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ELLEN R. BELTON

‘When No Man Was His Own’:
Magic and Self-Discovery in The Tempest

D.G. James says that in The Tempest ‘we behold ... the mind of Europe
saying farewell to magic as a part of its imagination of the world.”* Many
studies have explored the influences of different philosophical and occult
traditions on Shakespeare’s handling of this subject.2 However, there is
oneimportantelementin Prospero’s magic that, while it certainly formed a
part of the folk belief of the period, receives little attention either from
contemporary authorities on magic or from modern criticism.

Prospero’s magic has two sides to it: the manipulation of nature and of
spirits associated with nature; and the attempted manipulation of human
beings. In the area of natural magic Prospero’s success is considerable. He
is able to stage tempests, produce the harpy and other monsters, and
command harvest spirits. The speech in which he takes leave of his
powers creates images of other wonders that we never see. A consummate
showman - perhaps even more adept at dramatic art than at white magic —
Prospero guides us from the chaos and terror of the storm in 1.i to the order
and delight of the marriage masque in 1v.i, both the results of his mastery
over Ariel and the ‘rabble’ under Ariel’s control.3

Moreover, Shakespeare carefully protects Prospero’s achievement from
any taint of association with black magic.* The only vestiges of ceremonial
magic in the play are Prospero’s ‘magic garment,” his staff, and the books
to which he refers but which we never see. Even these external symbols of
his power seem unnecessary.> A whisper in Ariel’s ear replaces the
elaborate rituals described or hinted at in contemporary treatises on
magic.® The very spirits themselves were not conjured by Prospero, but
found. Caliban, half human, half devil, was born on the island; Ariel came
there as Sycorax’s servant and was left imprisoned by her when she died.
Prospero’s extraordinary powers over nature do not spring from artificial
magic, but from natural magic, which, according to many writers, should
not be called magic at all, since it is ‘no more than a more exact knowledge
of the secrets of Nature, which by observing the courses and influence of
the stars in the heavens, and the sympathies and antipathies subsisting
between separate things, compares one thing with another and so effects
marvels which to the ignorant seem to be miracles or illusions.””

The second aspect of Prospero’s magic - indeed, the avowed purpose
of all his showmanship - is to help all his subjects to achieve self-
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knowledge. Although many critics hold the traditional view that Pros-
pero’s chief goal is to bring about repentance in the wicked or weak-
willed,® it seems clear by the end of the play that few, if any, of the play’s
characters repent or change. Andrew V. Ettin makes this point: "The
character most transformed is the one who is himself most noble and most
vulnerable, Alonso; the best of those whom this magic touches (Ferdinand
and Gonzalo) have nothing to learn from it; the worst (the various “foul”
conspirators of the island) are merely cowed by it.”® Other recent studies
support this position.*® According to this view, Prospero s either deluded
about his own accomplishments or resigned to changing behaviour
without affecting his subjects” inner life.

The Tempest itself, then, must be understood in terms of a tension
between a triumphant vision of orderly nature and a sober acknowledg-
ment of the inviolability of the human personality. Yet the side of
Prospero’s magic that deals with human behaviour offers its own kind of
affirmation. When Prospero chooses to renounce his magic and return to
Milan, he is accepting not the fact of human imperfection, but, as Herbert
R. Coursen says, the fact of human freedom of will."* The play suggests
that the special, unalterable identity of each member of the human
community may in itself be a cause for celebration. It is the way in which
Prospero’s magic helps each character to discover and affirm his own
identity that I wish to explore in detail.

As Prospero’s art touches the inhabitants of his island it involves three
operations, sometimes occurring in sequence, sometimes simultaneously.
The first and simplest consists in physical coercion: separating Ferdinand
from his father and the rest of the court party; pinching and prodding
Caliban and his companions; bringing the Mariners from their salvaged
ship. The second involves exercising control over his victims’ senses. The
extensive use of music, the production of strange and often terrifying
apparitions, and the tricks played by the invisible Ariel are all part of
Prospero’s plan to confuse and shake his subjects” belief in their own
perceptions. As D.G. James points out, the island itself actually appears
different to different characters.**

Both these devices are crucial to the third and most important technique
employed by Prospero. This is a technique that is rarely referred to in the
extensive literature on magic in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
although modern authorities speak of its long association with magic and
faith healing.”? It appears to originate in stage tradition, rather than in
authorities on magic itself. However, in Shakespeare’s hands a mere
gimmick becomes a pervasive and exceedingly important motif. Pros-
pero’s special ability involves the production of trancelike states in which,
as under hypnosis, the conscious, reasoning mind is circumvented.#

It is important to distinguish between the abnormal mental states that
arise out of the magician’s art and the condition of ordinary sleep or
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dream. In her book, Dream in Shakespeare: from Metaphor to Metamorphosis,
Marjorie B. Garber argues that ‘The Tempest is a play which takes the
dream state for its subject, deliberately and directly exploring the poles of
sleeping and waking, vision and reality, art and the human condition.”*>
‘The pattern of The Tempest ... is to take man through dream to a renewed
appreciation of his mortal state, bringing him through dream to a
transfigured reality.”*® But while the characters who undergo the trances
induced by Prospero compare their experiences to being asleep or to
dreams, they do so only because these are the closest analogues they can
find. The only character who actually dreams in The Tempest is Caliban,
the one figure who, from the beginning of the play, is completely
defined.’” Caliban shares with Prospero a yearning for the continuation of
the dream state (Prospero’s evocation of the dream-vision at the interrup-
tion of the marriage masque reveals his affinity with Callban in this), but to
Caliban the experience remains external in origin and incomprehensible
in character. Like modern writers on hypnotism, who distinguish
between clinical trance and natural sleep,*® Shakespeare sees Prospero’s
enchantments as surpassing the dream state in intensity.

To be more precise, then, dreams in The Tempest are only one
rudimentary manifestation of a state that takes Prospero’s subjects away
from their ordinary, everyday selves. It seems best to speak of these
manifestations in the way that Roland Fischer does in ‘A Cartography of
the Ecstatic and Meditative States’ as a ‘continuum’ with several stages
beyond the normal state.*®

The precedents in non-dramatic literary tradition for the abnormal
mental states produced by Prospero are few. We may recall the magical
sleep of Odysseus on his homeward voyage, the pilgrim’s mysterious
swoons in The Divine Comedy, the healing or monitory dream-visions of
medieval poetry, but none of these antecedents exhibits striking parallels
with The Tempest. The role of suggestion and auto-suggestion in magic,
particularly in magical healing, is occasionally mentioned by sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century writers. Robert Burton, for example, comments:

As some are so molested by phantasy; so some again, by fancy alone, and a good
conceit, are as easily recovered. We see commonly the toothache, gout, falling
sickness, biting of a mad dog, and many such maladies cured by spells, words,
characters, and charms, and many green wounds by that now so much used
unguentum armarium ... magnetically cured. ... All the world knows there is no
virtue in such charms or cures, but a strong conceit and opinion alone. ... The
like we may say of our magical effects, superstitious cures, and such as are done
by mountebanks and wizards.*°

But a more direct source for Prospero’s power is to be found in the
ability of earlier stage magicians to charm or freeze their enemies. Friar
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Bacon charms the swords of Prince Edward, Warren, and Ermsby so that
they cannot be drawn.?* Later he interrupts the marriage of Margaret and
Lacy by striking Friar Bungay dumb (vi.151-70). Lacy describes the
victim’s enchantment as ‘this hapless trance’ (168). When Faustus’s
lower class dupes, the Carter, Dick, the Horse Courser, Robin, and the
Hostess, catch up with him at the Duke of Vanholt’s court, Faustus
interrupts their accusations by charming them dumb.*? The most interest-
ing antecedents for Prospero’s power appear in John a Kent and John a
Cumber, where John a Kent’s boy Shrimp charms Oswen and Amery, who
are supposed to be conducting Sidanen and Marian to Chester. Using
music, Shrimp induces a sudden, mysterious sleep in the two servants,
permitting the ladies to escape their captors. He then wakes them up and
leads them astray.*? In a later scene John a Kent himself casts ‘a sillie
dazeling mist’ over the eyes of John a Cumber, causing him to mistake
Griffin and Powis for Morton and Pembroke (1613ff).

In all these instances the power to paralyse or silence or even induce
sleep is merely used to overcome the magician’s adversaries. It is a
theatrically effective device with a short-term, superficial purpose,
usually to circumvent unwanted interference; its purpose achieved, the
device is readily abandoned. In The Tempest, on the other hand, the
induction of states of intoxication, madness, abnormal sleep, and ecstasy
is crucial to the task Prospero has set himself. This task involves the
subjection of all the inhabitants of and visitors to his island to a special
kind of test in which the rational, everyday self is set aside in order to
permit each character’s true identity to assert itself.

Unlike modern hypnotherapists Prospero is not primarily concerned
with either physical or moral healing. His efforts are directed towards
discovering something unchanging that is, on the one hand, personal to
each human being and, on the other, connected to divine illumination,
which Shakespeare’s audience saw as the only objective and reliable
source of right knowledge.

The firstand in many ways the mostimportant of the trancelike states in
The Tempest occurs when Miranda suddenly falls asleep in 1.ii.** On closer
examination, we discover that this condition is not as unexpected as it first
appears. Her sleep is induced by a suggestion of Prospero’s that she
‘cannot choose’ but obey, a suggestion that is only the last in a series
that punctuates his long and elaborate account of their past history.
Prospero’s utterances in this scene serve two purposes: they provide
necessary exposition, and they prepare Miranda for Prospero’s charm.
Not only does Prospero employ a style of diction that is deliberately
obscure and pedantic, but he interrupts his narrative at regular intervals
with apparently unwarranted injunctions against inattention. The ex-
traordinary thing about this exchange is not that Miranda falls asleep at its
close, but that she manages to remain awake as long as she does. While
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pretending to exhort Miranda to remain alert, Prospero is really making it
impossible for her to do so. His whole proceeding recalls the techniques
associated with the induction of hypnotic trance.?* The ‘inclination’ to
sleep that Prospero notices at the end of this scene has been carefully
produced by his negative suggestions.*®

The purpose of Miranda’s magical sleep is harder to discover than the
strange quality of the sleep itself. While Miranda is in this state, Prospero
completely ignores her. It looks as though his charm is merely a clumsy
device for getting her out of the way while he confers with Ariel. The real
consequences of Miranda’s trance are not apparent until the meeting
between Miranda and Ferdinand, who is also experiencing a mental state
unlike that of normal, waking reality (486—9).>” Prospero’s words to
Miranda, when he permits her to notice Ferdinand for the first time, are
particularly significant: ‘The fringed curtains of thine eye advance / And
say what thou seest yond' (411-12). This command suggests that
Miranda is still in a trance, that her real awakening occurs when her father
presents to her his hand-picked choice for her husband.*®

The true purpose of Miranda’s magical sleep, then, is to produce a state
of receptiveness not unlike that of the charmed lovers in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. But the receptiveness of Miranda and Ferdinand is not
receptiveness to error, but to truth. Prospero’s subsequent testing of the
lovers demonstrates that their affection springs not from Prospero’s
promptings, but from an intuitive recognition of each other’s worth and
their own natural affinity. Prospero openly acknowledges the purpose of
his previous hardheartedness:

All thy vexations
Were but my trials of thy love, and thou
Hast strangely stood the test. (1v.i.5-7)

Prospero’s giving his blessing to the lovers only ratifies the choice they
have voluntarily made in spite of his pretended opposition.

The notion of testing each character or group of characters is sustained
in Prospero’s handling of the court party. Here again Prospero induces an
abnormal mental state in each character in order to release the individual’s
true, though in this case partially hidden, self. The magical sleep of
Alonso, Gonzalo, Adrian, and Francisco in 11.i has led L.H. Allen to call
this scene ‘the hypnosis scene’ in The Tempest.*® This time Ariel, rather
than Prospero, produces the enchantment that causes the less reprehen-
sible members of the group to drop ‘as by a thunder-stroke’ (199).
Although Antonio and Sebastian congratulate themselves on their ability
to resist the ‘strange drowsiness’ that possesses the others, they also feel
the influence of Ariel’s magic. The language in which they discuss their
condition is full of references to waking sleep. As they become more open
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with one another the idea that their own sleep is full of possibilities gives
way to the notion that the sleep of their companions provides not merely
an opportunity, but an invitation. Antonio spells it out for Sebastian:

Here lies your brother,
No better than the earth he lies upon,
If he were that which now he’s like, that’s dead. (275-7)

The subjective nature of Antonio’s reading of this situation confirms the
notion that Prospero does not impose choices on those he enchants. The
effect of Ariel’s charms has been to free Antonio and Sebastian to reveal to
themselves, to each other, and to the audience their true natures. No
sooner have they agreed — despite Sebastian’s reservations - to kill the
king, than Ariel terminates the sleep of the others and forces the
conspirators to rouse themselves and return to the hypocrisy of their
everyday behaviour.

The awakening of Gonzalo and Alonso is also revealing. Gonzalo, the
loyal servant, cries: ‘Now, good angels / Preserve the King!" (301-2).
Alonso, who earlier in this scene had seemed indifferent both to
assurances that his son might still be alive and to concern for his own
safety, now shows renewed animation. His questions — ‘Why are you
drawn? / Wherefore this ghastly looking? (303-4) - demonstrate a
reawakened desire to protect himself and his dependents. As the scene
ends, he initiates a fresh search for his son, indicating the return of hope
and of a sense of his obligations as father and king.

But this scene doesn’t finish Prospero’s testing of the court party. In the
harpy scene (ri1.iii) Prospero again remains aloof from his victims,
although he appears ‘on the top (invisible)’ (17.sp) and comments on both
the reactions of the group and Ariel's performance. As in the earlier
scene, the magic begins by confusing the subjects’ senses and then
induces an abnormal mental state in which, at least for the three ‘men of
sin,” reason has been obliterated. But this scene differs from the earlier
one in one important respect. In the ‘hypnosis scene’ Ariel merely creates
the conditions under which Antonio and Sebastian are free to be
themselves. Here Ariel-as-harpy seems to be attempting to direct Alonso,
Antonio, and Sebastian towards moral transformation. His speech
reminds them of past crimes and exhorts them to ‘heart-sorrow / And a
clear life ensuing’ (81-2). The conditions created by Ariel closely resemble
those described by Timothy Bright as symptoms of ‘conscience terrified”:

it easilie wasteth the pure spirit, congeleth the liuely bloud, and striketh our
nature in such sort, that it soone becommeth melancholicke, vile and base, and
turneth reason into foolishnesse, ... and transformeth the stoutest Nabucad-
nezar in the world into a brute beast. ... Besides this in you, vaine feares, and
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false conceits of apparitions, imagination of a voyce sounding in your eares,
frightfull dreames, distrust of the consumption, and putrifying of one part or
other of your bodie, & the rest of this crue, are causes of molestation. ...>

However, the subjectivity of the characters’ responses while experiencing
the ‘ecstasy’ produced by the harpy insists on the inaccessibility of at least
two of them to Prospero’s exhortations. Only the madness of Alonso has
reference to his past crimes and reveals ‘heart-sorrow’ in the present.
Antonio and Sebastian reaffirm their determination to resist change. It
appears, then, that Prospero’s achievement in this scene is not the
transformation of these men, but the dramatic demonstration of their
fundamental consistency.

It is significant that Prospero chooses to work upon his enemies’
consciences while they are ‘all knit up / In their distractions’ (89—90). He
seems to be saying that sanity and reason, atleast in ‘men of sin,’ interfere
with self-knowledge. In the case of the third group upon whom Prospero
practices his art, however, reason is virtually absent. The progressive
drunkenness of Stephano, Trinculo, and Caliban is the base equivalent of
the high-born characters’ trances, but these characters are not subjected
to any real challenges. Instead of freeing them to change, their drinking
merely reveals their degraded nature. It also becomes a form of punish-
ment. Ariel describes the miseries and humiliations to which their
intoxication has made them easy prey (1v.i.171-84), and Prospero
promises: ‘I will plague them all, / Even to roaring’ (192~3). In the final
scene even Trinculo admits that being drunk is no longer a pleasure
(v.i.282—4).

Earlier in this scene Prospero also refers to the madness of the members
of the court party as a punishment. The speech in which he comments on
their condition describes the loss of reason not as an opportunity, butas a
degradation. Alonso’s brains are ‘useless, boil’d within thy skull! (60).
The charm they have undergone is represented as ‘the ignorant fumes
that mantle / Their clearer reason’ (67-8). Reason itself is a shore ‘That
now lies foul and muddy’ (82). Prospero presents their madness this way
because for them the loss of reason means the loss of the highest faculty
they possess.

The conventional Elizabethan interpretation of human behaviour in
terms of reason, will, and appetite seems, in The Tempest, to exist side by
side with a different formulation, which appears to derive from Neopla-
tonic philosophy. Cornelius Agrippa says: ‘Anima humana constat mente,
ratione & idolo: mens illuminat rationem, ratio fluit in idolum, omnia una est
anima. Ratio nisi per mentem illuminetur, ab errore no est immunis: Mens autem
lumen rationi non praebet, nisi lusescente deo.’>* Although Prospero speaks of
the human soul in language that reflects the traditional view, his magic
addresses itself to a hierarchy consisting of ‘mind,” ‘reason,” and ‘sense.’
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In this vision of the human personality there is an element higher than the
rational, a form of intuition, perhaps even of divine illumination.
Ferdinand and Miranda have this faculty, and so does Gonzalo. Its
absence or impairment in both the ‘men of sin’ and the clowns explains
their inability to profit from Prospero’s enchantments.

In fact, this formulation does not stand in opposition to the more
conventional one. It is a commonplace of sixteenth-century Christian
thought that the use of reason is unavailing unless ‘the understanding is
illuminated, faith and the understanding of God and heavenly things is
plenteously bestowed.”?* The Christian formulation of this notion is
strongly evoked in the resonant paradoxes of Shakespeare’s mature
plays - forexample, in King Lear, whose characters ‘stumbled when [they]
saw’ and only approach true reason through ‘reason in madness,” and in
The Winter’s Tale, where the happy ending depends on events that are
‘monstrous to our human reason’ (v.i.41). The notion that rationality
actually impedes the achievement of certain kinds of knowledge can be
traced back to Plato: ‘No man, when in his wits, attains prophetic truth
and inspiration; but when he receives the inspired word, either his
intelligence is enthralled in sleep, or he is demented by some distemper or
possession.”?? By shaking each character’s confidence in the power of
reason to supply him with information about himself and his world,
Prospero is opening the way for other kinds of knowing.

A comparison between Prospero’s intention and the stated aims of
modern hypnotherapists is instructive. Prospero works to free the self
from the conventional restraints of rationality. Bramwell reports that one
of his subjects described the trance state as ‘a sort of losing herself and yet
not losing herself.”>* Milton H. Erickson describes it as ‘a free period in
which individuality can flourish.”>> The crucial difference between
Prospero’s art and that of the modern therapist is that while hypno-
therapists refer the task of self-discovery and self-healing to the subcon-
scious, the magic of Prospero addresses itself to the intellectual soul. Its
final purpose is notimmersion in the inner self, but union with something
that is outside and, in Shakespearean terms, higher than the individual.

Not only does this vision of the soul underlie Prospero’s allocation of
rewards and punishments, but it also informs the structure of the play.
Until the final scene the groups of characters are kept separate, united
only by their interactions with Prospero or his representative, Ariel. Each
group is associated with a different faculty of the soul - the young lovers
with ‘mind,” the court party with ‘reason,” the clowns with ‘fancy.” The
nature of Prospero’s intercourse with each group also depends upon
these correspondences. The presence of this coherent though unobtru-
sive scheme in both the moral judgments of the play and the play’s
organization suggests that the view of man as more than merely rational
was one that attracted Shakespeare as much as it did the magician with
whom he has so often been identified.
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Finally, then, each character in The Tempest is tested in two ways. First,
he must discover in himself the unique qualities — good or bad - that set
him apart from everyone else, the personal, private self that differentiates
him from others. Second, he must be defined in terms of his accessibility to
divine enlightenment, without which reason itself is vulnerable to error
and corruption. The real work that Prospero has undertaken is to liberate
the highest faculty of the human soul - the element Agrippa refers to as
mens — in those who possess it and to encourage its use for the fullest
possible realization of individual potential.

Having tested each inhabitant of his world, Prospero brings them all
together in a final scene and arranges them in a kind of moral hierarchy.
The strengths and weaknesses of each are known, and while consider-
ation is shown for Alonso, who acknowledges his faults and asks
forgiveness, it is clear that Prospero reserves special affection for those
who have remained perfect in spite of temptation. The vanquished
villains are released from punishment but disarmed of power. The clowns’
debauchery is made public, and Caliban is openly labelled as a ‘thing of
darkness’ (275). Even the Master and Boatswain, who report that they too
have experienced a strange, unearthly sleep, are brought back to share
the celebrations and to witness the establishing of this new society.

Apparently Prospero hopes to transfer the new order he has created to
the social hierarchy back home. The new society of Naples and Milan will
be informed by the joyful spirit attending the marriage of Ferdinand and
Miranda. Antonio and Sebastian are deprived of official function, and the
clowns will be relegated to a kind of sideshow existence. Although we
may remain sceptical about the permanence of the new order, there can be
no doubt about the completeness of this moment. The end of Prospero’s
enchantments has been to free the self from outward restraints and
ignorance of its own condition, to give each character a chance to
recognize and to affirm or change his own nature. Gonzalo speaks ‘truer
than he purposed’ when he concludes his rhapsodic list of what has been
‘found’ with the words: ‘and all of us ourselves / When no man was his
own’ (212-13).

One important question remains unanswered. If the aim of Prospero’s
magic has been to reveal the true nature of each character, does Prospero
himself experience a similar self-discovery? Prospero’s account of his past
mistakes, the causes of his overthrow and exile, implies a certain
detachment about his own behaviour. Yet there remain conflicts and
contradictions in Prospero’s handling of the sorcerer’s calling which
suggest that his sense of his own identity is still incomplete. Much has
been written about Prospero’s didactic enactment of the conflict between
‘reason’ and ‘fury.’® The usual reading of this scene is that Prospero is
undergoing a struggle to curb his natural desire for vengeance upon his
enemies and instead to legislate forgiveness for their crimes against him.
The strong contrast between the anger Prospero expresses in act 1v and
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the wise tolerance that guides his behavior in act v is clearly demonstrated
in the language Prospero employs in each scene.

But the real cause of Prospero’s change of heart may lie not in the
moment of rational, moral choice to which critics point, butin yet another
manifestation of Prospero’s mysterious powers. The scenes in which
Prospero acts out his fury and then demonstrates his power to restrain it
are enclosed by his two great speeches about magic (1v.i.148-58 and
v.i.33-57). Although Prospero deprecates magic in the first speech and
renounces it in the second, the imagery in each works against the
speeches’ overt content. In the ‘revels’ speech Prospero denies the
authenticity of the vision we ourselves have just seen, yet creates in
words a vision far more substantial and magnificent than the one
presented by the spirits. In the ‘elves’ speech he abjures ‘this rough magic’
forever, yet his evocation of the powers he is laying aside again conjures
for our imaginations a ‘potent Art’ that exceeds anything we have actually
seen. It is as though Prospero’s farewells to magic are themselves
incantations. Their effect is both to reject this way of dealing with
experience and to luxuriate in it one last time. Symbolically Prospero’s
words charm both his audience - a double audience consisting at one
level of Ferdinand and Miranda in the ‘revels’ speech, of the spirits of
nature addressed in the ‘elves’ speech, at another of the real spectators —
and himself. The effect of these incantations is to subject not only
Prospero’s hearers but Prospero himself to an experience like those he has
masterminded for others throughout the play.

In the last scene of The Tempest Shakespeare juxtaposes the world of
conscious, deliberating moral choice and the world of trance, of imagina-
tion, of visionary reality. This latter world - the world of trance and of
spiritual wholeness — is the world from which Prospero’s forgiveness
really proceeds. Ironically it is his ability to proceed into this world that
makes it possible for him to return to the real world, where magic is
forbidden and where the harsh realities of life impinge upon any lingering
vision of the ideal (‘Every third thought shall be my grave’). The most
significant self-discovery in The Tempest may be that of Prospero himself.
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