicity could have jeopardised its success. Strachey

 would have been fully aware of this need for secrecy, and presumably so

 would the lady to whom the letter was sent. What Stratfordians ask us to

 believe is that someone who read this letter, presumably a member of the

 Council, showed it to a provincial actor from Stratford. This is very

 unlikely.

 In any event, the significant fact about this letter—which, to repeat,

 every orthodox scholar from Malone onwards accepts was accessed by the

 author of The Tempest—is that it does clearly support Bacon's claim to the

 Shakespeare authorship. First, he was a member of the Council of the

 Virginia Company and would therefore have read it. Second, in 1612 the

 same Strachey wrote The Historie of Travell into Virginia Britannia and

 dedicated it to him. It begins: "Your Lordship ever approving of the most

 noble fautor [supporter?] of the Virginia Company, being from the

 beginning (with other Lords and Earls) of the principal Council applyed to

 propagate and guide it".**  So Strachey was fully aware of Bacon's

 special interest in the venture and in the New World generally. It is also

 worth noting that the wreck of the Sea Venture on Bermuda gave Britain

 her first Crown Colony. Its first coinage carried Bacon's crest on one side

 and a picture of the ship under full sail on the other. That's how close

 Bacon was to the story of the Sea Venture.

 * N.B. Cockburn: The Bacon-Shakespeare Question, 1998. Cockburn is convinced
 that Bacon wrote the Council's own report in 1610, A True Declaration of the State of
 the Colony in Virginia, which includes the storm and life in Bermuda, calling the
 whole thing "this tragical comedy".
 **  Strachey's work was not published until 1849, but it exists in three manuscripts,
 one of which is dedicated to Bacon and addresses him as 'Lord Chancellor', which puts
 the dedication no earlier than 1618.
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The Wisdom of the Ancients

In the present context it is important to consider Bacon's own prose

treatise on myth, The Wisdom of the Ancients, published in 1609, 2 years

before the play was first performed. Bacon tells us that it is possible to

pierce the veil of the ancient myths to discover the lost wisdom of those

times. Myths, he claims, are intellectual concepts conveyed through

symbols; or they are, if you like, allegories for the expression of fundamental

ideas about man and the universe. Moreover, myths are not dead: they can

still be used to lead "the understanding of man by an easy and gentle

passage through all novel and abstruse inventions which any way differ

from common received opinions". Later, he adds: "And in these days also,

he that would illuminate men's minds anew in any old matter, and that not

with disprofit and harshness, must absolutely take the same course, and

use the help of similes". There is no clearer justification for the use of

myth in The Tempest than this.

One reason Bacon offers for detecting the presence of an allegory is

that "some of them are observed to be so absurd and foolish in the very

relation, that they show and as it were proclaim a parable afar off". A

logical fable might well have been invented for the simple pleasure of

telling a good story, but when we hear that Jupiter took "Metis to wife, and

perceiving that she was with child, devoured her, whence himself

conceiving, brought forth Pallas armed out of his head", we automatically

assume that there must be a deeper meaning because the story is

superficially absurd. If we turn to The Tempest, we find a profusion of

such apparent absurdities: the storm that is only a harmless spectacle;

Ariel's incarceration in a pine tree; Ferdinand bearing logs; the spirit

hounds hunting Caliban; Ferdinand and Miranda playing chess; and so on.

On these grounds alone, The Tempest certainly  proclaims 'a parable afar

off'.

Another reason Bacon offers for the presence of myth is that "in the

propriety of the names by which the persons that figure in it are

distinguished, I find a conformity and connection with the thing signified,

so close and so evident, that one cannot help believing such a signification

to have been designed and meditated from the first, and purposely shadowed

out". The author of Shakespeare habitually employs names in this way,

and particularly in the last plays. In The Tempest he offers us: Prospero—

'I make happy'; Miranda—'wonderful woman'; Ariel—'an airy spirit'; and

Caliban—an anagram of 'canibal' as then usually spelt. The last pays

homage to Montaigne's essay Of Cannibals, translated by John Florio in

1603, which was clearly a source for the play. In his essay Montaigne

compares European society with the New World and suggests that in some
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ways European civilisation is inferior.

 In The Wisdom  Bacon reinterprets 31 pagan myths in terms of his own

 philosophical, scientific and moral outlook. His remarks about Orpheus

 and Mercury are particularly significant. We suggested earlier that Ariel,

 apart from symbolising the poetic imagination, is partly Hermes or Mercury

 and partly the Spirit of God. Talking of Pan, Bacon says that he may have

 come "of Mercury, that is, the word of God, which the Holy Scriptures

 without all controversy affirm". No statement could provide better support

 for the belief that the dramatist intends Ariel partly to represent the word

 of a god of literature. But of course I have also argued that Ariel represents

 'Shakespeare', the agent of the hidden author. Those who think this a

 fanciful suggestion should turn to a work which Bacon wrote in 1603,

 ANONYMOUSLY. Its full title is Valerius Terminus of the Interpretation

 of Nature; With the Annotations of Hermes Stella. Here is Francis Bacon

 actually using Hermes as a pseudonym. So it occurred to Bacon that

 Hermes was an appropriate pseudonym because he represents 'The Word'.

 And it surely also occurred to the author of The Tempest that Hermes-

 Ariel is 'the word' of the playwright. We might also recall that Ben Jonson

 makes this very identity in his Folio poem in writing that Shakespeare

 came "like Mercury to charme" his age.

 If this is not entirely convincing, turn again to Orpheus and Prospero.

 We maintained that Prospero is partly a mixture of Orpheus, the Christian

 God, and the author himself. Read Bacon and we find that the comparison

 of Orpheus to the playwright is made more than once. It occurs, for

 example, in The Advancement of Learning, published in 1605:

 "Neither is certainly that other merit of learning, in repressing the

 inconveniences which grow from man to man, much inferior to the

 former, of relieving the necessities which arise from nature; which merit

 was lively set forth by the ancients in that feigned relation of Orpheus'

 theatre, where all beasts and birds assembled; and, forgetting their

 several appetites, some of prey, some of game, some of quarrel, stood all

 sociably together listening to the airs and accords of the harp; the sound

 whereof no sooner ceased, or was drowned by some louder noise, but

 every beast returned to its own nature; wherein is aptly described the

 nature and condition of men, who are full of savage and unreclaimed

 desires of profit, of lust, of revenge; which as long as they give ear to

 precepts, to laws, to religion, sweetly touched with eloquence and

 persuasion of book, of sermons, of harangues, so long is society and

 peace maintained; but if these instruments be silent, or that sedition and

 tumult make them not audible, all things dissolve into anarchy and

 confusion…".
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In his chapter on Orpheus in the Wisdom Bacon repeats the comparison

of the god's music with a theatrical experience. But also, significantly, he

makes Orpheus stand for philosophy. He even erected a statue of Orpheus

in his garden called 'Philosophy Personified'. Why did he equate Orpheus's

music with philosophy?  The answer is quite clear both here and in

Bacon's other writings. It is that to persuade the public, the philosopher

must also be a poet. The union of poetry and philosophy produces an

imaginative power so strong that it can alter the mind and even influence

bodies and objects. Through poetry the philosopher uses "persuasion and

eloquence to insinuate into men's minds the love of virtue and equity and

peace".

Bacon has a chapter on Proserpina (Greek, Persephone), daughter of

Jupiter and Ceres (Demeter), on whom  Miranda is clearly based. (Ceres,

of course, appears in the wedding masque in Act 4.) In the myth she was

captured by Pluto (or Hades), the god of death and the underworld, who

shut her up under the earth. Her mother Ceres went around the whole

world with a burning torch in her hand searching for her lost child,

neglecting her duties which caused a dry season in which the people

suffered and starved, until in the end she found her and there was a

reunion in the light of day and the earth returned to its former verdance

and prosperity. In short, it was a story of rebirth. The cult of Demeter and

Persephone gave rise to the Eleusinian Mysteries, which were annual

initiation ceremonies based at Eleusis in Greece celebrating Persephone's

return. It was also the return of plants and of life to the earth. She had gone

into the underworld (underground, like seeds in the winter), then returned

to the land of the living: her rebirth is therefore symbolic of the rebirth of

all plant life during the spring and, by extension, all life on earth. Bacon

tells us that Proserpina represents "ethereal spirit", and in these terms the

play is promoting a rebirth of the spirit after its entrapment in darkness. In

the masque Ceres, the harvest goddess, appears as a symbol of fertility and

regeneration, the essential theme of the play.

Divine Words in Frail Vessels

And what of the links between Prospero and the Christian God?  Any

suggestion that pagan and Christian myths share a common tradition

would have been heretical in Shakespeare's day. Yet Bacon makes the link

explicitly, though in somewhat guarded language. At the end of his

chapter on Prometheus in the Wisdom he concludes his interpretation of

the myth as follows: "I will not deny but that there may be some things in

it which have admirable consent with the mysteries of the Christian

religion, and especially that sailing of Hercules in a cup, to set Prometheus
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at liberty, seems to represent an image of the Divine Word coming to flesh

 as in a Frail Vessel to redeem man from the slavery of Hell. But I have

 interdicted my pen all liberty in this kind, lest I should use strange fire at

 the alter of the Lord".

 But has he really censored his own writing? What he feels he cannot

 present fully in open argument, the author of Shakespeare gives us in his

 multiple allegory by piling Christian symbolism on top of Graeco-Roman

 mythology. Significantly, in the same year as The Tempest was first

 performed the King James version of the Bible appeared, and the play

 contains many echoes of that famous work, especially the first and last

 books. As Steven Marx argues, the play comes at the beginning of a

 collection, just like Genesis, and both share the form of the creation myth.

 It is also the last work, or the last planned work, just like Revelation.

 Prospero as God even claims supernatural powers: "Graves, at my

 command, have waked their sleepers, op'd and let them forth by my so

 potent art" (5:1). Caliban is an allegorical representation of the bad angel,

 the Tempter, Satan ("this thing of darkness I acknowledge mine"). Similarly,

 Ariel represents the good angel. Prospero as God has created these angels

 to serve Him and to guide mortals.

 These angels are part of the Divine plan for man, who is given through

 these heavenly creatures the dignity and challenge of being able to grapple

 with free will and moral choice. We see these roles enacted in the play.

 For example, the good angel, Ariel (meaning in Hebrew, 'lion of God'–he

 even roars like a lion in one incident), is shown protecting the good people

 in the play against the evildoers ("The angel of the Lord... delivereth

 them"—Psalm 34:7), and we see with what speed Ariel serves Prospero/

 God's wishes ("He sendeth forth his commandment upon earth: his word

 runneth very swiftly" (Psa 147:15). Meanwhile, Caliban, the Tempter, is

 seen busily at work stirring up the lust and the greed of the characters.

 In the play story, we have a mortal king (the duke) who is represented

 as experiencing dethronement and exile, the same experience that God

 goes through when man sins. This enables the dramatisation of the effects

 of man's sins on God. The play further enacts how sinners may repent and

 be pardoned, reconciling with God and with fellow men. This reconciliation

 is shown to be one and the same process in heaven and on earth since

 restoring the mortal Prospero to his throne in Milan is the very same

 process necessary to restore God to the hearts of the sinners and involves

 that sinners recognize the evil of their acts and repent. Repentance by the

 sinners in the play is immediately accepted by Prospero, enacting His

 nature as a merciful, forgiving God. As God, He knows full well that man

 is prone to sin and could very well do so again. Yet He forgives in His
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hope that man will come to sincerely and permanently change to follow a

just and true course in life, keeping God ever in his heart.

In his book Shakespeare and the Bible (2000) Steven Marx offers

numerous examples of parallels between The Tempest and the Bible

especially, as we have suggested, Genesis and Revelation.  Each presents

an image of a creator who both raises and calms the storm. Each is about a

benevolent ruler whose subjects rebel and threaten him. Each presents

'qualifying tests' to determine 'the selected' who will be given conditional

rewards. Each traces the progress of the ruler from vengeance to forgiveness

of his wayward children/subjects. Marx quotes a passage from Revelation

of the Apocalypse's strange image of earth swallowing the sea in order to

deliver its victims: "And the serpent cast out of his mouth water as a flood

after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away of the flood.

And the earth helped the woman, and the earth opened her mouth, and

swallowed up the flood which the dragon cast out of his mouth" (Revelation

12:15-16). Compare with Miranda's plea to her father:

"Had I been any god of power, I would

 Have sunk the sea within the earth or ere

 It should the good ship so have swallow'd, and

 The fraughting souls within her" (1:2).

Clearly, Prospero's art and that of the dramatist are symbolic of the art

of God who created the world which we have to interpret and understand.

We are back with this idea which Bacon expresses on several occasions of

God playing hide and seek with his creations: "The glory of God is to

conceal a thing, but the glory of the king is to find them out, as if

according to the innocent play of children the divine Majesty took delight

to hide his works, to the end to have them found out" (Valerius Terminus).

In the Advancement he writes:

"Nay, the same Salomon the King, although he excelled in the glory

of treasure and magnificent buildings, of shipping and navigation, of

service and attendance, of fame and renown, and the like, yet he maketh

no claim to any of those glories, but only to the glory of inquisition of

truth; for so he saith expressly, The glory of God is to conceal a thing,

but the glory of the king is to find it out; as if, according to the innocent

play of children, the Divine Majesty took delight to hide His works, to

the end to have them found out; and as if kings could not obtain a greater

honour than to be God's playfellows in that game; considering the great

commandment of wits and means, whereby nothing needeth to be

hidden from them".

In the quoted passage above from the Wisdom, we may also have a hint

of why Bacon could have created the myth of Shakespeare. Might not the
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divine word of the god of literature have similarly come to flesh in the

 'frail vessel' of a provincial butcher's boy to redeem mankind in some

 way?  The author of The Tempest is telling us that gods do not communicate

 directly but through agents, yet he is not simply saying that the writer's

 agent is his imagination. I am arguing that the agent here was a real

 person. At a practical level, it is easy to understand why a poet and

 dramatist of that time would have wanted to conceal his real identity.

 Indeed, Bacon described himself as a 'concealed poet', and many of his

 contemporaries inform us that concealment or the use of other names was

 certainly done. Thomas Puttenham, Robert Greene and Thomas Nashe all

 refer to the practice. In A Farewell to Folly  Greene writes that "others, if

 they come to write or publish anything in print, which for their calling and

 gravity being loth to have any profane pamphlets pass under their names,

 get some other Batillus to set his name to their verses. Thus is the ass

 made proud by this underhand brokery, and he that cannot write true

 English without the aid of clerks of parish churches, will need make

 himself the father of interludes".

 Uses of the Mask

 Greene's remark is important because it states unequivocally that the

 names of real people were often used, and not mere pseudonyms. The

 reason for this practice needs to be clarified because it is often said that, if

 William of Stratford was little more than a country bumpkin, then the

 cover would have been quickly blown. Yet Greene's remark implies that

 such illiterate or semi-literate covers worked, as far as the authorities were

 concerned. Anonymity and pseudonyms attract attention—they demand

 exposure of the real author. If the man behind the mask is an important

 figure, then any criticisms he makes of the state and prevailing opinions

 will make an impact. But if the writer is presented in public as a real

 person of no consequence and therefore of no threat to the state, then the

 authorities may let it go, believing that the force of the criticism is greatly

 lessened and there is no real threat to state policy.

 The authorities may or may not actually suspect the use of the device,

 but may reckon that any attempt at investigation or censorship is not worth

 the fuss, especially if the accredited author lives away from the capital and

 therefore far from the centre of political gravity.  The fact of the matter is

 that Shakespeare was left alone, despite the unorthodox nature of many of

 his opinions. There is no doubt that a man like Bacon would have been

 imprisoned and prevented from writing further if he were  known as the

 real author.

 We are really stating the obvious here. For who a person is clearly
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matters as much to the wider world as what he actually says. This is true

even today in a supposedly more democratic age. There are many Euro-

sceptics in Britain, but their opinions are not newsworthy or threatening,

whereas those of a Cabinet or ex-Cabinet minister certainly are. Curiously,

this very tendency to personify opinions was a preoccupation of Francis

Bacon, and if we examine what he says I believe we will discover why he

created the myth of Shakespeare—why indeed he continued the use of the

mask after it had ceased to be useful for personal purposes.

Bacon believed that he was "born for the service of mankind".  This

conviction arose from an awareness of his own extraordinary gifts. He had

exceptional wisdom and insight, a phenomenal memory, an "immense

store of knowledge of so many several kinds", an extraordinary imagination

and an unparalleled expressive faculty. He believed that these gifts had

been bestowed on him by God to educate and reform mankind. His

lifelong aim, therefore, was to promote the cause of truth. But he also

realised that, although man has potentially useful intellectual capacities,

he is nevertheless perennially averse to being educated and reformed. In

outlining what Bacon believed were obstacles to the cause of truth and

progress, we shall understand why he created the myth of Shakespeare.

Bacon devoted nearly the whole of the first book of the Novum Organum

to an examination of the main types of false ideas. He identified four of

these 'idols', as he called them. It is the fourth which is particularly

significant in this context. As well as the idols of the tribe, the cave and the

market, there are what he calls 'the idols of the theatre':

"Lastly there are the idols which have immigrated into men's minds

from the various dogmas of the philosophers. These I call Idols of the

Theatre, because in my judgment all the received systems of philosophy

are but so many stage-plays. They are worlds of illusion created each by

its own author out of his literary imagination".

Such a remark, taken at face value, might be said to imply that Bacon

dismissed plays and the theatre as mere illusions, but that reveals a

complete ignorance of Baconian subtleties, as well as a misconceived idea

of the plays of the world's greatest dramatist. Although Bacon compared

the dogmas of philosophers to plays, he nevertheless considered himself a

philosopher. Just as all philosophy need not be as illusory as that which

had so far prevailed, so plays were capable of development for moral

purposes.

Bacon's philosophy was one which rejected dogma and system and

replaced them with a method. By the same token, Shakespeare was a

philosopher who also rejected these enemies of truth and who was doing

something new in his plays. Consider, for example, the judgment of an
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orthodox scholar, Stanley Wells—man who elsewhere dismisses

 Baconianism as the product of either "snobbery, self-advertisement or

 folly"—writing in an essay entitled 'Shakespeare and Romance'. The

 Tempest, he claims, is "a romance containing a built-in criticism of

 romance" (see Later Shakespeare; Stratford-upon-Avon Studies 8, 1966,

 p76). In other words, the illusion that the author creates out of his literary

 imagination is a structure through which he can reject what is illusory in

 favour of what is truthful, possible or desirable. The idols of the theatre

 are destroyed by theatrical means.

 According to Bacon, dogmatic systems of thought arise from the

 slavery of disciples to their masters instead of a commitment to truth. As

 he puts it incisively in The Advancement of Learning, "for as knowledges

 are delivered, there is a  kind of contract of error between the deliverer and

 the receiver; for he that delivereth knowledge desireth to deliver it in such

 form as may be best believed and not as may be best examined; and he that

 receiveth knowledge, desireth rather present satisfaction than expectant

 inquiry; and so rather not to doubt, than to err; glory making the author not

 to lay open his weakness, and sloth making the disciple not to know his

 strength".

 Bacon also says that even those who reject outmoded philosophies

 merely want to substitute their own prejudices for those of their opponents.

 They want "only to change doctrines and transfer the kingdoms of opinions

 to themselves". According to Bacon, however, the genuine scientist should

 try to give "light to other men's minds" rather than "lustre to his own

 name". In a statement which is crucial to our thesis, he says that "doctrine

 should be such as should make men in love with the lesson, and not with

 the teacher, being directed to the auditor's benefit, and not to the author's

 commendation" (Advancement  ch.20). Might it  be that in order to break

 this 'contract of error' Bacon developed a philosophy AND practice of

 impersonality—he lured men into the maze of Shakespeare in order to

 make them in love with the lesson, not the teacher?

 Consider Prospero as the teacher who tries to civilise humanity. Is he

 not an elusive and secretive character who keeps himself largely hidden

 from the learners? Consider 'Shakespeare' the playwright also. Is he not

 hidden and elusive? Who was this mysterious teacher Shakespeare anyway?

 Since we know so little about the man we are compelled to attend to his

 lessons. We have to concentrate on the ideas themselves because we have

 so little foreknowledge of the author's life and opinions outside his works.

 The very anonymous background and personality of William of Stratford

 would not only protect the plays from censorship but would also protect

 them from judgment on the basis of superficial knowledge of their author.
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The cover first protected the real mind so that he could write the truth as

he saw it and then ultimately protected the works themselves from false

understanding.

Moreover, William's humble background and qualifications would

encourage many to read the works and be inspired by the example of the

supposed author. Why, in Christian myth, did God choose to intervene in

the mask of a humble carpenter?  Since the mass of people did not

willingly accept the guidance of kings and emperors and princes, who

were often in any case evil and destructive, God decided to become a man

of the people. Might it not be that the god of literature similarly chose a

butcher's boy to impart his message? Is the author of The Tempest possibly

telling us that, just as Zeus tried to educate humanity through Hermes, as

Orpheus tried to tame humanity through music, as God tried to save

humanity through the Word and through Jesus Christ, as Prospero tries to

civilise humanity through Ariel, so he too has tried to educate humanity

through a 'frail vessel' called Shakespeare?

Prospero's Prayer

What I am indeed suggesting is that Francis Bacon, the world's greatest

poet and dramatist, sacrificed his own reputation for the cause of the

advancement of learning and knowledge by concealing his identity behind

the mask of Shakespeare. In this light, Prospero's appeal to the audience to

be set free after having already been set free in the story makes sense:

"Now my charms are all  o'erthrown,

 And what strength I have's mine own,

 Which is most faint. Now 'tis true

 I must be here confined by you,

 Or sent to Naples. Let me not,

 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.

 Gentle breath of yours my sails

 Must fill, or else my project fails,

 Which was to please. Now I want

 Spirits to enforce, art to enchant;

 And my ending is despair,

 Unless I be relieved by prayer,

 Which pierces so, that it assaults

 Mercy itself, and frees all faults.
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 As you from crimes would pardoned be,

  Let your indulgence set me free".

 An orthodox view is that this epilogue is simply the conventional

 plaudit but, while this is its ostensible purpose, its underlying motive goes

 deeper. It is not only Prospero who is making the plea; it is the author

 himself. And he asks for forgiveness for something relating to his works

 which was done 'to please'. (We should bear in mind the Renaissance

 belief in instruction by pleasing.)  The reference to my 'sails' can be taken

 in the poetic sense because Shakespeare several times, as in sonnet 80,

 refers to his pen as a bark floating upon the water and in sonnet 86 he

 actually states that the sails of his verse are spread and it is for us, his

 readers, to fill them with the breath of our own genius. Still, in the work

 cited above, comes close to the solution in suggesting that the author is

 pleading for release through interpretation. But a more apt summary of

 Prospero's epilogue is that it is a plea for discovery.

 As Bacon himself suggested, 'it is this glory of discovery that is the

 true ornament of mankind'. Discovery is indeed the key because the very

 context of the play is the discovery of new worlds. So, first, by interpreting

 the play correctly, we discover its true author. By following the mythical

 threads we reach the centre of the maze ('as strange a maze as e'er men

 trod') where we find the real author hiding behind his mythical mask. We

 can then forgive him for his 'motley' which, like that of Jaques in As You

 Like It, gave him leave to speak his mind and tell the undiluted truth.

 This commitment to truth and to intellectual integrity was strong in

 Bacon's mind and is spelt out clearly in his essay Of Truth. It is a brilliant

 piece, with an unforgettable opening ("What is truth? said jesting Pilate;

 and would not stay for an answer"), yet it has in the middle what appears

 to be a defence of lies, which he tells us poets make "for pleasure". A

 careful reading reveals that he is talking about our imagination, which

 creates make-believe worlds, flattering hopes and false valuations about

 ourselves. But clearly he believes that this inventive imagination should

 be used to serve the truth, and he writes in pictures which conjure up the

 play:

 "It is a pleasure to stand upon the shore, and to see ships tossed upon

 the sea: a pleasure to stand in the window of a castle, and to see a battle,

 and the adventures thereof below: but no pleasure is comparable to the

 standing upon the vantage ground of truth (a hill not to be commanded,

 and where the air is always clear and serene), and to see the errors, and

 wanderings, and mists, and tempests, in the vale below: so always that

 this prospect be with pity, and not with swelling or pride. Certainly, it is

 heaven upon earth, to have a man's mind move in charity, rest in
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providence, and turn upon the poles of truth…".

Immediately, and especially with the reference to 'tempests', we imagine

Prospero standing on that hill of truth.

Secondly, there is the discovery of a new world in ourselves and in our

potentialities. We shall do this partly by employing the force of our

intellect in discovering the meaning of the play. But unless we apply the

author's message, he will be condemned to 'dwell in this bare island' of his

literary imagination. It is our task to finish in the real world what the

author has begun in the theatrical world. As John Middleton Murray

suggests in his chapter on 'Shakespeare's Dream', "the island is a realm

where God is good, where true Reason rules; it is what would be if

humanity—the best in man–controlled the life of man" (see his Shakespeare,

1936).

Murray also says that the island is a realm where by Art or Nurture

Prospero transforms man's nature to true human nature. And he concludes

that in the play the author has "embodied his final dream—of a world

created anew". But Murray also asks the pertinent question: was it only a

dream? The play is thus an expression of Orphic hope. 'Prospero' has not

only the meaning of 'I make happy' but also 'I hope'. Once again, Bacon

himself made the connection: "And as Aristotle saith, That young men

may be happy, but not otherwise but by hope; so we must all acknowledge

our minority, and embrace the felicity which is by hope of the future

world" (Advancement).

Prospero's hope is therefore that, instead of forgetting his message

when we leave the theatre or put down his book, we shall take it to heart

and live our life according to its precepts. And the hope of the mastermind

behind Shakespeare is precisely that of Francis Bacon: that he has succeeded

"through persuasion and eloquence to insinuate into men's minds the love

of virtue and equity and peace". In Baconian terms, too, Prospero is a

trumpeter, not a combatant; "nor is mine a trumpet which summons and

excites men to cut each other to pieces... but rather to make peace between

themselves, and turning with united forces against the Nature of things, to

storm and occupy her castles and strongholds, and extend the bounds of

human empire, as far as God almighty in his goodness may permit" (De

Augmentis, Bk 4, ch.1).

When mankind has followed this path, then and then only will the true

author of The Tempest be set free.


