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While these words provide a graphic rendering of the atmosphere
described in the Bermuda pamphlets, they surpass them in their
expressiveness and dramatic potential. The heavens look black, the
clouds are huge and the storm, as noisy as it is terrifying, turns the sea
into a howling hell. Strachey describes a maritime inferno when he
explains that “‘Windes and Seas were as mad, as fury and rage could
make them’, before adding that ‘there was not a moment in which
the sodaine splitting, or instant ouer-setting of the Shippe was not
expected’.’® Among the many verbal parallels between the ‘Repor-
tory’ and The Tempest, one finds the long description of the ‘Sea-fire’
or St Elmo’s fire which ‘might have strucken amazement’,’” echoed in
Ariel’s claim to have ‘flamed amazement’ (1.2.198) as he boarded the
vessel. Ariel makes it clear that, as a result, the ship was ‘all afire with
[him]” (1.2.212). In other words, the elusive spirit of the air personi-
fies a natural force at the beginning of the play when he literally trans-
mutes himself into the furious energy of St Elmo’s fire.’® Characterised
by the presence of balls of fire glowing with blue flames in the rigging,
this phenomenon is duly recorded in Hill’s 1574 Contemplation of

Fig. 13 A ship caught in a tempest and struck by St Elmo’s fire in
Thomas Hill’s Contemplation of mysteries, 1574. By courtesy of
the British Library Board, C.56.b.135, fol. 22r.
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mysteries, in which an engraving represents a ship hit by ‘two burning
Candels, named Castor and Pollux™” which are said to ‘appeare after
the kinde of a fyre, cleaving to the top of the maste’.*’

According to Alden T. and Virginia Mason Vaughan, Shakespeare
probably had direct access to Strachey’s account, either by word of
mouth or in manuscript form,*" while Gabriel Egan posits that the
playwright may even have had contact with ‘those involved in the Vir-
ginia project’* which entailed a number of scientific weather experi-
ments before 1610. Indeed, a thermoscope was discovered among
the artefacts dug out in the Jacobean settlement of Jamestown.*
Prospero’s attempts at mastering the climate may thus reproduce
some of the Jamestown experiments. “The play is utterly ambiguous
about the kind of control over the physical world that Prospero’s
knowledge gives him,” Egan observes, ‘and by probing this question
(what is his “art”?) we begin to perceive the ecological significance
of The Tempest.”**

Important as it certainly is, this ‘ecological significance’ was not
systematically one of the concerns of the travel narratives that circu-
lated in Jacobean England. As J. M. Nosworthy notes, Shakespeare
surely ‘did not need an actual shipwreck and its concomitant pam-
phlets to tell him that vessels sometimes come to grief in squally
weather’, and the fact is that, in Pericles and The Winter’s Tale,
‘storm and shipwreck find a place without any topical prompting’.*
The playwright undoubtedly found part of his inspiration not only
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses*® but in the vast reservoir of storms, sea
travels and magical practices in Virgil’s Aeneid, as well as in vari-
ous biblical and theological sources more discreetly woven into the
texture of the play but nonetheless present. Staging a proto-scien-
tific experimentation with climate actually allowed Shakespeare to
engage in a debate opposing those who ascribed foul weather to
natural causes to those who explained and justified it by resorting
to some godly intervention. Aristotle’s Meteorology argued that
meteorological phenomena were due to natural rather than divine
causes, while Luther openly mocked such beliefs in the powers of
nature when he wrote in 1522: ‘So, the blind man’s guide Aristotle
has written a whole book on the heavenly signs. He ascribes them all
to nature and makes that they are no signs. These our scholars fol-
low; so, one fool makes a world full of fools.”*” Following Luther’s
precepts, the representatives of the Church of England tended to
think that none other than God himself raised the winds. For
instance, George Abbott asserted in An exposition vpon the prophet
Tonab (1600):
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Who so walketh by the land, or passeth by the sea, if winds promote
his businesse, or hinder his purpose, and disquiet him in his enter-
prise, let him assigne it to his prouidence who ruleth all with power,
who sent that tempest here to Ionas; for from him they do all come.*®

Demons, in Christian theology, are moreover presented as airy crea-
tures moving around in ‘thin air’ (4.1.146) as well as able to manipu-
late this particular element. Ariel’s role in the play brings to mind
Hebrews 1:4, where God ‘maketh his angels spirits, and his ministers
a flame of fire’. While Shakespeare interprets and dramatises this
for the Blackfriars, his own spirit, Ariel, embroiled in a complicated
master-servant relationship, is an inadequate angel who is just as
pagan as he may be Christian. His multiple and dizzying appearances
lead the audience to wonder about the source of his power: is it pure
magic or should we see in Ariel the embodiment of natural forces
abated or increased by human will?** All sorts of possibilities are
explored but none is definitely advanced and the playwright visibly
refuses to provide any definitive answer. The Tempest thus enhances
the complex relationships between nature, science, magic and the
Scriptures, and lets the audience have the last word.

If the spectators were presented with a number of critical issues
during the performance, they could fortunately rely on many famil-
iar images. Laurie Shannon reminds us that ‘[t]he story of Noah’s
ark’, for instance, ‘taxed the early modern imagination’,” and it was
indeed frequently quoted in the sermons and the literature of the
period. With its insistence on flooding (making the old Gonzalo wish
that he could ‘die a dry death’, 1.1.67-8), the opening scene proposes
a spectacular variation on the biblical myth of Noah’s ark.’' The ini-
tial tempest which so terrifies the passengers on board can therefore
be interpreted as signalling the presence of an angry God. No won-
der then that, for his spectral show within act 4, scene 1, Shakespeare
has Iris, the messenger of the gods and the goddess of the rainbow,*
move between heaven and earth.”> With her ‘saffron wings’ (4.1.78),
the goddess is directly imported from Virgil’s Aeneid,** but her func-
tion in the play is also pregnant with Christian meaning. The arrival
of the ‘Nymphe of the Ayre’, as she is described by Pierre Le Loyer
in his Treatise of Specters (1603),”® puts an end to the island’s stormy
weather and announces the happy union of Ferdinand and Miranda.
In the Bible (Genesis 9:14), a similar process is at stake, since the
apparition of a rainbow in the sky signifies the end of the flood and
reminds Noah and his sons of the covenant that has been established
between them.’®
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Temperate climate and temperance

Myths, whether biblical or classical, are thus intertwined in Shake-
speare’s meteorological romance,”” and the tempest conjured up at
the opening of the play provides spectators and readers alike with
several interpretative tracks to follow. In his 1622 Historia ven-
torum (History of Winds), Francis Bacon differentiates clement
breezes from harsh winds. Interestingly, he contends that the west

wind belongs to the first category and is, as such, a characteristic of
the Golden Age:

1. The south wind with us is rainy, the north wind clear; the for-
mer collects and nurtures clouds, the latter breaks and dissipates
them. Poets therefore in their descriptions of the deluge represent
the north wind as at that time imprisoned, and the south wind let
loose with full powers.

2. The west wind is reputed by us as the wind of the Golden Age, the
companion of perpetual spring, and the nurse of flowers.

3. The school of Paracelsus, seeking a place for its three principles
even in the temple of Juno, that is the air, established three winds.
For the east they found no place.

Tincturis liquidum qui mercurialibus Austrum,
Divitis et Zephyri rorantes sulphure venas,
Et Boream tristi rigidum sale.

4. In Britain the east wind is considered injurious, insomuch that
there is a proverb,

‘When the wind is in the east,

*Tis neither good for man nor beast.”*®

It is hard to decide what kind of wind Shakespeare actually describes.
We may be tempted to think that he focuses on the north wind, as
Ariel must ‘tread the ooze of the salt deep’, ‘run upon the sharp wind
of the north’ and ‘do [Prospero] business in the veins o’th’earth / when
it is baked with frost’ (1.2.252-6). However, if frost is mentioned
from time to time, the climate of the island seems rather mild if we
are to believe Gonzalo’s observation on the ‘lush and lusty’ (2.1.53)
grass. In A contemplation of mysteries, Thomas Hill writes that
‘[tlhunder with an Easterly or Westerly winde, declare raine, or
a mightie tempest to follow’.”” The storm being accompanied by a
momentous tempest in Shakespeare’s play, one may conclude that the
wind blowing on the island is either easterly or westerly, and Bacon’s
previous remarks, read in connection with Gonzalo’s ‘commonwealth
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speech’, tend to suggest that a strong western wind keeps blowing on
Prospero’s island.®® This is corroborated by Theophrastus’ Concern-
ing Weather Signs, where the Greek writer declares that, ‘{w]hen the
west wind is accompanied by lightning from the north, it indicates
either storm or rain’.*'

The combination of rain and mild temperatures brought by the
west wind probably accounts for the verdant landscape of the island.
The ‘lush and lusty grass’ mentioned by Gonzalo is presented as a
‘short-grassed green’ by Ceres (4.1.83), while Iris makes it clear that
the masque takes place ‘[h]ere on this grass-plot’ (4.1.73) before
she invites the ‘temperate nymphs’ to ‘celebrate / A contract of true
love’ (4.1.132-3). The adjective ‘temperate’, here linked to chastity,
appears as something of a surprise in a betrothal ceremony from
which Venus is curiously absent and where love and fertility should
come in the foreground. At this very moment, Ferdinand notices
that Prospero has just remembered the imminence of Caliban’s ‘foul
conspiracy’ (4.1.139) and that he is ‘in some passion / That works
him strongly’ (4.1.144-5), to which Miranda replies: ‘Never till this
day / Saw I him touched with anger, so distempered’ (4.1.145-6).
Prospero’s sudden fit of anger breaks the spell of the revels he had
himself ordered, just as the initial tempest had created discordance
and commotion on the island. Now, ‘the name Prospero signifies
both material prosperity and, in its classical and Renaissance sense,
good weather [. . .] Prospero, then, is God on earth, an absolute and
controlling force in human and meteorological terms.’®* Prospero,
who appears as a regulator of time with its cognate words of ‘sea-
son’ (tempestas), ‘temperance’ and ‘temper’, is thus also to be seen
as a master of disruption and bad weather.

Temperance is a trope narrowly linked to weather issues, one that
Shakespeare had already used and explored in The Winter’s Tale, an
earlier romance where the word ‘climate’ appears on three occasions.
Delphos, which in those days corresponded to the island of Delos in
the Greek Cyclades, rather than to the actual city of Delphi in conti-
nental Greece, is a place associated with temperance and fertility by
the Sicilian emissaries of the King, as Cleomenes exclaims that ‘The
climate’s delicate, the air most sweet; / Fertile the isle’ (3.1.1-2).%°
The surprisingly ‘temperate’ climate of Delos, seemingly modelled
on Virgil’s island in the Aeneid (Book 3),°* is as misleading as that of
Prospero’s island. Both islands actually serve as counterparts to the
greater English island, where the weather may be rough but where
the inhabitants’ temper appears more balanced.
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In The Tempest, moreover, temperance is related both to an
impossible fertility (Ceres’s masque is aborted) and to a fragile chas-
tity (Miranda’s virginity is threatened by Caliban’s luxuriousness and
by Ferdinand’s flirtatious mood). In act 2, scene 1, temperance is
indeed described by Antonio as a ‘delicate wench’ (2.1.45), an image
which reads like an antiphrasis since Gonzalo had first compared
the leaky vessel to an ‘unstanched wench’ (1.1.48). The irony is rein-
forced in the next scene when Prospero tells Miranda of how his
brother Antonio usurped his Milan dukedom. In doing so, he calls
her ‘wench’ (1.2.139), presumably ‘an endearing form of address’
(OED, 1.c). For the audience, however, the term has become rather
negative at this point so that, instead of being presented as a temper-
ate and innocent young maid, Prospero’s daughter may immediately
be envisaged as a young lady ready to yield to her passionate love for
Ferdinand.

Furthermore, the word ‘temperance’ had a specific relevance
regarding climatic issues as it had come to designate ‘moderate tem-
perature; freedom from the extremes of heat and cold; mildness of
weather or climate; temperateness’ (OED, I1.14). It also corresponded
to one of the four cardinal virtues and it was broadly understood as
‘self-restraint and moderation in action of any kind” (OED, 1.1.a). As
such, it was highly praised in early modern Europe as the readers of
the Nicomachean Etbics, a text then available in Latin,* were aware
that Aristotle promoted temperance and associated it with serenity,
arguing that the temperate man finds ‘no pleasure contrary to rea-
son’.®® For the Greek philosopher, temperance required no particular
effort or the need to fight against one’s desires. In Book I of his De
officiis,®” Cicero also dealt with the Greek sophrosyne, regarding it as
a capacity for restraint as well as ‘an art of timing’.*®

In The Tempest, temperance seems to apply exclusively to women
and weather, a context where the word functions each time as an
ironical qualifier associated with presumably changeable entities or
states. Its many occurrences in the play turn it into a leitmotif which
lays bare the social microcosm of the island. While temperance
becomes a mantra for virtually everyone yearning for serenity and
restraint, excess would in fact best qualify the actions of its charac-
ters. Similarly, the climate on the island is continually defined as idyl-
lic while it is plagued by a succession of violent storms. John Gillies
has aptly summarised the function of ‘temperance and fruitfulness’
in the play, showing that it is primarily a geographic and climatic
one likely to subsume other dimensions, be they moral or political.®’
He has also shown that the first — necessarily propagandist — reports
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from Virginia, for instance, insisted on the temperate climate and, as
a result, on the fertility of a virgin soil ready to be tilled and abandon
its riches to the European newcomers, no matter what the reality
was like. A tongue-in-cheek Shakespeare reproduces this propagan-
dist discourse in the play. No wonder then that, in an act of self-
persuasion, Gonzalo, one of the shipwrecked lords, trying to cheer
himself up, declares that the island ‘must needs be of subtle, tender,
and delicate temperance’ (2.1.43-4) after he has nearly drowned in
the recent tempest. The good old councillor prefers to try and delude
himself by idealising the island rather than describe the sad reality
of his predicament. Gonzalo’s ‘commonwealth speech’ (2.1.145-66),
strongly influenced by Montaigne’s ‘Of Cannibals’, thus portrays a
prelapsarian world in which the sun is always shining and where
nature by itself produces everything man needs ‘[wlithout sweat or
endeavour’ (2.1.158).

Yet this kind of temperance is sheer wishful thinking as one
quickly notices that the shipwrecked victims are debilitated in a
climate reported as constantly mild. Supposing that the weather on
the island is truly comforting (except when Prospero raises storms),
one may then wonder why the characters feel so weak once the illu-
sory tempest has quieted down. This apparent contradiction actu-
ally ties in with a particular trend of geo-humoralism illustrated by
Hippocrates, who thought that, if a ‘rugged, high, and watered’”
region produced endurant individuals, a more welcoming environ-
ment (i.e. a well-watered one with hot summers and cold winters)
logically resulted in weaklings, not used to hard labour and seen as
‘fleshy, ill-articulated, moist, lazy, and generally cowardly in char-
acter’.”' In The Tempest, Shakespeare clearly relies on this tradition
associating temperate climate with dullness and a lack of endur-
ance.”” This is why, in act 2, scene 1, Alonso and most of his court
fall asleep instead of mustering their energy to search for the lost
Ferdinand. Similarly, Caliban reveals later on in the play that Pros-
pero regularly takes a nap at noon (“Within this half hour will he be
asleep’, 3.2.111), thereby making himself vulnerable and exposed
to a plot against his life.

On top of that, Alonso and his court are stranded so far from
home that they have difficulties in adapting themselves to their new
environment. William Vaughan explained in his 1612 health treatise
that the best air one could find was ‘[t]hat which is a mans natiue
soyle, and Countries ayre is best’. Hammering the point home, he
added that ‘[t]his by the Philosophers is approued in this principle:

Euery mans naturall place preserueth him, which is placed in it’.”?
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Shakespeare follows the same logic: his newcomers are totally unpre-
pared to endure those rather unusual conditions and, as rational
beings, they attribute their ‘drowsiness’ to the climate rather than to
Prospero’s magic tricks.

The audience is of course aware that Ariel is the one who first
puts the mariners to sleep (1.2.230-1) before doing so with the rest
of the crew (2.1.198 s.d.) except for Sebastian and Antonio, since
their aggressiveness and constant Machiavellian plotting keeps
them awake most of the time.” We have seen that Ariel, in the play,
embodies the elements of air and fire and that he strikes his victims
as a stroke of lightning would. He is the one in charge of making
people fall asleep all at once and, according to the superstitions of
the time, a flash of lightning was believed to be capable of shut-
ting the eyes of anyone awake and opening those of anyone asleep.
This theory is notably developed in A contemplation of mysteries, in
which Thomas Hill writes that

[t]he lightning striking a person sléeping, doth open the eyes of the
sléeper: but of [the] person then waking or awake, it shutteth the
eyes. The cause of which is, in that the lightning causeth the sléeper
to awake, but the person awake, it astonisheth in such maner, that he
shall sooner dye, then that he can open the eyes againe for the tyme,
as the auncient report.”

Yet when Sebastian exclaims ‘[w]hat a strange drowsiness possesses
them!’, Antonio understandably fails to appreciate that the sleepi-
ness of his confederates may have been the direct consequence of a
flash of lightning, especially as Ariel does not appear as such then.
He therefore replies unhesitatingly: ‘It is the quality o’th’ climate’
(2.1.198). The climate of his native homeland may not be better, but
at least it suits his temper and, above all, it contributes to fashioning
his identity. Alonso and his court have become misfits under the sun
of Prospero’s new dukedom.

Purgation and exhalations

In King John, the sun is said to ‘pla[y] the alchemist’ (3.1.4) as it turns
‘[t]he meagre cloddy earth to glittering gold’ (3.1.6). In The Tem-
pest, by contrast, wind and sea create a sort of ‘heavenly alchemy’
(Sonnet 33, 1. 4) that reverberates throughout the island,”® while the
title itself refers to ‘the alchemical term for the boiling of the alembic
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to remove impurities and transform the base metal into purest gold’.””
This purgation process partakes of Prospero’s aims as the storm is
basically designed as a long and uneasy transforming and improv-
ing process to transmute the ship’s ‘base’ passengers.”® Shakespeare,
who must have known something of the current alchemical treatises,
was certainly aware that the elemental force of the wind was needed
for the production of the Philosopher’s Stone. The earliest extant
alchemical treatise, the Emerald Table (Tabula Smaragdina), which
dates from the fourth century AD, describes ‘the Philosopher’s Stone,
the goal of every alchemical process, as the child of the Sun and the
Moon, borne by the Wind and nourished by the Earth’.” In The
Tempest, the wind brings reconciliation — albeit an imperfect one
as no one properly repents — and it allows Prospero to recover the
dukedom he had lost.

Ariel makes this clear in his ‘Full fathom five’ song (1.2.397-405),
in which he observes that Ferdinand’s father ‘doth suffer a sea-change
/ Into something rich and strange’ (1.2.401-2): thanks to the experi-
ence of the tempest, human creatures are transmuted and become
much better creatures afterwards. “Those are pearls that were his
eyes’ (1.2.399), Ariel sings, referring to the transformation process
brought about by the storm. Paracelsian alchemy also implied the
apparition of iridescent colours at the moment of the regeneration
or resurrection process. In the masque scene, Iris naturally embod-
ies such iridescence. One should not forget either that Shakespeare’s
play shortly followed Ben Jonson’s Alchemist, a biting satire of Para-
celsian alchemy in which the charlatan Subtle compares alchemists
to carriers of tempests (1.1.60-2).*° In his critical version, Shake-
speare ironically takes Subtle at face value and reaffirms the power
of illusion, when Jonson dismisses it, by making it consubstantial to
the understanding of reality.’ So, as soon as Prospero exposes his
enemies to the elements in the opening scene, the storm works like
an alchemical formula aiming for the regeneration of humankind.

Elsewhere in his plays, Shakespeare uses the wind to cleanse or
purge the world from its sins.** That is the case in King Lear, which
also gives pride of place to the connection between the wind and
men’s passions, as tempests were then often taken as external mani-
festations of an inside turmoil. The French bishop Nicolas Coeffeteau
declared, for instance, that ‘as there were foure chiefe winds which
excite diuers stormes, be it at land or sea; so there are foure principall
Passions which trouble our Soules, and which stir vp diuers tempests
by their irregular motions’.** This, of course, remains true in The
Tempest, a play which showcases the passions of a father estranged
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from power and bitterly resenting his predicament. Because the
human body and the natural environment were thought to interact,
bad weather necessarily impinged on our humours.** A shared line
between Gonzalo, Sebastian and Antonio hammers the point home:

Gongzalo: It is foul weather in us all, good sir,

When you are cloudy.

Sebastian: Foul weather?

Antonio: Very foul. (2.1.139-40)

Gonzalo’s remark to Alonso is reminiscent of the Gentleman’s reply
to Kent in King Lear, when the latter asks who is there: ‘One minded
like the weather, most unquietly’ (3.1.2). Yet whereas Shakespeare
relied on Epicurean references in Lear, the playwright here seems
conversant with the Aristotelian view of the weather. It is certainly
no coincidence that he should pay attention to sounds, if one is to
believe Caliban’s ‘Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises, / Sounds
and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not’ (3.2.133-4), lines
that may echo Aristotle’s Meteorology, as the Greek philosopher
asserted that the

[w]ind is also the cause of noises beneath the earth, among them the
noises that precede earthquakes, though they have also been known
to occur without an earthquake following. For as the air when struck
gives out all sorts of noises, so also it does when it is itself the striker;
the effect is the same in either case.®

In the same treatise, Aristotle explains further down that ‘{w]hen the
wind is too fine to communicate any impulse to the earth [. . .] it gives
out all sorts of noises, so that sometimes the earth seems to bellow as
they say it does in fairy stories’.*® He also states that winds come up
from the earth before observing that hot and dry exhalations are the
matter of winds,?” a theory widely endorsed by Shakespeare’s con-
temporaries. The radical Puritan William Fulke, for example, fully
adhered to the exhalations theory in order to account for the devel-
opment of thunder:

A great thonder, is when the Exbalation is muche in quantitie, and
verye hote and drye in qualitie, the cloude also very thycke and
stronge, that easely wyll not geue place to the wynde, to escape out.

Wherfore if the Exbalation do vehemently shake the cloude,
though it doe not at the first disperse it, it maketh a longe and
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fearefull romblyng against the sydes of the cloude, vntill at the last
being made stronger by swyfter motion, it dissolueth the cloude, and
hath lybertie to passe out into the open ayer. The cloude resolued,
droppeth downe, and then followeth a showre of rayne.®

Similarly, a few years later, Thomas Hill asserted that ‘[t]he mat-
ter or subtaunce of the windes, is a hote and dry exalation, grosse
and earthly, forced downearde through the coldnesse of the middle
region of the ayre’.*

As in Othello, the air circulates vigorously in The Tempest and it is
being expulsed both by the earth (if one is to believe Aristotle) and by
human bodies. At the beginning, Prospero reminds Ariel of his initial
desperate situation: ‘[Sycorax| died / And left thee there, where thou
didst vent thy groans / As fast as mill-wheels strike’ (1.2.279-81,
my emphasis). The verb ‘vent’ is echoed later on in the grotesque
scene where Stephano and Trinculo meet Caliban. Trinculo is at the
origin of this encounter as he is seeking shelter ‘for fear of the storm’
(2.2.106) and notices a gabardine — belonging to Caliban — likely
to protect him from thunderstrokes. And when his friend Stephano
finds the jester half-hidden under the gabardine in the company of a
very strange creature, he sardonically asks: ‘How cams’t thou to be
the siege of this mooncalf? Can he vent Trinculos?’ (2.2.101-2, my
emphasis). Here, the expulsion mechanism all at one reproduces the
female process of bringing forth a baby, the act of farting, and the
tempest phenomenon itself.”

As to the ‘brave monster’ (2.2.183) of this ‘brave new world’
(5.1.183), a devil-like, carnivalesque figure, he is characterised by
his venting of farts and of foul words. We learn early on that he has
been taught how to curse (1.2.363), that is, to mouth abuse at his
new master. It is his way of venting his grief. According to Rebecca
Totaro, cursing first ‘occurs within the body after the subject has
experienced some form of marginalization’.”’ The curse is compa-
rable to a disease that must be expelled and, in the process, it is
turned into an exhalation polluting the air. In his 1541 Image of
gouernance, Thomas Elyot describes this phenomenon as he praises
the usefulness of sane places of exercise in Rome at the time of
Alexander:

To the sayde baynes and places of exercyse were assigned a numbre
of kepers and ministers, to whome were gyven sufficient salaries.
And those places were alway kepte so nete and dylectable, that to the
eyen or nose, was neuer any thynge vnpleasaunt or noyfull: by the
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whiche clennesse the citie was meruaylouselye preserued from sundrye
syckenesses, whiche vndoutedly do grow of corrupt exhalations, ven-
tyng out of mens bodyes. And for that cause to auoyde occasyon of
pestylence and other horryble dyseases, this Emperour prohybyted by
speciall lawes, ingurgitations, bankettes, late suppers & longe.”

If the word ‘exhalation’ does not occur in The Tempest,”® Caliban’s
words can nonetheless be assimilated to ‘corrupt exhalations’ that
pollute the air of the island. As Totaro puts it, ‘{m]eteorologically
speaking, the symptoms of the curse were animated by the same
materials and processes that created and put in motion comets,
earthquakes, and volcanoes — each hot, dry bodily projectiles that
Aristotle calls “exhalations”.”**

Now, if Caliban’s curses correspond to the windy exhalations
of the island atmosphere, Antonio and Sebastian’s sardonic inter-
ruptions of Gonzalo’s ‘commonwealth speech’ similarly function as
parasitical verbal storms. They ‘form part of a pattern of linguistic
disruption’ which sees Alonso ‘repeatedly interrupt[ing] the efforts
at consolation’ or Prospero ‘persistently interrupt[ing] the conver-
sation between Ferdinand and Miranda’.” By constantly chiming
in with remarks that prevent the smooth flow of conversation,
the two villains also unwittingly mimic the severe weather which
plagues the island.

A shifting storm

In A contemplation of mysteries, Thomas Hill presents the consequences
of thunder for different months in the calendar:

Hermes, an obseruer of celestiall matters wryteth: that the thun-
ders of lanuarie, to promise mightie windes, and the abound-
aunce of corne. The thundring in February, threatneth the death
of manye, and especially of the riche. The thundring in the Moneth
of March, portendeth mightie windes, firtylitie, and populare bat-
tels. The thunders of Aprill, promise a good and ioyous yere. The
thundering in May, thretneth famine and scarcitie. The thunders
of Tune, signifie a fruitfull yéelde, and the plentie of victuals. The
thunders of Iuly, promise a plentifull increase of victuals, but the
scarcitie of fruites. The thundring in August, portendeth a prosper-
ous estate of the common welth, but many diseases and sicknesses.
The thunders of September, signifieth firtilitie, but the death of the
Nobilitie.”®
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In The Tempest, however, things are far from clear. Ceres excludes
winter from the cycle of seasons and wishes that Ferdinand and
Miranda lived in a ‘brave new world’ (5.1.183) of eternal spring.”’
Shakespeare bridges the gap between temperate and rough weather
and allows opposites to coexist or coincide on the island in the name
of a complex interaction between the darker and lighter sides in
nature and mankind. ‘[T]his thing of darkness I/ Acknowledge mine’
(5.1.275-6), Prospero finally says of Caliban after he has forgiven his
enemies and abjured his magic.

Such interaction is rendered by the recurring storm, which asso-
ciates light and darkness and carries positive as well as negative
connotations in the play. In 1999, Leslie Thomson argued that the
stage direction ‘thunder and lightning’ had a fixed meaning in early
modern plays and functioned as a signal for the production of stage
effects from the tiring house aimed at establishing a supernatural
atmosphere.” Since then, this reading has been nuanced, and rightly
so, for The Tempest shows, if anything, that the significance of the
storm changes from scene to scene. Shakespeare adopts here a num-
ber of different — and sometimes antagonistic — perspectives, which
he finally reconciles in the space of his tragicomedy.

In the first scene, the storm looks natural enough, which is not
the case in Macbeth, for instance, because the concomitant presence
of the weird sisters points to its supernatural origins. However, such
naturalness is almost immediately questioned, as in act 1, scene 2 we
learn that Prospero has been ‘raising this sea-storm’ (1.2.177). Like
the witches in Macbeth, he has ‘untie[d] the winds and let them fight’
(Macbeth, 4.1.68). In Jacobean England, the belief that some individu-
als could harness supernatural powers in order to effect changes in the
natural world was still held, and scholars like John Dee and Cornelis
Drebbel were thought capable of controlling the weather.”

Prospero seemingly interacts with the natural world as a man of
science able to control the elements, as Miranda suggests: ‘If by your
art, my dearest father, you have / Put the wild waters in this roar,
allay them’ (1.2.1-2). Yet it is hard to decide whether he, as an early
modern magus, devotes most of his time to the pursuit of wisdom or
if he, as a necromancer dabbling in black arts, is mainly interested in
power and manipulation.

Compared to a ‘sorcerer’ (3.2.41) by Caliban, he must share a
number of features with the dead witch Sycorax, once known for her
‘sorceries terrible’ (1.2.264). In early modern Europe, witches were
often held responsible ‘for the high frequency of damaging climate
anomalies, especially in winter’, and some of them had been burnt
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Fig. 14 A witch causing a storm. Woodcut in Olaus Magnus’s
Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus, Rome: Johannes Maria de
Viottis, 1555, p. 117. By courtesy of Cornell University Library,
Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections.

for changing the climate.'® In Scotland, the most famous case of
early modern weather-working witchcraft remains that of the North
Berwick witches who, in 1589, presumably raised several storms in
order to drown King James VI and Anna of Denmark on their way
home. In his Symbolaeographie (1594), William West of the Inner
Temple writes that ‘[witches] shake the air with lightnings and thun-
der, to cause hail and tempests, to remove green corn or trees to an
other place, to be carried of her familiar which hath taken upon him
the deceitful shape of a goat, swine, or calf etc. into some moun-
tain’.'”" West, however, makes a sharp distinction between witches,
poor and old women, and ‘soothsaying wizards’, that is, men con-
sorting with the upper circles who ‘divine and foretell things to come
and raise up evil spirits by certain superstitious and conceived forms
of words’.'?>

Oddly enough, Prospero occupies an in-between position, partly
because he has taken up Sycorax’s prerogatives, and partly because,
in his books, he has learnt how to raise spirits, either good or evil.
The wizard’s portrait gradually darkens from scene to scene, notably
through the character of Caliban, the magus’s ‘id’, or darker self, as
it were. In act 2, scene 2, seemingly contributing to the deforestation
of the island under the orders of his new master, the so-called mon-
ster enters ‘with a burden of wood’ (2.2.0 s.d.) and ‘a noise of thun-
der’ (2.2.3 s.d.). Afterwards, he is heard cursing Prospero, and a little
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later in the same scene, Trinculo hears the clap of thunder and
exclaims: ‘Alas, the storm is come again!’ (2.2.36). As Gwilym Jones
cogently puts it, the play posits early on the ‘supernatural origin’ of
the thunder, then ‘consolidates’ this suggestion ‘by directing the sound
effects to be produced again’, and, as a result, Shakespeare creates a
‘tension between natural and supernatural’, causing the natural to be
‘subsumed by, and subject to the work of, the supernatural’.'®’

Plays-within: From iridescence to dissolution

The tension increases during the interrupted banquet scene of act 3,
scene 3, when the storm once again echoes the spectacular tempest of
the beginning but is endowed with yet another dimension, a spiritual
one this time, so that critics have defined this passage as ‘a com-
monplace theophany which revels in its theatrical tricks’.'” While
it is true that ‘[t]hunder and lightning’ (3.3.52 s.d.) are concomitant
with a supernatural apparition, since Ariel is said to enter ‘like a
harpy’ (3.3.52 s.d.), there is no truly divine manifestation here, as
the playwright makes it clear that the harpy is none other than Ariel
in disguise. In fact, the harpy theme is principally climatic, at least
when Ariel first appears; at any rate, it is not the result of a simple
coincidence.

Much has already been said about the Virgilian dimension of this
particular episode and of the play in general. While this has widened
our understanding of The Tempest, it has contributed to downplay
other sources, namely the Greek ones, resorted to by the playwright.
In King Lear and in Anthony and Cleopatra, Greek atomism prob-
ably shaped some of the philosophical underpinnings of the plays
due to its interests in nothingness and the concept of clinamen as ety-
mologically related to the word ‘climate’. I now suggest that, in The
Tempest, we should reconsider the part played by Homer’s Odyssey
(20.61-82), a poem which, like The Tempest, centres on a ‘romance
wanderer’'” and abounds in references to the states of the sky and to
weather-related issues,'” and where harpies'®” (Apwviot) and stormy
winds appear to be interchangeable.'”™ For Homer, harpies indeed
personified whirlwinds or hurricanes carrying people away,'” while
for Hesiod they are said to be the sisters of Aello and Iris. One should
therefore see in the harpy-like Ariel the embodiment of the ‘mutinous
winds’ (5.1.42) alluded to by Prospero at the close.

The religious intertext of this set piece then overlaps with the
meteorological sequence, but only when Ariel begins to speak.
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Indeed, the disguised spirit accuses Alonso, Sebastian and Antonio
of being ‘three men of sin’ (3.3.53) and he explains why they cannot
fight against the retributive ‘elements’ of the island:

[...]Tand my fellows

Are ministers of Fate — the elements

Of whom your swords are tempered may as well
Would the loud winds, or with bemocked-at stabs
Kill the still-closing waters, as diminish

One dowl that’s in my plume. My fellow ministers
Are like invulnerable. (3.3.60-6)

Because Shakespeare’s contemporaries believed that the world was
made of the four elements,''® Ariel insists that fire and earth (i.e. ‘the
elements / Of whom [the] swords are made’), associated with the
ship’s passengers, cannot vanquish the elements of wind and water, at
the origin of storms and tempests. Winds and waters thus act as the
natural agents of justice and they relentlessly strike the guilty insofar
as the storm is characterised by its punitive nature and can henceforth
be interpreted as a sign revealing the presence of a divine power to
an amazed audience of shipwrecked survivors. The vocabulary used
(‘sin” and ‘Destiny’ 1. 53, ‘good’ 1. 70, ‘requite’ l. 71, ‘innocent’ I.
72, ‘Ling’ring perdition’ 1. 77, ‘wraths’ 1. 79) points to a religious
presence behind Ariel’s stormy show. After Ariel has ‘vanish[ed] in
thunder’ (3.3.82 s.d.), followed by the other shapes, the stunned
Alonso acknowledges that ‘the thunder’ actually ‘pronounced
/ The name of Prosper’ and ‘did bass [his] trespass’ (3.3.97-9).
So, each time Alonso’s conscience begins to nag him, the bass voice of
thunder enhances his guilt, while the music of the storm must be con-
trasted with the ‘heavenly music’ (5.1.52) invoked by Prospero when
he abjures his magic at the end of the play. In “The Storm’, Herbert
asserts that ‘tempestuous times / Amaze poore mortals, and object
their crimes’ (ll. 5-6). The poet seems to suggest that it is less the
storm itself that provokes guilt than it is in fact men’s sense of guilt
which triggers the storm when he writes that ‘A throbbing conscience
spurred by remorse / Hath a strange force’ (1l. 9-10). This somewhat
corresponds to what happens in act 3, scene 3 of The Tempest, in
which it is impossible to decide whether Alonso is made to realise
his sins because of Ariel’s new storm, or if the latter is a mere illusion
prompted by Alonso’s pang of conscience. On the one hand, the tem-
pest of the beginning seems real as Alonso and his court find them-
selves stranded on an island in the middle of nowhere. On the other
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hand, Prospero keeps resorting to illusion and deception, so much
so that, when the boatswain narrates how he has finally succeeded
in finding Alonso in the play’s last act, his speech is saturated with
references to ‘sleep’ (‘We were dead of sleep’, 5.1.230) and ‘dream’
(‘Even in a dream, were we divided from them’, 5.1.239).

It has often been argued that the tempest is a mere illusion cre-
ated by a god-like Prospero,'"" so that, as in Herbert’s “The Bag’, the
storms simply illustrate ‘the triumph of his art’ (‘The Bag’, I. 5).'"?
Actually, Shakespeare’s tour de force consists in the way he reconciles
shadow and substance, science and magic. Whether actual storms
do or do not occur in The Tempest matters little; what the play is
really about is the problematic nature of illusion. The playwright
thus makes the weather issue come in handy as a way of challenging
the reality/fiction dichotomy. This is also emphasised by the inter-
rupted masque, which presents yet another level of reality and which
provides a commentary on the climatic forces at work in the play.

In the masque, the main characters are Ceres, the goddess of wheat
and harvest, and Iris, the rainbow goddess, whose appearance may
have led some members of the audience to entertain reasonable hopes
of oncoming good weather on Prospero’s island.'" In The Fountaine
of Ancient Fiction (1599), Richard Linch translates Vincenzo Cartari
and explains that Iris is the daughter of Thaumante, who has the
power to command ‘the changes and alterations of the aire, making
it sometimes faire, sometimes tempestuous, rainie, and cloudie’ and
who, as such, can send down ‘haile, snow, thunder, and lightning’.""*
This explanation justifies the arrival of Juno in the masque (4.1.102
s.d.), which can also be seen as a wink at Ben Jonson’s Hymenaei,
performed in 1606 for another (real) marriage, that of the Earl of
Essex and Frances Howard."” Indeed, if Iris’s mother was respon-
sible for the alterations of the weather, Juno was able to predict these
changes. Stephen Batman, who depicts the latter as ‘sitting under a
Raynbow, with a Crowne of white Lyllies on her head, a Scepter in
her right hand, and in her lefte hande a payre of Sheares, on ech side

a Peacoke’,''® gives a purely climatic explanation of such a portrait:

By Iuno is mente the Ayre, the Raynbowe betokeneth Rayne, whereof
it is a token. Her Crowne of Lyllies, signifieth the cause to bee in the
Ayre, that y* Earth doth yelde foorth sweete Flowers: her Scepter is
a representation of the power that is geeuen to the Ayre, aswel for
preseruation, as encreasing of natural thinges. Her Sheares in her left
hand sheweth Hotenesse and Moystnesse of the Ayre, into which two
qualities it is sundered and parted. The two Peacockes are added,
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because theyr cry doth prognosticate chaunge of Weather. The Lyon
is a figure of the Sunne, and the Lawne, of thynne Uapours: for the
force and vertue of the Sunne is greatest, when hee entreth into Leo:
hereby aduertising, that the heate of the Sunne draweth thyn vapors
into the Ayre, where beeing congealed, by the extreeme colde of the
middle Region, they are agayne by the scortchinge heate of the Sunne
resolued into droppes.'"”

While the peacocks are absent from the pageant, the arrival of
Juno truly coincides with a change of weather since, from this time
onwards, no other storm ever occurs in the play.

Oddly enough, the masque does not include Venus and Cupid,
as Ceres refuses the society of the goddess of love and her blind
son on the grounds that they were both involved in the abduction
of her daughter. Fortunately for her, the goddess of love is said to
be busy finding her way through the clouds and will not be pres-
ent (4.1.91-4). Of course, the haunting threat of Proserpina’s rape
(which accounts for Ceres’s anger) echoes Caliban’s own attempt
against young Miranda (1.2.347-8) and it aims at showing the audi-
ence that festive pageantry does not preclude darker issues to come.
Yet the masque is characterised by an ideal and idealised landscape
with no winter in it (4.1.114-15), as in Virgil’s fourth Eclogue.'"® It
is ironic, then, that during the masque, old Gonzalo should be seen
as the visual embodiment of winter in Ariel’s description (‘His tears
runs down his beard like winter’s drops’, 5.1.16). The stereotyped
image of old age was commonly associated with winter and Ariel
explicitly affiliates the old man with this particular season. For the
first time in the play, however, we feel no desire to draw a satirical
portrait of the councillor, whose naive and irritating enthusiasm has
now given way to despair. Ceres’s blessing and promise of a perpet-
ual spring are therefore belied by the predicament of the old man and
the necessity of restoring a complete seasonal cycle is then insistently
put to the fore.

The pageant itself may be seen as the overall illusion created by
strangely shaped clouds, that is, by a meteorological phenomenon
remarkable for its instability and its poetic nature. Indeed, as Pros-
pero pronounces his disillusioned speech on revelry and actors as
‘spirits’ being ‘melted into [...] thin air’ (4.1.148-50), he alludes
to ‘cloud-capped towers’, ‘palaces’ and ‘the great globe itself” about
to ‘dissolve’ and ‘[lJeave not a rack behind’ (4.1.152-6). While in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream ‘far-off mountains’ were ‘turned into
clouds’ (4.1.186-7), things work the other way round as the clouds
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morph into towers and palaces. Of course, just as in Anthony and
Cleopatra, what is described here is a typical Lucretian phenomenon:
the transformed clouds we see in the sky are simulacra produced
in the atmosphere, distorted by the air, causing our senses to err.'”
These clouds are nothing but travelling idols gliding though the air,
and we ‘must admit / That bodies are sent forth with power to strike
/ The eyes and provoke vision’."*® Shakespeare here rehashes a well-
known topos, but he subtly adapts it by rehabilitating the power of
the dream. What Lucretius saw as false ideas is being redefined by
the playwright as representations (in the theatrical sense of the word)
that help man to live through the various ordeals of human existence.

The flexibility of the verse in the above-quoted passage perfectly
conveys the elusive quality of the air. The actor playing Prospero is
indeed forced to mimic the airy evanescence that is the very focus
of the speech by taking his breath before ‘into thin air’ (4.1.146).
This will then enable him to ‘laun[ch] into elaborated simile’."*! The
masque, Prospero says, has left ‘not a rack behind’. A ‘rack’ here
evokes some sort of mist driven by the wind (OED)'** and it also
suggests ‘the cloud effects of masque scenery’.'” This scenery was
crucial to Shakespeare’s courtly audience, accustomed as it was to
a spectacular environment. Clouds, in the dramatic economy of the
Jacobean masque, were particularly important since they served
to transport deities and supernatural creatures while introducing a
form of continuity with the maskers’ vaporous costumes. Besides,
they were also used to hide an all too visible machinery and to create
a varied and contrasted background that gave spectators the sense of
a dense, smoky mass shifting in the heavens.'**

As it happens, Ben Jonson’s Hymenaei, mentioned above in con-
nection with Juno, and The Haddington Masque, performed in 1608,
both introduce their dancers in a ‘great globe’ similar to the one
mentioned in Prospero’s ‘revels speech’ (4.1.153).'* In Hymenaei, it
consisted of a huge rotating microcosm containing eight men repre-
senting the Humours and the Affections. In The Haddington Masque,
a revolving celestial sphere contained the twelve masquers placed in
a band representing the zodiac. Moreover, the ‘cloud-capped tow-
ers’ (4.1.152) evoked in Prospero’s lines may also be picked up from
Hymenaei, as the upper part of the scene was built with clouds car-
rying the female masquers to the floor. Jonson himself indicated that
they were ‘made artificially to swell and ride like the rack’.'*

Prospero’s great ‘Our revels now are ended’ speech is thus partly
indebted to Ben Jonson, and during the performance of the play
at court, it was probably taken as an ironical tribute. For when
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Prospero evokes the material racks of the pageant, he simultane-
ously refers to his art as an illusion'®” — something never really
acknowledged by Jonson, who had much more serious views of his
own plays. Shakespeare, however, does not simply lift his ideas from
Jonson’s masque, as the comparison of clouds to fantasies and the
mention of ‘racks’ are already present in his Anthony and Cleopa-
tra when, shortly before his death, Anthony associates deception
with ‘dragonish’ clouds and argues that men see substance where
there is actually none (Anthony and Cleopatra, 4.14.2-11).'%
In The Tempest as in Anthony and Cleopatra, everything melts and
dissolves, and life is defined by its mutability.”” How could one
better characterise the fundamental instability of human existence,
whose fortunes and misfortunes are just as hard to predict as the
weather?

Such an idea of life as a trompe I’oeil must of course be related not
only to ‘the transformation scenes in court masques’* but also to the
specific venue chosen for the performance of The Tempest. Written
for the Blackfriars (and probably for the court), The Tempest capital-
ises on increased visual possibilities. The storm provides Shakespeare
with one of his most spectacular openings, and as such it clearly had
to be recreated in the course of the performance. In this context, the
amazement of the first audiences perhaps unwittingly mimicked that
of the onstage characters. We have already noted in Chapter 5 that
thunder was elaborately staged in amphitheatres: it was ‘simulated
by rolling a cannon-ball down a wooden trough, lightning by cut-out
zig-zags that were briefly visible or flashing light through a shaped
mask’."*! In the context of a closed playhouse, we can imagine that
a grand spectacle was less necessary: the sole production of artificial
lightning must have been efficient. When performed at court, The
Tempest probably impressed its royal audience with its numerous
sound effects, all the more so as, ‘owing to its solid walls and rever-
berant roof’, the Banqueting House provided exceptional acoustics
which ‘modif[ied] the player’s method of delivery, substituting to
that loud, declamatory, blatant style of histrionics [. . .] a restrained
and quieter style’."*? The intimate atmosphere of the island, teeming
with sweet songs, daily noises and loud rumblings of thunder, must
have been particularly well rendered in such conditions.

First and foremost a spectacle, The Tempest is also a stimulating
playtext. While it allows us to engage with both natural and supernatu-
ral phenomena, with illusion and reality, its constant emphasis on foul
and fair weather allows several perspectives to coalesce and to form
what finally appears as a vast existential pattern. This meteorological
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and lay morality play deals with such issues as the hidden dangers of
so-called temperance, the (im)possibility of redemption, the existence
of the supernatural, the limits of scientific experiment, the quest for the
philosopher’s stone, and the (im)materiality of pageantry. While Shake-
speare makes all these questions open to debate, he fleshes out his
vision of Prospero’s art — and, by extension, his own — by drawing on
powerful weather imagery and by exploring its discursive, symbolic
and spectacular levels. Storms and tempests, he suggests, be they con-
fined in the little world of man or represented in nature at large, teach
us to know ourselves as they force us to balance our emotions with a
sound understanding of environmental issues.

Significantly, in spite of the ‘line-grove’ which is said to ‘weather-
fen[d]’ Prospero’s cell (5.1.10), Prospero himself is far from being
immune to the weather. If he appears as an anti-Lear of sorts at the
beginning of the play, seemingly experimenting with the elements
and dominating the weather (mainly thanks to his grimoires which
enable him to command natural forces) from the safety of land, one
gradually realises that the island’s stormy climate is an analogue of
Prospero’s own mindscape. His ‘bare island’ (5.1.326) represents
nothing but the bare stage of the playhouse upon which he has
projected his passions and anxieties. So, even before it batters the
approaching ship which carries his enemies, the tempest is primar-
ily his own as a tormented man who harrasses Caliban and enslaves
Ariel accordingly.

But we can also choose to regard the climate of the island as a
mirror of the geopolitical context of the play. In The Tempest, leg-
end, geography and weather all serve to conceal a daunting fiction
concerned with the possible forms of sovereignty in a hostile milieu.
Prospero’s island is an anti-utopia where, far from being ‘protected
from the winds’, the sea is as rough as its political climate is poi-
sonous."”® The omnipresence of the storm points to the necessity
of purging the world — and the political sphere in particular — of
its foulness. “The finall causes and effects of the thunder, are well
wayed and knowne in that the ayre first by the thunder is purged,
and the euill vapours consumed, yea the pestilence and other conta-
giousnesse often clensed and put away’, Hill reports in A contem-
plation of mysteries.”** In “The Storm’, Herbert was to declare that
‘Poets have wrong’d poore storms: such dayes are best; / They purge
the aire without, within the breast’ (Il. 17-18). If poets have indeed
wronged poor storms in their lines, Shakespeare’s Tempest surely
stands as a superb exception to the rule. T. S. Eliot understood it
better than anyone else since, in the “What the thunder said’ section
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of The Waste Land, he emphasises the redemptive power of art and
reappropriates the voice of the storm. Doing so, he pays an admiring
tribute to his illustrious predecessor in the poetic use of a renewed
apocalyptic meteorology that fuses eastern mythologies with those of
the western world in order to call for some sort of rebirth and solu-
tion to its slow, depressing decay.'*
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tempestuous times. I mean done of purpose, when they prepared fleetes
to discover new lands.’

According to the reports written by Antonio Pigafetta, who travelled
with Magellan in 1519-22, Setebos was a deity worshipped in Pata-
gonia (First Voyage Round the World by Magellan, p. 53). Pigafetta’s
account was appended to the 1555 English translation of Pietro Mar-
tire d’Anghiera’s De orbe novo (reprinted in The First Three English
Books on America, ed. Edward Arber). Incidentally, Patagonia was
then regarded as a land occupied by giants, monstrous creatures who
owed their deformity to the particularly cold climate of the place.
On this, see André Thévet’s 1575 book La Cosmographie universelle,
vol. IV, book XXI, chap. II, fol. 907v. For an analysis of ‘Patago-
nia’s Giants’, see Surekha Davies, Renaissance Ethnography and the
Invention of the Human: New Worlds, Maps and Monsters, chap. §,
pp. 148-82, especially p. 173.

This island is situated both in the New World and in the Mediterra-
nean, even if the Bermuda triangle, with its moist climate and dangers,
seems here to remain a fairly distant reference. As a result, given the
proximity of Italy and the many allusions to Virgil’s Aeneid in the play,
the Mediterranean world remains by far the most important.

William Strachy [sic], ‘A true reportory of the wracke, and redemp-
tion of Sir THOMAS GATES Knight; upon, and from the Ilands of the
Bermudas [. . .]’, 1610, in Samuel Purchas’s 1625 edition of Purchas his
pilgrimes, lib. IX, chap. VI, p. 1738: ‘These Ilands are often afflicted and
rent with tempests, great strokes of thunder, lightning and raine in the
extreamity of violence.’

Once again, as in Measure for Measure and King Lear, the tempest
supplies a vivid image of hell while it is also eroticised as a metaphor of
women’s vaginas, a place where early modern devils were apparently
very active.

See Robert C. Fulton, ‘The Tempest and the Bermuda Pamphlets:
Source and Thematic Intention’.

Steve Mentz, ‘Airy Spirits: Winds, Bodies, and Ecological Force in Early
Modern England’, p. 24.

On Strachey’s description of the hurricane, see Steve Mentz, ‘Hurricanes,
Tempests, and the Meteorological Globe’, especially pp. 262-4 (‘The
Sea-Venture in 1609°). As Mentz puts it, ‘Strachey’s description of the
storm’s arrival contains detail to recognize the typical counterclockwise
rotating northeast winds on the left-hand side of the rotating storm.’
William Strachy, ‘A true reportory’, lib. IX, chap. VI, p. 1734.

Ibid. p. 1735.

Ibid.

Ibid. p. 1737.
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The life of Saint Elmo (also known as Saint Erasmus of Formia), the
patron saint of sailors, is told in Jacopo de Voragine’s Golden Legend.
In the early versions of the story, the emphasis was laid on his sermon
at sea and on his immunity to lightning. In the Golden Legend, the
tempest does not arise when the saint is at sea, but when he is tortured.
The storm strikes his opponents while he remains protected from the
stroke of lightning, an obvious manifestation of divine justice. See John
R. Decker, ‘Introduction: Spectacular Unmaking: Creative Destruction,
Destructive Creativity’, p. 6.

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fol. 21v. ‘Castor and Pollux’
was the name given by early modern sailors to St Elmo’s fire.

Ibid. fol. 22r.

See Alden T. Vaughan and Virginia Mason Vaughan, Shakespeare’s
Caliban: A Cultural History, p. 40.

Gabriel Egan, Green Shakespeare: From Ecopolitics to Ecocriticism,
p- 153.

B. J. Sokol, A Brave New World of Knowledge: Shakespeare’s The
Tempest and Early Modern Epistemology, p. 113.

Gabriel Egan, Green Shakespeare, p. 153.

J. M. Nosworthy, ‘“The Narrative Sources of The Tempest’, p. 286.

See Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Arthur Golding, The Eleventh Book,
1. 550-665, pp. 337-40. Drawn from the story of Ceyx and Alcyone,
this passage describes a compelling storm, with ‘lightnings set[ting] the
waves on fire’ (1. 605).

Adventspostille 1522, in Martin Luther, Werke. Kritische Gesamtaus-
gabe, X, 1. Abteilung, 2. Quoted in Rienk Vermij, ‘A Science of Signs:
Aristotelian Meteorology in Reformation Germany’, p. 650.

George Abbott, An exposition vpon the prophet Ionah, ‘The III. Lecture’,
p. 46.

In ‘Airy Spirits: Winds, Bodies, and Ecological Force in Early Modern
England’ (p. 23), Steve Mentz pleads for ‘an eco-materialist understan-
ding of Ariel’, which would ‘spea[k] to the interplay between invisible
and material forces’.

Laurie Shannon, The Accommodated Animal: Cosmopolity in Shake-
spearean Locales, p. 270. On Noah’s ark in connection with Shake-
speare’s As You Like It, see above, Chapter 3, pp. 93-4.

See for instance the 1613 version of Samuel Purchas’s Purchas bis pil-
grimage, The First Booke, chap. VIIL, p. 33: ‘GOD made a winde to
passe in commission, and, as a common umpire, to end their unnatu-
rall strife, forcing the waters into their ancient precincts above and
beneath the firmament. (Ambrose interpreteth this Winde of the HOLY
GHOST [. . .]) Then did the Earth remember her first inheritance, bee-
ing freed from the tyrannical invasion and usurpation of the waters.
And what could then forget or bee forgotten, when GOD remembred
NOAH and all that was with him in the Arke?’



250

52.

53.

54.

5S.

S6.

57.

S8.

59.
60.

61.
62.

63.

Shakespeare’s Representation of Weather, Climate and Environment

On the connections between Noah’s ark and the rainbow, see also
Joshua Sylvester, ‘Of the Rainebow’, in Robert Allott (ed.), Englands
Parnassus, pp. 353-4: ‘Noah lookes vp, and in the ayre he viewes /
A semicircle of an hundred hewes.’

See Yves Peyré, ‘Iris’s “rich scarf” and “Ariachne’s broken woof”:
Shakespeare’s Mythology in the Twentieth Century’.

See David Scott Wilson-Okamura, “Virgilian Models of Colonization
in Shakespeare’s Tempest’, p. 723. The author notes that in Virgil’s
Aeneid, Book 4, the mention of Iris and her saffron wings is made ‘in
a description of Iris as she descends to Carthage in order to release the
soul of Dido from her dying body’.

Pierre Le Loyer, A Treatise of Specters or Straunge Sights, Visions and
Apparitions, fol. 19r.

In the Geneva Bible, the marginal notes to Psalm 107:23-30 focus on
the story of the ark and turn the sea into a simultaneously threatening
and liberating place. See Johanna Harris, ‘““Be plyeabell to all good
counsell”: Lady Brilliana Harley’s Advice Letter to her Son’, p. 133.
The shipwreck is of course a traditional romance motif, and in line
with the ‘experimental’ nature of romances (Michael O’Connell, ‘The
Experiment of Romance’, p. 216), the wind adumbrates the artificiality
of the theatre in The Tempest’s opening scene. As Michael Neill argues
in ‘““Noises, / Sounds, and Sweet Airs”: The Burden of Shakespeare’s
Tempest’ (p. 324), if Shakespeare followed William Strachey’s descrip-
tion, the wind of the first scene was probably ‘singing and whistling’,
thereby introducing, on an acoustic level, a sharp contrast with the
sorry plight of the ship. The wind could therefore be interpreted as an
emanation from hell as much as an instrument of providence.

Francis Bacon, Historia ventorum, in The Works of Francis Bacon,
vol. 5, p. 154.

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fol. 39v.

Bacon explains that ‘[t]he west winds are more violent than the east,
and do more bend and wrench trees’ (Historia ventorum, p. 157).
Theophrastus, Concerning Weather Signs, p. 403.

Keith Whitlock, ‘Shakespeare’s The Tempest: Some Thought Experi-
ments’, p. 177.

The remaining references are in acts 2 and 5. At the beginning of the
play, Leontes wants his supposedly bastard child to be abandoned ‘to
its own protection / And favour of the climate’ (2.3.178-9). In the
last act, Leontes welcomes Perdita’s fiancé, Florizel, with the following
words: “The blessed gods / Purge all infection from our air whilst you /
Do climate here! (5.1.167-9; see ‘Climate’, OED, v.1 Obs. ‘To reside
in a particular region’). As Gabriel Egan notes in Green Shakespeare,
‘Shakespeare is clearly concerned with how the weather affects biologi-
cal nature: Delphos’ climate makes it fertile and the exposed child will
have to take its chances for life or death according to the climate of the
place’ (p. 125).
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Terence Spencer, ‘Shakespeare’s Isle of Delphos’, pp. 201-2.

John Argyropoulos’s Latin version was particularly successful in the
sixteenth century even though it dated back to 1457.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIL.9, p. 135.

Nicholas Grimalde’s translation of Cicero’s De officiis was published in
1556 and it appeared in a bilingual version two years later.

Jennifer Richards, Rbhetoric and Courtliness in Early Modern Litera-
ture, p. 60.

John Gillies, ‘Shakespeare’s Virginian Masque’, p. 96.

Airs, Waters, Places, in Hippocrates, XXIV, p. 133.

Ibid. p. 137.

For an opposite (but similarly patriotic) tradition, see Virgil’s enco-
mium of Italy’s temperate climate, recalled in Michael Drayton’s 1612
Poly-Olbion, whose first Song is partly devoted to Albion’s temperate
climate, p. 1, 1.1-7.

William Vaughan, Approved directions for health, p. 2.

This is also the case of Iago in Shakespeare’s Othello.

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fols. 63r—63v.

On alchemy, see William R. Newman’s Promethean Ambitions:
Alchemy and the Quest to Perfect Nature, which mentions The Tem-
pest in chapter 3, “The Visual Arts and Alchemy’, p. 115 and p. 153.
Newman, however, is more interested in the transmutations of flesh
into stone than in the role played by the tempest in Shakespeare’s tragi-
comedy. On The Tempest as an allegory of alchemy, see Michael Srigley,
Images of Regeneration: A Study of Shakespeare’s The Tempest and its
Cultural Background. See also Peggy Mufioz Simonds, ‘““My charms
crack not”: The Alchemical Structure of The Tempest’. Simonds argues
that the ten stages of alchemy ‘help to delineate the dramatic structure
of The Tempest’ and that the first stage, that of separation or divisio, is
repeatedly alluded to at the beginning of the play (through such words
as ‘split’ and ‘divide’), when Ariel causes the tempest and when, later
on, he describes the shipwreck scene to Prospero (p. 542).

See Virginia Mason Vaughan and Alden T. Vaughan (eds), The Tempest,
p. 63.

On purgative storms, see King John’s remark in Shakespeare’s epony-
mous play: ‘So foul a sky clears not without a storm’ (4.2.108).
Kathleen P. Long, ‘Odd Bodies: Reviewing Corporeal Difference in
Early Modern Alchemy’, p. 77.

Ben Jonson, The Alchemist and Other Plays, p. 219: ‘Subtle [to Face):
I’ll thunder you in pieces. I will teach you / How to beware to tempt a
fury again / That carries tempest in his hand and voice.” For the view
that it was Shakespeare who influenced Jonson, see David Lucking,
‘Carrying Tempest in his Hand and Voice: The Figure of the Magician
in Jonson and Shakespeare’.

Theseus’s monologue in the last act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream
similarly insists on the importance and power of poetic illusion while
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stressing the liberty of the poet to refashion the state of sky and earth
according to his fantasy or to the vagaries of his imagination. On this,
see above, Chapter 1, p. 49.

For the association of vents with cleansing and purgation, see ‘vent’,
OED, v.2, I.1.a. The link with cleansing is made clear in the first
recorded use, dating back to 1398, which is attributed to John
Trevisa’s De proprietatibus rerum xi.i. (Tollem. MS.), translated by
Bartholomew de Glanville: ‘And so eyer is element of bodies and spir-
ites, for ventynge of eyer comynge to spirites is cause of clensynge and
of purgacion.’

Quoted in Gail Kern Paster, ‘Becoming the Landscape: The Ecology of
the Passions in the Legend of Temperance’, p. 138.

On the mutual contacts between body and environment, see Mary
Floyd-Wilson and Garrett A. Sullivan Jr (eds), Environment and
Embodiment in Early Modern England.

Aristotle, Meteorologica, 11.8, p. 217.

Ibid. pp. 217-19.

For further details, see Craig Martin, ‘Ludovico Settala’s Aristotelian
Problemata Commentary and Late-Renaissance Hippocratic Medicine’,
p. 34.

William Fulke, A goodly gallerye with a most pleasaunt prospect,
fol. 24.

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fol. 34r.

On this, see Frangois Laroque, ‘En marge de I'idéologie: antimasque et
grotesque dans le Dr Faustus et La Tempéte’, pp. 108-9.

Rebecca Totaro, ““Revolving this will teach thee how to curse”: A Lesson
in Sublunary Exhalation’, p. 137.

Thomas Elyot, The image of gouernance, Cap. xxi, p. 39.

It occurs in King Jobhn, where Cardinal Pandolph mentions ‘natural
exhalation[s] in the sky’ (3.4.153), and in Henry VIII, where Cardinal
Wolsey says he ‘shall fall / Like a bright exhalation in the evening’
(3.2.227). Cognate words such as ‘exhale’ also crop up elsewhere in
the canon.

Rebecca Totaro, ‘““Revolving this will teach thee how to curse™’,
p. 138.

A. Lynne Magnusson, ‘Interruption in The Tempest’, p. 54.

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fols. 51v=52r.

See Virginia Mason Vaughan and Alden T. Vaughan (eds), The Tempest,
p-71.

Leslie Thomson, ‘The Meaning of Thunder and Lightning: Stage
Directions and Audience Expectations’, pp. 11 and 18.

See John Aubrey, Brief Lives, p. 90. Aubrey writes that Faldo, an old
woman from Mortlake in Surrey, claimed that John Dee could cause a
storm to abate. On the connection between black magic and weather-
working witchcraft, see above, Chapter 1, p. 42, and p. 54, n. 60.
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“This practice was only suppressed by the Lutheran Church insisting
that God alone, not human beings, was responsible for the weather,
a teaching consilient with the dominant pre-Enlightenment mind’,
Mike Hulme writes in ‘The Conquering of Climate: Discourses of
Fear and their Dissolution’, p. 7.

Quoted in C. H. L. Ewen, Witch Hunting and Witch Trials, p. 23.
Ibid. See also M. C. Bradbrook, ‘The Sources of Macbeth’, pp. 41-2.
Gwilym Jones, ‘Storm Effects in Shakespeare’, p. 48.

Ibid. p. 50.

John Dean, “The Odyssey as Romance’, p. 234.

See C. A. Maury, ‘Phenomena of the Heaven in the Odyssey’.

On harpies, see also John Harrington’s poem ‘Of Harpies’ in
Robert Allott’s 1600 Englands Parnassus, pp. 352-3. Interestingly,
these lines are preceded by a short poem devoted to the wind and
attributed to Joshua Sylvester (p. 351). On page 350, yet another
poem attributed to the same author is entitled ‘Of Deluge’. As to
Sylvester’s ‘Of the Rainebow’, it appears on page 353 of Allott’s
anthology. It seems that Shakespeare closely follows this weather
nexus.

See George Chapman’s 1615 translation, Homer’s Odysses, where
the word ‘harpies’ crops up three times (The First Booke, p. 9; The
Fourteenth Booke, p. 221; The XX. Booke, p. 310).

Telemachus notably says that his father has been snatched away by
the Harpies (Odyssey, 1.241).

On this, see Shakespeare’s Sonnet 45 (‘The other two, slight air and
purging fire, / Are both with thee, wherever I abide; / The first my
thought, the other my desire, / These present-absent with swift motion
slide’, 11. 1-4).

In Shakespeare and Ecocritical Theory, Gabriel Egan writes that ‘the
ship by which the Italians will leave the island after the end of The
Tempest is found whole and “in all her trim” (5.1.239) because it
was not split in the first place: its apparent destruction in a storm was
an illusion’ (p. 9). Yet, as noted by Mickaél Popelard in ‘Unlimited
Science: The Endless Transformation of Nature in Bacon and Shake-
speare’ (p. 190), ‘maintaining that Prospero’s storm is “insubstan-
tial” makes it difficult to account for the [...] two lines spoken by
Ariel: “On their sustaining garments not a blemish, / But fresher than
before” (1.2.218-19)’. Moreover, Gonzalo echoes these lines in the
following act (2.1.61-4).

Herbert’s poem must be read in connection with Matthew 8:23-7, in
which Christ’s disciples are frightened by a storm while Christ himself
is sleeping. See Gene E. Veith, Reformation Spirituality: The Religion
of George Herbert, p. 263.

In his Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy writes that ‘[rJainbows signify storms after
clear weather and clear weather after storms’ (quoted in Liba Taub,
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Ancient Meteorology, p. 36). See also Leonard Digges, A prognos-
tication of right good effect fructfully augmented, sig. B.ii: ‘If in the
morning the raynebow appere, it signifieth moisture [...] If in the
euening it shewe it self, fayr weather ensueth.” If we follow Digges’s
logic, we may suppose that the rainbow in The Tempest appears in
the evening, as the author writes a few lines further on that “Thundres
in the morning signifie wynd’.

Vincenzo Cartari, The Fountaine of Ancient Fiction, sigs. Liiv—Liiir.
See Andrew Gurr, ‘Another Jonson Critic’. In Jonson’s Hymenaei, the
governing goddesses are Iris and Juno. As Gurr suggests, Shakespeare
borrows the hyperbolic language which Jonson uses to describe Juno.
Stephen Batman, The golden booke of the leaden goddes, fol. 1v.
Ibid. fols. 1v-2.

Cf. Ferdinand’s remark: ‘So rare a wondered father and a wife / Makes
this place paradise’ (4.1.123-4).

On this, see above, Chapter 6, p. 196.

Lucretius, De rerum natura, Book 1V, p. 136.

Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen (eds), The Tempest, introduced by
Jonathan Bate, p. 13.

‘Rack’, OED, n.2, 2.a: ‘A mass of cloud moving quickly, esp. above
lower clouds; a mass of such cloud. Also occas. fig.” and n.2, 2.b:
‘A bank of cloud, fog, or mist; a wisp of cloud or vapour. Also as a
mass noun: mist, fog; sea spray.” The Tempest is listed in the exam-
ples illustrating the latter meaning.

See Stephen Orgel (ed.), The Tempest, p. 181, n. to 4.1.156. In 1638,
Nicola Sabbattini pointed out the importance, for scenery designers,
to be able to create clouds when the plot requires it (Pratiques pour
fabriquer scénes et machines de théatre, chap. 39, pp. 133-4).

On this, see Margaret Llasera, Représentations scientifiques et images
poétiques en Angleterre au XVlle siécle. A la recherche de linvisible,
p- 147.

The following development on Hymenaei and The Haddington
Masque owes much to Martin Butler’s ‘The Tempest and the Jonsonian
Masque’. On the dissolving globe of The Tempest, see John Demaray,
Shakespeare and the Spectacles of Strangeness: The Tempest and the
Transformation of Renaissance Theatrical Forms, pp. 91-2. Demaray
contends that the globe produced in Hymenaei and in The Haddington
Masque was actually repainted and used onstage for the Whitehall per-
formances of The Tempest in 1611 and 1613.

References are to the 2012 Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben
Jonson. See Hymenaei (vol. 2), 1l. 188-9; Haddington (vol. 3), L.
216-22.

On cloud machines on the early modern stage, see Janette Dillon,
‘Chariots and Cloud Machines: Gods and Goddesses on Early English
Stages’.

See above, Chapter 6, pp. 192-3.
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In ‘Of Mites and Motes: Shakespearean Readings of Epicurean Science’,
Jonathan Pollock duly notices that such passages have an Epicurean
tone (p. 130).

John Wilders (ed.), Antony and Cleopatra, p. 255, n. to 4.14.10.
John Lennard, William Shakespeare, King Lear, p. 97. On the staging
of storms, see above, Chapter 5, pp. 166-7. See also Gwilym Jones,
Shakespeare’s Storms, pp. 35-6.

Ernest Law, ‘Shakespeare’s Tempest as Originally Produced at Court’,
p- 156.

Thomas More, Utopia, Book Two, p. 57: “The sea flows between
these [two ends] into a huge bay protected from the winds by the
encircling land, which is mostly not rough but calm, like a huge lake.
Consequently almost the entire inner part of the island serves as a
harbour, ships crossing it in all directions, to the general advantage of
the natives.’

Thomas Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, fol. 48r.

On the correspondences between The Waste Land and The Tempest,
see Gayle Greene, ‘Shakespeare’s Tempest and Eliot’s Waste Land:
“What the Thunder Said™’.



Conclusion: “Under heaven’s eye’

‘The ayre of England is temperate, but thicke, cloudy and misty’,
Fynes Moryson writes in his 1617 travel diary, An itinerary.' This
casual observation displays the tensions which Shakespeare’s con-
temporaries must have felt, torn as they were between the love of
their country and the acute awareness of its climatic imperfections,
between what they longed for and what they actually went through.
For Elizabethans and Jacobeans alike, climate could durably affect
the nature of men whose humours were temporarily modified,
through the skin, by good or bad weather spells. Admittedly, the
debate was not then exactly formulated along those terms, but this
rough recapitulation encapsulates the general ideas that circulated
in many works of the period. Climate and weather-related topics
were never thought of as being totally independent from a broader
frame of references including cosmological and theological issues.
People saw themselves as living ‘under heaven’s eye’ (The Comedy
of Errors, 2.1.16), as England’s capricious skies were then believed
to provide a number of keys to predict or simply understand the
main threads of their daily existence. Even if, according to Cassius,
‘Im]en at sometime were masters of their fates’ and ‘[t]he fault [. . .]
is not in our stars, / But in ourselves’ (Julius Caesar, 1.2.140-2), stars
in Shakespeare are often presented as uncanny signs and harbingers
of disaster: ‘I believe [these prodigies] are portentous things / Unto
the climate that they point upon’ (1.3.31-2), Casca confides to a
Cicero who prefers to sit on the fence (‘men may construe things after
their fashion’, 1.3.34). As Benson Bobrick reminds us, the astrologi-
cal predictions in Shakespeare’s plays are systematically fulfilled,” so
that, for the playwright, the heavens seem to have remained a privi-
leged intermediary zone between the natural and the supernatural,
the sublunary and the translunary worlds.
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Contrary to many plays of the period, Shakespeare’s drama is all-
inclusive and eschews didacticism: he embraces human and natural
phenomena without reducing them to conventional symbolism and
he features men and women inside their usual habitat and distinc-
tive environment without neglecting more universal issues.> On the
Shakespearean stage as in the real world, clement skies are generally
short-lived since odd celestial events and spells of bad weather often
serve to work out a number of dramatic tensions, be they political,
social or aesthetic. For the playwright, the ‘airy region’ (Romeo and
Juliet, 2.1.63) actually ‘moderate[s] the relation between the material
and the metaphysical’, as Jennifer Mae Hamilton puts it.* In Hamlet,
where the title character is constantly engrossed in metaphysical
uncertainties, the story narrated by the First Player is made particu-
larly tense and vivid by the mention of a sudden and violent storm
which suggests the hero’s tortured mind as much as the upcoming
denouement of the tragedy:

But as we often see against the storm

A silence in the heavens, the rack stand still,

The bold winds speechless, and the orb below

As hush as death, anon the dreadful thunder

Doth rend the region: so, after Pyrrhus’ pause,

A roused vengeance sets him new a-work; (2.2.486-91)

These lines (present in both Q2 and F) epitomise Hamlet’s predica-
ment — after his overlong ‘pause’, he will eventually find the way
to ‘vengeance’ — and they also look ahead to the Prince’s famous
dying words, ‘[t]he rest is silence’ (5.2.310). While critics have
generally correlated the end of the play to the restoration of order,
Denmark’s political stability, at this very moment, seems in fact
once again under threat. All is calm before the storm breaks out.. . .
One therefore understands why the playwright repeatedly puts
to the fore the complex, changing and interactive relationships
between human beings and what the First Player calls ‘the region’.
They offer him dramatic, substantial and structural elements at the
same time.

In this book, we have seen that, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
the weather is clearly disturbed by human behaviour, ‘human’ inso-
far as Titania and Oberon are treated as mortals. Through Theseus’s
speech at the beginning of the play’s last act, however, the final say
goes to the poet who can give to ‘airy nothing’ (5.1.16) ‘a local habi-
tation and a name’ (5.1.17), thus foregrounding the role of liberty
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and artistic imagination at the expense of the traditional astrological
and geo-humoralist determinism.

In Romeo and Juliet, a play written at about the same time as
the Dream, Shakespeare adopts a radically different stance. Here,
the titular characters remain desperately ‘[s]ervile to all the skyey
influences’ (Measure for Measure, 3.1.9) as stars and weather appear
to dictate their moods and rule the common fate of many charac-
ters of this first love tragedy: the Prologue’s allusion to the ‘pair of
star-crossed lovers’ and the dog days which form part of the play’s
background do somehow foreshadow the death of several eminent
representatives of the Verona youth. Even though Juliet energetically
denies names any transcendental or originary power when it comes
to Romeo, she ironically fails to realise that she is herself trapped by
her own name, whose original rooting in the month of July defines
and determines her tragic fate.

As You Like It offers a radically different spectacle, perhaps
because the play was written and performed soon after the winter of
1599, when the Theatre was dismantled, its timber carried across the
frozen Thames and used for the building of the Globe. Shakespeare
indeed stages here a winter festival poles apart from hot and heated
Verona, strongly reminiscent of the Roman Saturnalia and promot-
ing pleasure and appetite in the midst of an otherwise hostile envi-
ronment. It is difficult to decide whether the stoic Duke Senior and
the melancholy Jaques project their inner turmoils on to the heavens
or whether the sky dictates their moods. The forest’s frost, which
pervades the whole play, ‘almost freezes up the heat of life’ (Romeo
and Juliet, 4.3.16) and makes Arden a fairly bleak pastoral landscape
anticipating the desolate heath of King Lear. Furthermore, in this
pseudo-green comedy, Shakespeare for the first time dwells at length
on the presence and effects of the wind that eventually turns Arden’s
lost paradise into a poetic shelter, the only remaining sign of some
form of divinity.

With Othello, the playwright pays further attention to the circula-
tion of air, but he explores the links between humankind and nature
under a different angle, as the shore-bound title character fails to
keep in touch with the heavens, blinded as he is by Iago as well as by
misguided beliefs and geo-humoral stereotypes. The plot is built on
the absent scene of the battle against the Turks, a naval engagement
which is aborted because of a providential tempest that provides the
Venetian fleet with an easy victory. It is this unrepresented climatic
event, a tragic version of the Dream’s ‘airy nothing’ (5.1.16), which
implicitly brings about Desdemona’s death just as it leads Othello to
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be the lover he cannot become instead of the warrior he should have
been. The tempest which smashes the Ottoman fleet is a bolt from
the blue but this divine surprise hides a private and personal disaster
to come. The gusts of wind that helped the Venetians triumph over
the Turks are turned into ominous forces that will secretly undo the
Moor’s marriage. That Othello should stifle his young wife under
a pillow, thus depriving her of the capacity to breathe, changes the
happy comedy of act 1 into a tragedy of preuma.’ Swollen by a sur-
plus of air, unable to expel his inner storm, Othello ultimately breaks
down before bursting into a thousand pieces.

If, in Othello, the Mediterranean tempest is gradually displaced
inside the Moor’s inner psyche, in King Lear, by contrast, the sov-
ereign’s despair is less internalised, thus leading the King’s Men to
resort, for the play’s performance, to a number of special, sensational
stage effects in order to materialise the violence of the storm. Yet
in a private venue, we can imagine that Lear’s internal rage would
have been highlighted to the detriment of his physical environment.
Be that as it may, in this particular tragedy, the influence of weather
upon man, and of man upon weather, reveals an acute awareness of
the environmental problems posed by men and women’s behaviour.
When Shakespeare wrote his piece, lands previously unknown had
been colonised, science and technology had gone through unprece-
dented advances and the control of nature had become a much more
attainable goal. No wonder then that, in this play, the weather is
presented in an anthropomorphic way by the disgraced monarch,
who wishes he could master it: ‘Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks!’
Lear exclaims (3.2.1). This wind is both a generative® and a destruc-
tive force, depending on men’s abilities to adapt and evolve. Impor-
tantly, in the old king’s misogynist allusion to the ‘sulphurous pit’
(4.5.123), which ties in with the ‘sulphurous and thought-executing
fires’ (3.2.4) mentioned earlier on, the play also points to the revers-
ibility of heaven and hell already hinted at in the couplet concluding
Sonnet 129 (‘none knows well / To shun the heaven that leads men
to this hell’). Such an interaction between sexual and celestial issues
is just another sign showing that thunder is a force to be reckoned
with. Owing nothing to supernatural causes, bad weather becomes
an existential as well as a profoundly nihilistic — and ultimately fatal -
experience.

In Anthony and Cleopatra, the emphasis is more specifically put
on the sensorial aspects of the weather, a dimension which has direct
repercussions on the Egyptian slimy, sticky soil. This is not contradic-
tory with the play’s exploration of celestial issues since Shakespeare



260  Shakespeare’s Representation of VWeather, Climate and Environment

makes the sky another territory to be explored and conquered. He
thus plays on the trope of the early modern traveller applied to
Anthony, the Roman general who dreams of a ‘new heaven’ (1.1.17)
as a country to be discovered and a means to extend his knowledge
of the world so as to improve his ‘banquet of sense’. So, if moder-
ate, rigid Rome is clearly the political winner at the end, its values
remain traditional and uninventive, while hot, wet, sensualist Egypt
does pave the way for the epistemological shift from hedonism to
Epicureanism, a philosophy misrepresented and misunderstood by
the Stoics, that is, by Octavius Caesar and his followers, as the play
implicitly suggests. With all due precautions, it is tempting to think
that its Epicurean approach to clouds — poetic objects par excellence —
as well as to weather and space foreshadows Hobbes’s focus on the
senses, materialist vision of nature, and attempt to liberate humanity
from its superstitious beliefs.

The thin border between superstition and science is given special
prominence in The Tempest, a late play which stages the epistemo-
logical shift from popular knowledge to natural philosophy. As in
King Lear, the purifying, expiatory function of thunderstorms is
once again resorted to while the various human reactions to adverse
meteorological conditions, ranging from despair and anger to exul-
tation and hopefulness, are being dramatised by the playwright. The
despondency caused by sea gales is of course hinted at in other plays
of the canon, as at the beginning of The Merchant of Venice, for
example, when Salarino tries to guess the reasons why his friend
Antonio feels ‘so sad’ and imagines rough seas and strong winds
putting his ships in danger: ‘My wind, cooling my broth, / Would
blow me to an ague when I thought / What harm a wind too great
might do at sea’ (1.1.22-4). But if The Tempest effectively represents
on stage ‘[w]hat harm a wind too great might do at sea’, it further
prompts us to reconsider on a much larger scale the role played by
human beings in the triggering of apparently natural catastrophes,
and the way storms and tempests may shape and change human con-
duct as well as men and women’s destinies. The climatic conditions
on Prospero’s island influence the way the characters behave. Under
the pressure of their new environment, the shipwrecked passengers
engage in broken-up conversations and utter disjointed sentences,
thus making their words mirror the disruptive weather of the island.
But, as he presents the complex interplay between human actions
and the environment, Shakespeare also touches on the issue of
men and women’s problematic engagement with weather patterns.
In this perspective, Prospero may appear as a proto-scientist who
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successfully experiments with the climate and who seeks to justify
his magical manipulation of the weather thanks to various politi-
cal and moral purposes. Ultimately, beyond his temporary control
of the weather, Prospero also works on the vagaries of the human
imagination, thus appearing as a powerful master of illusion on his
theatrical island.

In his intuitive anticipation of the critical climatic issues which
increasingly concern us today, Shakespeare could, to a certain
extent, be presented as another master of the weather. ‘Men judge
by the complexion of the sky / The state and inclination of the day’
(Richard 11, 3.2.190-1), a phrase which the playwright must have
kept in mind while writing his plays, all the more so as the Globe’s
star-spangled, heaven-shaped roof provided him with an apt visual
reminder of Scrope’s maxim. Whenever his characters happen to
blame climate for their misfortunes,” he suggests on the contrary
that such an attitude can only work as an excuse at worst, and as
a symptom at best: the real causes of disgrace and failure are to be
found elsewhere and, more often than not, must be laid down to
men and women’s responsibility rather than to the ‘ways of God to
men’ (Milton, Paradise Lost, 1, 26).

While he borrowed much — perhaps even more than we sometimes
imagine — from classical literature and contemporary treatises, digest-
ing and recycling an impressive amount of meteorological knowl-
edge, Shakespeare’s stance was not that of a would-be scientist, since
what he was interested in was the representation of climate and its
various possible effects on a theatrical audience, rather than trying to
define or study its possible causes. To him, the various climatic man-
ifestations and environmental phenomena were the ‘objective cor-
relatives’® of his characters’ actions and emotions. Clouds, thunder,
lightning, earthquakes, hurricanes, eclipses and meteors — all of them
weather correlates that are apprehended through the links they were
supposed to have with the heavens, the planets and the elements at
large — are turned by him into key energetic words endowed with
special poetic force and resonance. These words, together with the
images and ear-piercing sounds they were associated with (in 1615,
Helkiah Crooke described the sound of thunder as ‘a vehement and
violent noyse™®), worked as accelerators and propagators of emotions
and sensations among the audiences of public and private theatres
alike. The technical means then available served to reinforce these
verbal effects and turned them into material sensations that could
instil surprise, terror or admiration in the spectators’ minds. The
mere evocation of the heavens sufficed to infuse the audience with
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a distinct awareness of nature — that is, with a sense of their early
modern environment. The ‘blue calico ceiling with golden stars’*
which was to be seen in the Whitehall Cockpit theatre of 1630 is but
one of the numerous examples which testify to the enduring mate-
riality of the English skies in post-Shakespearean drama. Similarly,
the numerous clouds which were increasingly used in the setting of
Jacobean and Carolean plays and masques did not simply contribute
to the elaboration of what Thomas M. Greene describes as ‘vertical
drama’.' They also gave the ‘airscape’ a substantial quality while
fulfilling two main functions: that of ‘incorporating the sacred into
the real’ and that of ‘conceal[ing] the unrepresentable nature of infin-
ity at the same time as pointing to it’.'?

In Shakespeare’s playtexts, the materiality of the sky never pre-
cludes a more literary treatment of their meteorological images.
References to rain, clouds or wind remarkably exemplify the char-
acters’ dilemmas rather than simply call attention to the general
physics of the local weather. In such a context, climate/klima is to
be taken as a liminal space which reveals tensions, anxieties, expec-
tations and oppositions."” It is up to the playwright — and to pres-
ent-day directors — to turn this threshold zone into a dramatic locus
where the trajectories, or fates, of the various dramatis personae
may ultimately be grasped and mapped.

Climate is also for Shakespeare a framing device giving more coher-
ence and density to his playtexts and providing the audience with a
natural, elemental, and sometimes cosmic background. Obviously, his
drama cannot and must not be seen as a window to the reality of early
modern climate but as a kaleidoscope refracting the contemporary
ideas which circulated in his days about our not-so-fated sky. The
unsettling vagaries of sky and weather were what he sought to cap-
ture and translate into dramatic terms, essentially because they were
likely to get an immediate emotional response from the spectators. He
thus relied on the multiple variations and combinations of heavens,
stars, wind and rain and so on, so as to reproduce, dramatise, and
sometimes materialise (depending upon the staging conditions and,
in the case of public playhouses, if weather conditions permitted) the
shiftiness and evanescence of human life. These variations shape the
plays’ language, be it tempestuous, languid, dry or fluid, even though
weather metaphors in Shakespeare’s plays hardly ever serve the clichés
of an all too familiar, frozen Petrarchan imagery. They often point to
human frailties or inconsistencies as well as to dramatic turns and
sudden reversals of situations. Shakespeare’s multifaceted characters
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are all ‘minded like the weather, most unquietly’ (King Lear, 3.1.2),
and each of them corresponds to, and generates, his or her own spe-
cific clime. Like us, they must repeatedly face the whims of the sky at
crucial and decisive moments.

Their various, sometimes excessive reactions presuppose the advent
of a major epistemological shift, if not of an epistemological crisis at
the turn of the seventeenth century. In the first half of the sixteenth
century, Renaissance natural philosophers, still largely influenced by
Aristotelianism, remained quite sceptic as to ‘the possibility of certain
knowledge of meteorology’, mainly because of the accidental nature
of weather-related phenomena.'* By contrast, in the second part of the
century, ‘[t]he crack in Aristotle’s authority’ widened," the distinction
between climate and weather gradually emerged and, above all, the dra-
matisation of celestial events, especially in England, allowed for a more
immediate access to the natural world. Shakespeare lived at a time when
old beliefs were being challenged and gradually deconstructed, even
though they died hard. While his is an essentially syncretic, pragmatic
and non-systematic approach encompassing superstitious and erudite,
religious and sceptical attitudes regarding the sky, he nonetheless chose
to question ingrained and new beliefs alike while insisting on a number
of facts and facets recurring from play to play: men and women’s (im)
possible independence from the weather, the nature and problematic
existence of the void, the limits of weather experiments, and the revers-
ibility of our physical environment in which rain, wind, heat or cold
may become sources of joy as much as causes of despair. His interest in
the way weather conditions actually affect human behaviour prompted
him to modify, and sometimes reverse, many traditional points of view
in order to show that things also work the other way round with man’s
ominous capacity to provoke violent climatic disorders and to generate
chaos on earth.

From the determinism put forward by Romeo and Juliet to the
materialism and relativism of Anthony and Cleopatra, from the
archaic beliefs highlighted (and subtly dismissed) in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream to the proto-science staged in The Tempest, Shake-
speare actually provides us with a panoramic view of the early
modern ‘fated sky’. Between superstition and the cold rationality
prefiguring Descartes’s theories, a poised stance is possible, he sug-
gests. Influenced by Greek medical and meteorological thinking and,
in particular, by an Epicurean approach to nature and the cosmos at
large, his plays allow men and women to undergo a sensory and sen-
sitive experience of the weather and of sky-related phenomena, one
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that could free them from dread and which could make them dream
of a ‘brave new world’ (The Tempest, 5.1.183); one, above all, that
enabled early modern playgoers to accept contingency and to feel
unconstrained by the limits of the ‘wooden O’ of the playhouse and
of ‘[t]he little O o’th’earth’ (Anthony and Cleopatra, 5.2.81).

Far from Descartes’s mind/body dualism, Locke called ‘sensory
experience [...] the only genuine source of knowledge’.'® In June
1666, ten years after the first translation of Lucretius’ De rerum
natura into English,'” he started writing a weather diary in which
he meticulously recorded temperature, wind-direction, atmospheric
pressure and the like, and whose extracts were to be published in
Robert Boyle’s General History of the Air (1692)."* Observations on
the weather allowed him to reconcile his lifelong interest in science
with his passion for philosophy and to combine notes on his personal
routine with observations on the quality of the air. In other words,
as he wrote on the meteorological events which formed part of his
daily life, he furnished his mind with a myriad sensations which, in
turn, made him think. Unsurprisingly, in his Thoughts Concerning
Education (1693), he advised parents to let their children experience
the adversity of climate and to reconcile them with the cold and the
rain characteristic of his country: ‘Plenty of open air [...] not too
warm and strait clothing; especially the head and feet kept cold, and
the feet often used to cold water and exposed to wet.”"” Because ‘the
strength of the body is chiefly in being able to endure hardships, so
also does that of the mind’, Locke added.?

As I conclude this book, I cannot help thinking that, a century
before him, with his many characters bracing themselves for rain,
cold and storms, and desperately trying to fashion their own selves
by experiencing the vicissitudes of the angry skies, Shakespeare, in
the way he represents weather, climate and environment, had already
paved the way for the new scientific empiricism.

Notes

1. Fynes Moryson, An itinerary, Part III, Book 3, p. 146.

2. Benson Bobrick, The Fated Sky: Astrology in History, p. 182. For his
analysis, Bobrick relies on Johnstone Parr’s Tamburlaine’s Malady.

3. This is to be contrasted with the masques and pageants of the Stuart
era, as those entertainments relied on weather elements and astrologi-
cal components often stripped of environmental significance in order
to convey a symbolic, didactic and political message. See for instance
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11.
12.

13.

14.
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Thomas Middleton’s civic pageant performed in 1621, The Sun in
Aries, ed. David M. Bergeron, in Thomas Middleton, The Collected
Works, pp. 1586-92.

. Jennifer Mae Hamilton, This Contentious Storm: An Ecocritical and

Performance History of King Lear, p. 20.

For more on air and preuma in Shakespeare, see Carolyn Sale, ‘Eating
Air, Feeling Smells: Hamlet’s Theory of Performance’, p. 163. See also
Leah Knight, Reading Green in Early Modern England, p. 54, and
Carla Mazzio, ‘History of Air: Hamlet and the Trouble with Instru-
ments’, pp. 169-70.

In Michael Maier’s Atalanta fugiens (1617), an alchemical emblem
book containing fifty emblems illustrating the alchemical process, the
first emblem, accompanied by the motto ‘Portavit eum ventus in ventre
suo’ (“The Wind carries it in his belly’), depicts the Wind (p. 1). The
Wind is pregnant, which makes him a generative force. See H. M. E. de
Jong (ed.), Michael Maier’s Atalanta fugiens: Sources of an Alchemical
Book of Emblems.

On the idea of ‘Blaming Climate’, see Mike Hulme, Weathered Cultures
of Climate, chap. 6, pp. 68-80.

The phrase is used by T. S. Eliot in ‘Hamlet and his Problems’, p. 100.
Helkiah Crooke, Mikrokosmographia a description of the body of
man, Book 8, chap. 16, p. 588.

John Astington, English Court Theatre, 1558-1642, p. 134.

See Thomas M. Greene, ‘Magic and Festivity at the Renaissance Court:
The 1987 Josephine Waters Bennett Lecture’, p. 650.

Hubert Damisch, Théorie du nuage. Pour une bistoire de la peinture,
quoted in John E. Thornes, ‘A Brief History of Weather in European
Landscape Art’, p. 364.

More generally, Shakespeare’s apprehension of heavenly phenom-
ena reveals the rigidly hierarchical social structure of Elizabethan
society. “When beggars die there are no comets seen; / The heavens
themselves blaze forth the death of princes’, Calpurnia tells Caesar in
Julius Caesar (2.2.30-1). Calpurnia’s acknowledgement that degree in
the heavens reflects degree in the social order refers back to ancient
times while somehow also reflecting the traditional Elizabethan view.
Her lines foreshadow Ulysses’ cosmic conception of the Aristotelian
world in Troilus and Cressida: ‘And therefore is the glorious planet Sol
/ In noble eminence enthroned and sphered / Amidst the other, whose
med’cinable eye / Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil / And posts
like the commandment of a king, / Sans check, to good and bad. But
when the planets / In evil mixture to disorder wander, / What plagues
and what portents, what mutiny? / What raging of the sea, shaking of
earth?’ (1.3.89-97).

Craig Martin, ‘Conjecture, Probabilism, and Provisional Knowledge in
Renaissance Meteorology’, p. 282.



266 Shakespeare’s Representation of VWeather, Climate and Environment

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

H. Howard Frisinger, The History of Meteorology: To 1800, p. 36.
Frisinger partly ascribes the ‘gradual breaking away from [Aristotle’s]
influence’ to the Italian polymath Girolamo Cardano (1501-76).
Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental
Empiricists of the French Enlightenment, p. 10.

I refer to John Evelyn’s 1656 translation, An Essay on the First Book of
T. Lucretius Carus De Rerum Natura.

On this, see Jan Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlight-
enment, p. 53.

John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education (Including Of the
Conduct of the Understanding), p. 28.

Ibid.
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