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Inspired by the reinvigorating theory of Wai-Chee Dimok and Rita Felski, I argue that The
Tempest resonates with current theory and performance of Indigenous resurgence in
North America. With reference to the work of Indigenous performance theorist Floyd
Favel, political thinkers Leanne Simpson and Glen Sean Coulthard, and to plays and
performances by Yvette Nolan, MoniqueMojica, Kevin Loring, and Spiderwoman Theatre,
I describe resurgence as culturally recuperative practices of movement on the land that
make it feel more comfortable, establish an Indigenous sense of sovereignty, and diminish
shame. I emphasize the ways in which the physical and imaginative mobilities of
Shakespeare’s Boatswain and Gonzalo anticipate the comforting—and insurgent—land-
oriented movements of Caliban. I argue that Caliban’s sense of natural sovereignty is
understood better in terms of free and securemobility than in terms of rule or possession.
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knowledge; resonance; resurgence; performance; sovereignty; movement; land; shame

Yvette Nolan’s The Unplugging is set in thewoods somewhere north of settlement,
in a future after a sudden loss of electrical power around the world. As the play
opens, two mature women, Elena from Saskatoon and Bernadette fromWinnipeg,
are walking north, pulling their supplies with them and sometimes faltering in
exhaustion, but willing each other to “get up andmove.”1We learn they have been
banished from a survivor settlement in the south. Soon they arrive in a land that
begins “to look familiar” (8). They start to practice the bush skills Elena remembers
being taught as a child, while at the same time she begins to recall the Indigenous
language of her grandmother. Elena and Bern survive and regain confidence and
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1 Yvette Nolan, The Unplugging (Toronto: Playwrights Canada Press, 2014), 3. The play was first
performed in full at Vancouver’s Arts Club Theatre in 2012.
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energy.However, they also attract the attention of first one, and thenmorehungry
and desperate survivors. They must decide what to share with those survivors.

Nolan acknowledges inspiration from the Athabaskan story “Two OldWomen,”
as told by VelmaWallis. There is likely at least one additional source of inspiration
for The Unplugging: Shakespeare’s The Tempest. The plots of the two plays are very
different, but both are about exileswhose banishers eventually return to them. The
influence rises to the specificity of allusion, though the Shakespearean elements
are distributed and refashioned byNolan. Seamus, the first visitor to contact Elena
and Bern, tells them that the Prospero-like leader of the survivor settlement is
becoming troublingly dominant over the other survivors. In the settlement,
“There’s lots of—sickness, lots of anger, lots of power stuff going on. Laird is, like,
king or something.” As Ariel and Caliban are frustrated by Prospero’s constant
dissatisfaction, so Seamus feels that “nothing I did pleased him.” Seamus charac-
terizes Laird as possessive and dominating, like Prospero, and Nolan even seems
influenced by critical suspicion of Prospero’s attraction to Miranda. Seamus
admits, “There was a girl … Tessera. We were spending time together. And Laird,
well, he seems to think that everything and everyone belongs to him” (42). But if
Seamus is a Caliban-like figure in relation to Laird, Bern soon becomes a Caliban-
figure in relation to Seamus. As their relationship develops, Bern realizes that
Seamus has even fewer survival skills than she has and offers to teach him to trap.
When Seamus asks if she can catch a moose, she replies:

No. I don’t know how to do that. I haven’t done it yet anyway. But Elena
taught me to catch rabbit. So I can teach you to catch rabbit. And I can show
you the willow, and how to find water, and what is edible even though it’s
Snow Crust Moon. (55)

In Shakespeare’s play, Caliban tells Prospero that he feels he sealed his own fate
when he “showed thee all the qualities o’ th’ isle, / The fresh springs, brine pits,
barren place and fertile. / Cursed be I that did so!”2 Caliban later repeats his
mistake when he offers his knowledge of the island’s natural foods and fresh
water to Stephano and Trinculo: “I’ll show thee the best springs. I’ll pluck thee
berries. / I’ll fish for thee and get thee wood enough… . /… Show thee a Jay’s nest,
and instruct thee how / To snare the nimble marmoset” (2.2.157–68). Nolan
evokes Caliban’s repetitions of imprudent willingness to share by means of
Bern’s parallel and anaphoric phrasing: “show you the willow, and how to …
and what is …” In so doing, she deepens her play’s contrast of natural generosity
to settler possessiveness and enhances the play’s suspense as she invokes a
potentially tragic likeness between Bern and Caliban.3

2 David Bevington, ed., The Tempest in The Complete Works of Shakespeare (New York: Pearson
Longman, 2004), 1.2.339–42. All citations of Shakespeare will be to this edition.

3 Nolan, who is of Algonquin and Irish heritage, is an advocate of Shakespeare’s cross-cultural
value, including his importance to Indigenous playwrights and performers. She is the author of the
comic popularization Shakedown Shakespeare (1997), and the cowriter of Death of a Chief (2008), an
adaptation of Julius Caesar in terms of the colonial legacy of internecine struggles among Indigenous
leaders.
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Like Indigenous Futurism (IF) in speculative fiction, which envisions Indige-
nous futures in terms of recovery of traditional practice and belief, sometimes
after an apocalyptic event, The Unplugging imagines a future world in such a way
as to explore theories and feelings associated with decolonization.4 Nolan’s play
seems especially interested in testing Indigenous resurgence. Although engage-
ment with the state representatives of settler-colonialism has often proved
dispiriting and unproductive for Indigenous people, resurgence instead empha-
sizes reconnection with land-based traditional practices, culture, and ceremony.
Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar and political theorist Leanne Simpson
describes resurgence as “re-investing in our own ways of being: regenerating
our political and intellectual traditions; articulating and living our legal systems;
language learning; ceremonial and spiritual pursuits; creating and using our
artistic and performance-based traditions.” And it is “the land,” Simpson insists,
which “compels us toward resurgence in virtually every aspect.”5 Resurgence
ensures that Indigenous people move toward the redevelopment of energizing
and healing cultural practices rather than remaining caught in enervating
dialogue with the settler state. Nolan appears to have found The Tempest conge-
nial not only to her development of the contrasting themes of generosity and
possessiveness, but also to her dramatic vision of resurgence. Although I can by
no means claim that Nolan would necessarily read The Tempest as I will here, I do
argue that to understand what The Tempest looks like and feels like when
considered in light of contemporary theory and performance of resurgence is
to understand how a contemporary playwright might feel the postcolonial force
of The Tempest when creating a play about Indigenous resurgence on Turtle
Island.6

Despite my opening gesture to The Unplugging, this article will not be a study of
Indigenous adaptations or “appropriations” of The Tempest, such as Lewis Bau-
mander’s Skylight Theatre production set inHaida Gwaii (1987), or Robert Lepage’s
2011 Ex Machina Theatre Tempest in collaboration with the Huron-Wendake

4 See “Imagining Indigenous Futurisms,” Grace L. Dillon’s introduction to Walking the Clouds: An
Anthology of Indigenous Science Fiction (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2012). See also “Indigenous
Futurisms in North American Indigenous Art: The Transforming Visions of Ryan Singer, Daniel
McCoy, Topaz Jones, Marla Allison, and Debra Yepa-Pappan,” Extrapolations 57.1–2 (2016): online, np.,
an article in a special issue dedicated to Indigenous Futurism (IF), in which Kristina Baudemann
suggests that IF foregrounds “alternative histories that point towards life beyond trauma.”

5 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-creation,
Resurgence and a New Emergence (Winnipeg, Canada: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2011), 17–18.

6 Criticism has registered the suspicion that postcolonial Tempests have run out of wind on
English-world stages. Virginia Vaughan, one of the play’s most important critics, has written that
“the postcolonial Tempest may indeed have reached a dead end.” See Virginia Mason Vaughan, The
Tempest, Shakespeare in Performance (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), 122. More
recently reviewing postcolonial Tempests, Dhrubajyoti Sarkar develops the same impression: “Declin-
ing interest in the energetic reworking of The Tempest may be traced to the geopolitical situation of
the former colonies.” Sarkar suspects, however, that changing geopolitical conditions will allow the
play “to burst forth into a new period of postcolonial attention.” See Dhrubajyoti Sarker, “Post-
colonial Tempest: A Survey of Postcolonial Reception and Adaptation of William Shakespeare’s The
Tempest,” in Critical Insights: Postcolonial Literature, ed. Jeremiah J. Garsha (Amenia, NY: Salem Press,
2017), online, np.
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Nation.7 I will demonstrate that Shakespeare’s play itself inhabits a realm of what
Martin Orkin calls “non-metropolitan knowledge” by showing how it anticipates,
and can be read in terms of, the energies of Indigenous resurgence.8 Critics have
recently attended to the ways in which heretofore silent or invisible agencies
inhabit the play.9 These readings should be understood as arising from a critical
tradition in which both Caliban and the play as a whole exceed the script
ascribed by early modern colonial ideology.10 Stephen Greenblatt’s acknowl-
edgment that Caliban is “not simply a warped negation” of Prospero has been
an important influence on this tradition. We recognize this supplemental
quality in “the rich, irreducible concreteness” of Caliban’s description of his

7 See SarahMacKenzie, “Performing Indigenous Shakespeare in Canada: The Tempest and The Death
of a Chief,” in Shakespeare in Canada: “Remembrance of Ourselves,” eds. Irena R. Makaryk and Kathryn
Prince (Ottawa, Canada: University of Ottawa Press, 2017), 111–25.

8 I am sympathetic to Orkin’s desire to circumvent the Western impulse to “disseminate the
Shakespeare text and … work on Shakespeare to any location and to harvest the attending profits,
while at the same time eliding non-metropolitan knowledges that might intersect provocatively not
only with the Shakespeare text but with the current ways inwhich they receive that text.”Orkin does
not consider ways in which Indigenous North America might itself provide a “non-metropolitan”
reception for Shakespeare. See Martin Orkin, Local Shakespeares: Proximations and Power (London:
Routledge, 2005), 3.

9 On the play’s island as an entity with “singular agency all its own,” see Linda Charnes,
“Extraordinary Renditions: Toward an Agency of Place,” in Shakespeare After 9/11: How a Social Trauma
Reshapes Interpretation, eds. Matthew Biberman and Julia Reinhardt Lupton (Lewiston, NY: Mellen,
2011), 68. Vin Nardizzi finds the play intimating that Caliban is coerced into building a theater
impossible to comprehend in early colonial America, a theater that is left to the islanders as a “‘figure
of potentiality.’” See Vin Nardizzi, Wooden Os: Shakespeare’s Theatre and England’s Trees (Toronto,
Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2013), chap. 4, quote 135. Working from the perception that in
The Tempest “what we see is not necessarily what we are supposed to get,” James A. Knapp finds in the
play an anticipation of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenologically full “intertwining” of perception and
representation. See James A. Knapp, Immateriality and Early Modern English Literature: Shakespeare,
Donne, Herbert (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020), chap.10, quote 358. Sean Geddes finds
energies of estrangement and dreaminess in a Tempest influenced in unexpected ways by Montaigne;
see Sean Geddes, “Some Subtleties o’th’Isle’: Shakespeare’s Tempest and Montaigne’s Apologie of
Raymond Sebond,” Studies in Philology 118.2 (2021): 342–67.

10 Readings in which Caliban is trapped in Prospero’s colonial plot include Paul Brown, for whom
Caliban’s perception that the island operates in his interests is ironically revealed to be the “apotheosis
of colonialist discourse.” See “‘This Thing of Darkness I Acknowledge Mine’: The Tempest and the
discourse of colonialism” in Paul Brown, Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialism, eds.
Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1985), 65–66. For similar
interpretations, see Francis Barker and Peter Hulme, “Nymphs and Reapers Heavily Vanish: The
Discursive Con-texts of The Tempest,” Alternative Shakespeares, ed. John Drakakis (London: Methuen,
1985), 203, and Paul Leonard, “The Tempest X 2 in Toronto,” Canadian Theatre Review 54 (1988): 11–12.
More ambiguously, Peter Hulme’s Caliban is “defeated,” but retains his dignity because he evades
Prospero’s attempt to enroll him into his restaging of his conflict with Antonio. See Peter Hulme,
Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492–1797 (London: Methuen, 1986), 134. For Ania
Loomba, a univocal expression of Caliban’s significance is possible only if the play’s “tensions and
ambivalence” are ignored. See Ania Loomba, Gender, Race, Renaissance Drama (Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 157. For a review of influential critical assessments, including postcolonial criticism, see
Brinda Charry, “Recent Perspectives on The Tempest,” in The Tempest: A Critical Reader, eds. Alden T.
Vaughan and Virginia Mason Vaughan (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 61–92.
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island’s resources, of its “crabs,” “pignuts,” “clust’ring filberts,” and, most
importantly, its “young scamels from the rock.” For Greenblatt, “Caliban’s
world has what we may call opacity, and the perfect emblem of that opacity is
the fact that we do not to this day know the meaning of the word ‘scamel.’”11

Charles Frey wonders “What happens in the brain when that word is first
perceived? One may be totally at a loss.” Frey suggests that we must “go
‘outside’ the play” to grasp Caliban’s language here; the rest of the play does
not function as an authorizing gloss on Caliban’s scamels.12

My point will be that understood in terms of its resonances with resurgence,
The Tempest’s internalized colonial perspective becomes ever less identifiable
with the full force and meaning of the play. The Tempest gains vitality and
complexity in what Wai Chee Dimock calls a “transit through new semantic
networks.” Dimock argues that texts gain “resonance” as they move through
time. For her, “This shift of emphasis from original to interpretive context
suggests that resonance is a generative (and not merely interfering) process,
one that remakes a text while unmaking it, that pays tribute to time both as a
medium of unrecoverable meaning and as a medium of newly possible
meaning.”13 In a recent critique of inflexible methods of historical contextual-
ization, Rita Felski cites Dimock as she seeks ways to describe interpretive
methods that offer a “less rigidly constricted model of meaning that gives texts
more room to breathe.” For Felski, texts “make a difference” when they are
“enmeshed in a motley array of attachments and associations” as they move
through time, and in which “Reading, in this light, is a matter of attaching,
collating, negotiating, assembling—of forging links between things that were
previously unconnected.”14

Resurgence encourages us to remake The Tempest by recognizing Caliban as a
performerwho is at least partly liberated by his creativity andmobility. Caliban’s
liberating performance is not marked as forcefully as (say) Richard III’s campy
destabilization of Tudor propaganda, but it does become easier to imagine in a
twenty-first century rather than seventeenth-century “semantic network.”
Although performance theory has long sought to emphasize that actors’ embodi-
ment on stage distances meaning and characterization from script, recent
theorists have attended to the potential for performed movement to liberate
actors themselves.15 Diana Taylor shifts focus from “literary and historical

11 Stephen Greenblatt, “Learning to Curse: Aspects of Linguistic Colonialism in the Sixteenth
Century,” in Learning to Curse: Essays in Early Modern Culture ([1977]; New York: Routledge, 1990), 31–32.

12 Charles Frey, “The Tempest and the New World,” Shakespeare Quarterly 30.1 (1979): 33.
13 Wai Chee Dimock, “A Theory of Resonance,” PMLA 112 (1997): 1061–62.
14 Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 161, 170, 173. For a

reading in which the play is allowed to escape its own historical moment, see Julia R. Lupton, “The
Minority of Caliban,” in Thinking with Shakespeare: Essays on Politics and Life (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2011).

15 David Bevington has shown that Shakespeare presents a twofold language in which the
conventionalized performances of stereotypical roles are challenged by a pointedly ironic and even
subversive language of individualized gesture. See David Bevington, Action Is Eloquence: Shakespeare’s
Language of Gesture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). For William Worthen, actors
create performance texts by “acting against the grain” of the script. See William Worthen, “Staging
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documents”—the archive—to the repertoire of embodied “gestures, attitudes,
and tones not reducible to language” whose performance “transmits memories,
makes political claims, and manifests a … sense of identity” among performers
themselves. For Taylor, “Embodied memory… exceeds the archive’s ability to
capture it” and “allows for an alternate perspective on historical processes of
transnational contact.”16 Indigenous performance theory similarly emphasizes
that such “alternate perspectives” for performers arise from grounded cere-
mony and tradition. Influential Cree actor, dramaturge, and performance theo-
rist Floyd Favel explains that for Cree people, “Life is movement” and that
consequently the way to translate traditional ceremony—particularly ceremo-
nial dance—into contemporary performance is to abstract from the “technical
principles” or spatially oriented movements of the tradition: “the position of the
body on the earth, the relationship of the feet to the ground, the head to the sky,
the different oppositions in the body, balance. It is the enigmatic relationship
between these technical principles that creates the dance. These enigmatic
relationships are the shadow zone where ancestors and the unknown dwell,
and this is where creativity is born, where the impulse is born.” Attention to the
body in space as traditionally performed helps Indigenous performers avoid
“stasis, conventionality, clichés, easy solutions” and so “it is with a change of life
rhythm that I am attempting to seek newness withinmy impulses and actions.”17

Inspired by anti-colonial and Indigenous performance theory, I will read The
Tempest with sensitivity to “gestures, attitudes, and tones” that seem to have
remained dormant. I will attend to movements arising from the relationships of
bodies—and minds—to the land and space rather than only to immobilities
imposed by Prospero’s colonial power.

***
Skeptical assessments of the state of reconciliation between Indigenous peoples
and Western nation-states dominate current Indigenous political theory. Recent
perspectives on resistance to cultural and territorial dispossession have empha-
sized the importance of an Indigenous turn to land and deeply grounded, distinc-
tive custom, either in place of reconciliatory negotiation with a state primarily
interested in exonerating itself or as necessarily preliminary to meaningful
reconciliation. Leanne Simpson writes, “As reconciliation has become institution-
alized, I worry our participation will benefit the state … In the eyes of liberalism,
the historical “wrong” has now been “righted” and further transformation is not
needed, since the historic situation has been remedied.”18 Glen Sean Coulthard
emphasizes that colonized populations must struggle for self-affirmation, “first
recognizing themselves as free, dignified, and distinct contributors to humanity.”

‘Shakespeare’: Acting, Authority, and the Rhetoric of Performance” in Shakespeare, Theory, and
Performance, ed. James C. Bulman (London: Routledge, 1996), 24. Katherine Brokaw argues that “the
particular body and voice of a specific actor… re-wrights the character inways that are left undefined
and unspecified,” in Katherine Brokaw, “Ariel’s Liberty,” Shakespeare Bulletin 26 (2008): 23.

16 The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press 2003), xvii, 28, 20.

17 Floyd Favel, “Waskawewin,” Topoi 24 (2005): 114–15.
18 Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, 22.
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He suggests that Indigenous people would do better to “‘turn away’ from their
other-oriented master-dependency,” away from reconciliatory negotiations
promising recognition and toward a nonviolent struggle to retain Indigenous
lands and cultures.19 Simpson advocates “the rebuilding of Indigenous nations
according to our own political, intellectual, and cultural practices,”which requires
creating “a generation of people attached to the land and committed to living out
our culturally inherent ways of coming to know.”20 Resurgence includes both
nation rebuilding and the land-based, culturally recuperative practices that allow
Indigenous nations to feel meaningful to Indigenous people. Importantly, for
Simpson, the need to prioritize cultural regeneration on the land over engagement
with the state is echoed by the need to prioritize the natural land as teacher over
the Western educational system. Simpson summarizes the cultural effect of
learning from the land in this way: “The land, Aki, is both context and process.
The process of coming to know is learner led and profoundly spiritual in nature.
Coming to know is the pursuit of whole-body intelligence practiced in the context
of freedom, and when realized collectively, it generates generations of loving,
creative, innovative, self-determining, interdependent, and self-regulating com-
munity-minded individuals” (151). Simpson believes that even the most reconcil-
iatory Western post-secondary education system “sets both Indigenous
Knowledge holders and Indigenous learners up in a never-ending battle for
recognition within that system, when the academy’s primary intention is to use
Indigenous peoples and our knowledge systems to legitimize settler colonial
authority” (171). Consequently, “The thing for Nishnaabeg to do is to stop looking
for legitimacy within the colonizer’s education system and return to valuing and
recognizing our individual and our collective intelligence on its ownmerits and on
our own terms” (171). The “valuing” of “individual and collective intelligence” is at
the core of resurgence, and it arises from traditional activity in the bush, on land
sufficiently undamaged that relationship with community, with ancestors and
with all other life, can be felt.21

19 Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition
(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2014), 43. Coulthard is profoundly influenced by
Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, and to some extent by The Wretched of the Earth.

20 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy” in As We Have Always Done: Indigenous
Freedom Through Radical Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 158. See also
Jeff Corntassel, “Re-Envisioning Resurgence: Indigenous Pathways to Decolonization and Sustainable
Self-Determination,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society. 1.1 (2012): 97, as well as Taiaiake
Alfred and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: Resurgences Against Contemporary Colonialism,” in
Racism, Colonialism, and Indigeneity in Canada, eds. Martin J. Cannon and Linda Sunseri (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 139–45. I thank Melanie Braith and Warren Cariou of the University of
Manitoba for directing me to these and other sources on contemporary Indigenous activism and
theory.

21 The legal significance of the turn to the bush has been described by Peter Kulchyski, whose
concept of “aboriginal rights” depends on continuity of landed cultural practice, particularly hunting
and fishing: “Aboriginal rights exist in order to acknowledge the cultural distinctiveness of prior
occupants … tied as they are to the collective cultural traditions and practices of specific indigenous
peoples.” See Peter Kulchyski, Aboriginal Rights Are Not Human Rights: In Defence of Indigenous Struggles
(Winnipeg, Canada: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2013), 65–66.
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Resurgence on the land is also, necessarily, movement. Simpson derives an
important aspect of her sense of resurgence from Gerald Vizenor’s theorization
of Indigenous transmotion. She explains:

This is a movement, a mobilization, and a migration towards continuous
rebirth. Nishnaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor writes:

The connotations of transmotion are creation stories, totemic visions,
reincarnation, and sovenance; transmotion, that sense of native motion
and an active presence, is sui generis sovereignty. Native transmotion is
survivance, a reciprocal use of nature, not a monotheistic territorial sov-
ereignty. Native stories of survivance are the creases of transmotion and
sovereignty.

This movement in Nishnaabeg thought is expressed through the structure
of the language, which utilizes verbs to far greater extent than nouns. In the
pre-colonial daily life of Nishnaabeg people, movement, change and fluidity
were a reality. Family groups and clans travelled cyclically throughout their
territories based on the thirteen moons of the year, the seasons and their
knowledge of cyclical change in the natural world… . Centralized govern-
ment and political structures are barriers to transmotion; this static state is
never experienced in nature. Aligned with the natural word, Nishnaabeg
people created political, intellectual, spiritual, and social lifeways that
enabled them to align themselves individually and collectively with the
life forces of their territories.22

Indigenous mobility is for Vizenor and Simpson both epistemological and
ontological. When Simpson likens spatial motion to linguistic difference and
seasonal change, she suggests an array of mobilities related in ways more
material than metaphorical. Indigenous mobility is physical and mental; sover-
eignty is the feeling of alignment that arises from individual and collective
movement across a living land with which one feels kinship.23

22 Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, 88–89. Vizenor’s “sovenance” refers to “native presence”
in Indigenous literature and thought rather than “the romance of an aesthetic absence or victimry.”
Quoted in Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, 98fn124. Basil H. Johnston’s Anishinaubae Thesaurus
(East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2007) requires approximately twice asmany pages for
verbs as for nouns. According to Johnston, “The Anishinaubae language is, in the main, a verb active
voice oriented language” (ix). The Canadian Encyclopedia states: “Anishinaabemowin is dominated by
verbs. Concepts of life, process and action are woven into the fabric of the language.” (“Anishinaa-
bemowin: Ojibwe Language,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2021), online.

23 For Warren Cariou, a key element in Indigenous literature in Canada since the 1960s has been
“to articulate Indigenous ‘survivance’ of colonial interventions, in Gerald Vizenor’s terms, but also to
forge a more positive expression of growth, vitality, and groundedness for Indigenous people.” See
Warren Cariou, “Indigenous Literature and Other Verbal Arts, Canada (1960–2012),” in The Oxford
Handbook of Indigenous American Literature, eds. James H. Cox and Daniel Heath Justice (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 577. Similarly, Sean Kicummah Teuton finds that the Red Power novels of the
1960s and 1970s “exude a yearning to return to the homeland from which protagonists have become
estranged. In fact, their recovery and healing often can take place only at home, through a process of
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Indigenous dramaturgy is often designed to reinforce and deepen the
performer’s feeling for the energies of land and ceremony. Monique Mojica’s
2011 research for her play Side Show Freaks and Circus Injuns, for example,
involved an extended exploration of effigy mounds and earthworks in
Ontario, the Mississippi Valley, and the southeastern United States. For
Mojica, this grounded and embodied performance research was itself a form
of ceremony, which “regeneratesmy creative source by placingme on the life-
giving land in an embodied research process that requires me to walk on,
touch, feel, smell and absorb the stories, forms, and structures of effigy
mounds and earthworks, to connect to the ancestors who built them and to
the peoples who still inhabit the region. Simultaneous to this sacred work, I
am challenged to “talk back” to colonial erasure …”24 To overcome the
frustration generated by the predictably scripted colonial signage at the
mounds, which often refers to their “prehistoric” origins and to the “demise”
of the people who made them (222,231), Mojica sought to feel the life sus-
tained by the earthworks: “I sit on the ground by Little Bear Mound to feel the
earth beneath me. I begin to hear a rising chorus of song. Many voices. My
body feels the heaviness of bear movements dancing. Rhythmic. It is a bear
song I am hearing. The ancient ones danced to honour the bears here among
layers of earth, layers of worlds. This is real” (229). Similarly, Kevin Loring and
his company Savage Society engaged with the Nlakap’amux people of central
British Columbia to release a traditional ceremony, used to deter domestic
violence, from its early-twentieth-century archived state as recorded on wax
cylinder. The resulting play, called Battle of the Birds, was staged at Vancou-
ver’s Talking Stick Festival in 2016. According to Lindsay Lachance, Loring and
the Nlakap’amux people “created a space of artistic sovereignty as they
envisioned and remembered the stories, languages and teachings that lived
inside their bodies and on their lands. The community transformed them-
selves into birds, land and water spirits from the story.”25 Battle of the Birds not
only seeks to reinforce traditional teaching against domestic violence, but
also, like Mojica’s performative movement across and around earthworks, to
change the Indigenous feeling of place by attending to the possibilities for
movement enabled by the land and the memories it evokes. Resurgent
performance prompts a ceremonial place’s cultural energies to flow from
past to present, from ancestor spirits to breathing bodies, making stronger
communities out of vulnerable individuals as bodies move over its surface and
realign themselves with its living energy.

self-reflection and reinterpretation of their past and present relationships.” See Sean Kicummah
Teuton, “The Indigenous Novel,” in The Oxford Handbook of Indigenous American Literature, 324.

24 Monique Mojica, “In Plain Sight: Inscripted Earth and Invisible Realities,” in New Canadian
Realisms: New Essays on Canadian Theatre, eds. Roberta Barker and Kim Solga, vol. 2 (Toronto:
Playwrights Canada Press, 2012), 220.

25 Lindsay Lachance, The Embodied Politics of Relational Indigenous Dramaturgies (PhD thesis, Univer-
sity of British Columbia, 2018), 83. Kevin Loring is currently Artistic Director, Indigenous Theatre, at
the National Arts Centre of Canada.
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An important element of the emotional transformation enabled by resurgent
performance is release from shame. Spiderwoman Theatre’s Persistence of Mem-
ory, as performed at Miami University in 2007, uses carefully choreographed
movement to release the shame of colonization from its performers. During the
play, performers Lisa Mayo, Gloria Miguel, and Muriel Miguel offer family
memories including a white doctor calling Muriel’s mother a “savage” as she
gave birth, and Lisa recalling her displaced grandfather and friends playing
bamboo pipes and weeping, as “old brown men mourning their lost home.”26

Toward the end of the play, the performers cross and recross the stage; Muriel
speaks as if remembering a sign reinforcing the script of the vanishing Indian:

The Botanical Gardens in the Bronx.
The sign reads: Before the arrival of
Christopher Columbus, this area was
inhabited by Algonquian Indians. They
gathered herbs and collected water here.
The rocks, spring, vegetation have been
preserved in their natural state. Much of
what is now New York City looked very
much like this preserved area.

As the performers cross the stage again, Muriel responds:

Are you ashamed of me? Are you?
Are you embarrassed?
Are you embarrassed by your mother, your
Grandmother?
Are you afraid I won’t act right, wear the
wrong clothes, just not fit in?

But as the stage movement continues, the shame of displacement and deterri-
torialization diminishes. Muriel speaks: “I understand. I was ashamed of my
mother. / Mymother was ashamed of her mother. / Are you embarrassed? Don’t
be … We go back eons. Where you place your / hand, your foot is padded with
generations / of us. We came from way, way ago to be / here with you” (53–54).
Movement and memory help overcome the feelings of disconnection and pow-
erlessness that had generated collective and individual shame.

A variety of themes arise in these highly mobilized performances: reclama-
tion of space or place, reconnection to land and ancestry, renewal of energy,
reassertion of traditional sovereignty, release from fear and shame, and the
assertion of sustained Indigenous presence on Turtle Island. At its core, I would
argue, resurgence seeks to make full use of the way physical movement on the
land catalyzes well-being and resilience. It is inconsistent with the kind of
state-enforced settlement that prevents the feeling of ancient, comfortable
relation to the land, and so resurgence necessarily contests alienation and

26 Ann Elizabeth Armstrong, Kelli Lyon Johnson and William A. Wortman, eds., Performing Worlds
into Being: Native American Women’s Theatre (Oxford, OH: Miami University Press, 2009), 45, 50.
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deterritorialization. Resurgence resists the static sovereignty of the state and
seeks to reconstruct a feeling of sovereignty arising frommobility across a land
with which relationship is felt. Resurgence is the creative, mobile, and liber-
ating performance of relationship to and on the undamaged, unexploited land.
The Tempest responds well to interpretation in terms of resurgence because it
anticipates similar concerns. The play gives us a variety of characters who seek
comfort, release from fear, and liberty from constraint in mobilized and
reconceived alignments with spatial structures both wide and local. Interpre-
tation grounded in resurgence allows us to see how the play links imagination
and creativity to physical mobility as related elements of unauthorized or even
insurgent performance. Movements of various sorts enable Caliban’s resis-
tance to imposition and allow him to maintain a sense of sovereignty on a land
understood as a site of relationship rather than of domination.

***
The Tempest begins with characters trapped on a boat in a storm and ends with
Prospero’s epilogue, in which he begs the audience for “release” from being
“confined by you.” In Shakespeare’s most classically unified play, confinement
and immobilization found dramatic action.27 We quickly learn that Prospero and
Miranda have been trapped on the island for many years after their expulsion
from Milan. From this original loss of freedom comes Prospero’s obsession with
restricting the physical and emotional movements of everyone around him: first
Miranda, then Ariel, Caliban, Ferdinand, Alonso’s party, Stephano, and Trinculo.
Prospero frequently leaves those around him “spell-stopped” (5.1.61). Two of the
play’s great verbal images are the “cloven pine” in which Ariel was imprisoned
by Sycorax and the oak into which Prospero threatens to “peg” him once again
(1.2.279–97). Prospero sustains his own feeling of sovereignty—a sovereignty
Gerald Vizenor might describe as “a monotheistic territorial sovereignty”—by
fashioning the island through illusion for his subjects. Ferdinand expresses the
enchanting effect Prospero’s theatrical power has on him: “Letme live here ever!
/ So rare a wondered father and a wife / Makes this place Paradise” (4.1.122–24).
Caliban’s experience of disenchanting loss in the overthrow of his “dam’s god,
Setebos” seems entirely contrary (1.2.376), and yet both speak to Prospero’s
fearful capacity to restrict and immobilize.

On and around Shakespeare’s island, embodied movements and reorienta-
tions of mind become mutually constitutive as forces of resistance to Prospero’s
restrictive plot.28 Prospero’s storm at sea provides the condition for the

27 As David Norbrook recognizes, “The play gives the effect at once of tremendous constriction …
and of the immense expansion through time and space characteristic of the romance mode.” See
David Norbrook, “‘What Cares These Roarers for the Name of King?’: Language and Utopia in The
Tempest,” in The Tempest: Contemporary Critical Essays, ed. R. S. White (Houndsmills: Macmillan,
1999), 172.

28 The particular earlymodern appeal of the desire formobility in place of immobilitymay at least
partly be ascribed to what Laurie Shannon describes as the pre-Cartesian “cosmopolitical laws” of
agency in mobility set “into the wills, bodies, and actions of all ‘creatures.’” For the early moderns,
according to Shannon, “Nature, not bound to ordinariness, retains a power of errancy orwandering, a
power of moving, whether in or out of customary course. Following a ‘proper’ course thus does not
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irreverent thoughts and movements of the sailors and so initiates both restric-
tion and resistance. “What cares these roarers for the name of king?” bitterly
asks the Boatswain of Gonzalo, moments before indifferently brushing aside and
either walking past or turning away from the shocked aristocrat: “Out of ourway,
I say” (1.1.16–17, 27). But if in these opening moments the power of the storm
displaces the authority of the king and his court in the minds of the sailors,
liberating their movements, even the power of the storm cannot immobilize the
attention of Gonzalo, whose mind wanders from the danger of the storm-tossed
sea to the comforts of the land: “Now would I give a thousand furlongs of sea for
an acre of barren ground: long heath, brown furze, anything. The wills above be
done! But I would fain die a dry death.” Gonzalo imagines this “barren ground”
only briefly, but the particularity of his detail—long heath and brown furze—
suggests that he lingers with the image just long enough to experience at least a
momentary release from fear of “the wills above” (1.1.65–67).29 Gonzalo had
already, thoughmore tentatively or experimentally, released his mind from fear
when he imagined seeing “no drowning mark” on the face of the Boatswain, and
so briefly generated for himself an image that must take place on land: the
hanging of the Boatswain (1.1.30). The opening scene condenses the play’s
central themes and reveals that performances of mobility and security are
facilitated by detailed images of the ground characters seek.

As Gonzalo and Adrian work to distract and comfort Alonso, they elaborate on
the strategy of liberating mind from fear by transforming the perception of
place. Despite themockery of Antonio and Sebastian, a mockery that cannot help
but seem heartless in performance, Adrian asserts that “Though this island seem
to be desert … Uninhabitable … It must needs be of subtle, tender, and delicate
temperance.” Gonzalo strives to enhance Adrian’s poetic achievement of release
from dreary hopelessness by adding detail to the personification: “How lush and
lusty the grass looks! How green!” (2.1.37-55). From this point Gonzalo’s speech
wanders from optimistic reinterpretations of the court’s recent harrowing
experiences, through the marriage of Claribel in Tunis, and to his unexpected
reference to “widow Dido.” Gonzalo’s unconventionality and unpredictability,
his failure to show respect for the authority of conventional interpretation, is
itself an unauthorized movement of thought and emotion. Like the Boatswain
during the storm, Gonzalo circumvents the authority of interpretive propriety,
and so weakens the feeling of restriction under which they are all laboring.30

Although his optimistic reinterpretations can be perceived as naive, they can
also be understood as creative. If Tunis can arise from Carthage, so place can be

mean one strictly in line with juridical or decorous requirements, but rather the prerogative to move
in one owned by or pertaining to the being in motion, as a kind of self-title or virtual copyright in
one’s own way of working.” See Laurie Shannon, The Accommodated Animal: Cosmopolity in Shakespear-
ean Locales (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 46, 104.

29 Linda Charnes also draws attention to the way Gonzalo fastens on the image of “brown furze,”
but reads the line more pessimistically than I do. See Linda Charnes, “Extraordinary Renditions,” 70.

30 Judith Owens of the University of Manitoba reminds me that Gonzalo circumvents authority
even before the play begins, as he provides Prospero and Miranda with the food, water, and other
goods that keep them alive aboard the bark in which they are set to sea.

The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 209

https://doi.org/10.1017/pli.2022.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/pli.2022.2


transformed and the feeling of place can change. A new and changed territory
may grow in an old land, and conventionmay giveway to freedom.31 For Simpson
and Vizenor, physical movement and liberated thought enable “alignment”with
the natural world and life forces of Aki, the living, unexploited land. Gonzalo
makes use of a liberated andmobile thought to make alien ground into a place of
comfort and belonging.

Caliban, too, tries to comfort and strengthen himself through performative
reconstitution of a feeling for his naturally sovereign place on the land. First,
Caliban will not easily leave his own “confine.” Prospero calls Caliban three
times, angrily naming him “slave,” “earth,” and “poisonous slave, got by the
devil himself” (1.2.316–23). As Caliban slowly enters, he verbally counters
Prospero’s insistence on his relation to the land or ground as shameful: “As
wicked dew as e’er my mother brushed / With raven’s feather from unwhole-
some fen / Drop on you both! A southwest blow on ye / And blister you all o’er!”
(1.2.324–27). Caliban’s inner struggle is evident in his inability to fully escape
the imposed perception of his mother’s magic as anything but “wicked,” yet he
strives here to feel for himself the energetic, mobile opposition of nature to
Prospero and to rebuild relationship with his mother in memory. Caliban’s
personifications allow him to begin to cleave the feeling of wickedness from his
memory of his mother by transferring that wickedness to nature itself. While
the dew and the fen and the wind take on Sycorax’s wickedness, they also
cannot be anything but natural. What this enables Caliban to feel is the
fraudulence of Prospero’s enervating morality. If Prospero thinks mobility in
nature is wicked, Prospero’s seemingly benevolent imposition of immobility
can only be unnatural, and Prospero himself becomes the object of nature’s
innate hostility.32 By expressing this imagined mobility of land in alliance with
himself, Caliban strives to neutralize Prospero’s sense of natural entitlement to
and comfort in the island and its resources, and to naturalize his own insurgent
desires.33 For this resistant performance, Prospero threatens Caliban with
complete loss of muscular control and mobility: cramps, hedgehog stings,
and pinches. In fact, Prospero attacks Caliban’s claim to the mobile energies
of the island, asserting his own mobilization of its hedgehogs and bees. After
these lines, Caliban’s seemingly irrelevant “I must eat my dinner” comes as a

31 Both Peter Hulme (Colonial Encounters, 109–15) and Jerry Brotton (“‘This Tunis, Sir, Was
Carthage’: Contesting Colonialism in The Tempest,” in Post-Colonial Shakespeares, eds. Ania Loomba
and Martin Orkin [London: Routledge, 1998]) read the dialogue as revealing the difficulties for the
early modern English of understanding their own travels in old-world, Mediterranean terms.

32 The disoriented Prospero’s final speech in Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest, in which he refers to the
“unclean nature” that has “overrun” the island, may be taken to reveal the withering of the
ideological process Caliban is here beginning to apprehend. See Aimé Césaire, A Tempest, trans.
Richard Miller (New York: Theatre Communications Group Translations, 2002), 65.

33 This curse has a function not unlike the “unwelcome figures” and associated Indigenous art
imagined by Dylan Robinson, which have the potential to “engender public, felt forms of ‘un-
rightfulness’ to the city” and force settler society into “acknowledging its responsibilities as a guest
that may be unwelcome.” See Dylan Robinson, “Welcoming Sovereignty,” in Performing Indigeneity:
New Essays on Canadian Theatre, eds. Yvette Nolan and Ric Knowles (Toronto: Playwrights Canada
Press, 2016), 32.
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verbal accompaniment to further embodied resistance (1.2.333). This line
makes little sense if it is not accompanied by a literal, if brief, turn away from
his master’s degrading threats.34 More certainly, this short, punchy line’s
assertively staccato sound seeks to undo the force of Prospero’s copious
accumulation of threats. If this moment of resistance-in-motion is not as
obvious as the Boatswain’s slighting of Gonzalo, it nonetheless opens a tem-
poral and psychological space in which Caliban can both reinterpret the
colonial history of the island in terms other than Prospero’s and assert his
desire for reclamation. It leads directly to Caliban’s angry lament for his lost
sovereignty: “This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother, / Which thou taks’t
from me” (1.2.334–35). Readers and audiences otherwise sympathetic to Cali-
ban have taken his claim to sovereignty—“this island’s mine”; “Which first was
mine own king” (1.2.345)—as a problem.35 But sovereignty, as we have seen, can
be imagined in positive terms for Indigenous people. As Vizenor writes, “That
sense of native motion and an active presence, is sui generis sovereignty.”
Having grasped the dialogue between Prospero and Caliban as a contest for
comforting mobility on the island, we should now reconsider what Caliban
means by “mine.” What has distressed him is not loss of kingship, but loss of
unimpeded, natural access to the island: “here you sty me / In this hard rock,
whiles you do keep from me / The rest o’ th’ island” (1.2.345–47). What Caliban
claims is a space of unimpeded movement, as if he is saying the island is the
space that is “mine in which to move” rather than defining it as a place of regal
dominance or settled ownership.

Caliban’s feeling of immobilization as loss of sovereignty helps make sense of
the most difficult and troubling aspect of the dialogue as it proceeds. Prospero
reminds Caliban of what Prospero understands as the attempted rape of
Miranda, to which Caliban infamously replies:

Oho, Oho! Would ‘t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled else
This isle with Calibans.
—1.2.352–54

Ania Loomba’s important analysis of the way in which The Tempest here
contributes to the “myth of the black rapist” as “aware of the damage they
can do by making sexual advances toward white women” is correct to the
extent that the play privileges Prospero’s feelings and perspective.36 But

34 In performance, as Christine Dymkowski has noted, “Many Calibans begin to exit, but are
stopped by Prospero.” See Christine Dymkowski, ed., The Tempest: Shakespeare in Production
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 162.

35 Patricia Seed has found that Shakespeare makes Caliban’s claim “weak” by having him imagine
inheritance through the maternal line. See Patricia Seed, “‘This Island’s Mine’: Caliban and Native
Sovereignty,” in The Tempest and its Travels, eds. Peter Hulme and William H. Sherman (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 211. For Linda Charnes, Caliban defines the island as his only
“retroactively” and, unwittingly, in Prospero’s interest. See Charnes, “Extraordinary Renditions,” 73.
As I note in the following, Stephen Orgel finds that Prospero inducts Caliban into imperial discourse.

36 Loomba, Gender, Race, Renaissance Drama, 150.
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Loomba also acknowledges that the play “functions as ‘the embodiment of
colonial presumption’ only when [its] tensions and ambivalence … are erased”
(156). The dialogue as given in the play offers the possibility that Caliban and
Prospero are talking past each other in their understanding of the phrase
“violate / The honor of my child” (1.2.350–51). What Prospero remembers or
reconstructs as attempted rape is not perceived in retrospect by Caliban solely
(or even at all) as an attempt to create “damage” but as an expression of felt and
innate sovereign agency in no way derived from Prospero. Caliban’s point in
this dialogue (which is not necessarily the same as the irrecoverable reality of
whatever happened, about which we are given no clear insight by Miranda) is
that his desire to share the island freely and to be able to imagine it as a place in
which he will be recognized with respect even by his descendants is as natural
to him as the sexual drive that allows for populating.37 What Caliban can be
understood to hear from Prospero is less about Miranda than about the island
being something he, a shameful creature, would have to take illegitimately. His
response is a performative reinforcement of his sense of legitimate, natural
belonging on a land of relations. Gonzalo’s utopian vision of an island in which
“nature should bring forth, / Of its own kind, all foison, all abundance” is here
anticipated (2.1.165–67).38

For Caliban, movement makes the island’s revitalizing natural abundance
accessible and edifying. When Caliban appears in 2.2, his interactions with
Stefano and Trinculo beginwith another disengaging reorientation: “Here comes
a spirit of his, and to torment me / For bringing wood in slowly. I’ll fall flat. /
Perchance he will not mind me” (2.2.15–17). Caliban’s fall to earth reflects his
fear, but also positions him to attend closely to what the ground of the island
brings to his mind. This is the scene in which Caliban is sufficiently liberated to
take a fearless joy in thoughts of pignuts, “clustering filberts,” and of course
“scamels.” Here, Caliban thinks about fishing, gathering, and trapping in ways
that are distinctly his own. Like MoniqueMojica walking Indigenous earthworks,
Caliban now can “‘talk back’ to colonial erasure.” He recognizes Prospero as a
“tyrant” and asserts:

No more dams I’ll make for fish,
Nor fetch in firing
At requiring,
Nor scrape trenchering, nor wash dish.

37 Miranda’s “Abhorréd slave, / Which any print of goodness wilt not take” (1.2.354–55) seems to
respond more directly to Prospero’s earlier lines “Thou most lying slave, / Whom stripes may move,
not kindness” (1.2.347–48) than to any of the dialogue about rape. Patricia Seed argues that
Shakespeare’s use of the language of “peopling” makes of Caliban an echo of early English colonial
justification (Seed, “‘This Island’s Mine,’” 205).

38 Like Seed’s, Stephen Orgel’s argument that Caliban perceives the attempted assault on Miranda
as a form of historically authorizing “imperial rape,” whose conceptual possibility originates with
Prospero, is less persuasive from a point of view informed by resurgence. For Orgel, Caliban is always
already trapped in Prospero’s imperial discourse. See Stephen Orgel’s “Shakespeare and the
Cannibals,” in Cannibals, Witches, and Divorce: Estranging the Renaissance, ed. Marjorie Garber
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987).
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‘Ban, ‘Ban, Ca-Caliban
Has a new master. Get a new man!
—2.2.178–83

It is not hard to grasp Caliban’s lyricism in terms of Leanne Simpson’s elaboration
of Vizenor’s related concepts of transmotion and survivance, a relation
“expressed through the structure of the language, which utilizes verbs to far
greater extent than nouns.” Caliban’s reiterative, physically forceful poetry,
emphasizing the bilabial stops of “‘Ban, ‘Ban” with their compressions and
expulsions of air, as well as varying line lengths, moves in alignment with his
memory of the sustaining land and against Prospero’s appropriation of natural
energy. These pneumatic and rhythmical movements accompany Caliban’s
feeling of renewal; he is becoming a new man in a land from whose abundance
he will no longer be alienated.39

Although Caliban’s scenes with Stephano and Trinculo are easily viewed as
comicmockery of Caliban’s aspirations to freedom, there is good reason to find in
these scenes Caliban’s resistance to immobile, shameful privation. Certainly,
they may be taken to reveal the play’s own contradictory perspective on
Caliban’s resistance to immobilization. When Trinculo calls Caliban “A most
ridiculous monster, to make a wonder of a poor drunkard” (2.2.163–64) there is
some force to the disparagement. Yet the play itself also warns us against
mockery of inconsistent and incomplete drives for freedom; the audience that
laughs at Caliban begins to duplicate the all-too-telling behavior of Antonio and
Sebastian. To insist on interpreting the scenes solely as mockery is to induct
Caliban into the colonial archive in away that Shakespeare does not demand. It is
no less reasonable to envision the entire scene as Caliban’s performative,
memorially reiterative resistance to the enervating immobilization that Pros-
pero would impose on him. We should remember that Act 2, Scene 2 begins with
Caliban’s insistence that he will not be “lead … out of his way” and that he will
struggle to sustain his “barefoot way” against Prospero’s biting and stinging
spirits. An important element of reclaiming his “way” involves reminding
himself that those spirits are artificially moved out of their own ways and
forms—they are only “like apes” and “like hedgehogs”—by Prospero’s magic.
The spirits are not naturally Caliban’s enemies, for “they’ll not pinch… unless he
bid ’em” (2.2.4–12). Part of what Caliban hopes to gain as he reasserts his own
mobility on the island is a renewed relationship with the island’s other inhab-
itants. It is precisely the fact that Caliban thinks Stephano and Trinculo have

39 That Césaire was able to use Caliban’s lyrical “Freedom, high-day! High-day, freedom!” (2.2.184)
without irony as his Caliban’s final words—words sung far away from an exhausted Prospero—might
remind us that Caliban’s body can be staged in movement throughout this scene. David Suchet has
written of this moment, as he acted it in his influential 1978 RSC performance, that “I stopped singing
but let those words come out of my body as though released from the depths of my soul; sometimes
the words would literally lift me off the floor.” For Suchet, Caliban’s embodied movement represents
the exteriorization of interior motions and shifts “from hate (about Prospero) to love (about his
island) to hate (about Prospero).” David Suchet, “Caliban in The Tempest,” in Players of Shakespeare:
Essays in Shakespearean Performance by Twelve Players with the Royal Shakespeare Company, ed. Philip
Brockbank (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 176–77.
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“dropped from heaven” (2.2.135) and so “be not spirits” (2.2.116) controlled by
Prospero that allows him to engage with them in a relational mode that
emphasizes shared experience. He will show Stephano and Trinculo “every
fertile inch o’ th’ island” precisely because they seem to him to be like gods
who are free from Prospero (2.2.146–47). What Caliban wants from Stephano and
Trinculo is a relationship in movement across the island to its various gifts as a
means of compensating for the natural relations he has lost under Prospero’s
restrictions.

As he moves across the island with Stephano and Trinculo, Caliban is not the
same man he is in proximity to Prospero. Because his fear is much weaker, he
remembers the comforts the living land gives him: “Be not afeard,” he tells
Stephano and Trinculo, “The isle is full of noises, / Sounds, and sweet airs, that
give delight and hurt not. / Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments / Will
hum about mine ears” (3.2.136–39). Caliban does not regularly subordinate his
movement to that of Stephano and Trinculo. When, just before Caliban’s song
begins, Stephano says “prithee now, lead the way” Caliban is already moving
toward those “Young scamels from the rock.”40 Within the land-based Indige-
nous performances of empowering mobility that displace colonial education and
subordination, release from shame accompanies the development of generous,
non-hierarchical relationships among those who share the equally generous
land. The mobilized Caliban anticipates precisely this.

Caliban can hardly be seen as an unambiguous example of what Katherine
Brokaw calls the “liberated imagination” of the “re-writing” actor.41 He is
terrified of Prospero, and says so: “I must obey. His art is of such power / It
would control my dam’s god, Setebos, / And make a vassal of him” (1.2.375–77).
Caliban may even evoke William Worthen’s description of actors overawed by
the playwrights to whose scripts they give life.42 Nevertheless, the punishment
of Caliban, Stephano, and Trinculo for rebellion is brutal, and so speaks to
Prospero’s vulnerability in the face of a rebellious mobility that reconstructs
relationships among those who are in alignment with the land. Ariel has left
them pricked with thorns in their shins and immured in “th’ filthy mantled
pool” (4.1.182) and even then Prospero insists further on their immobilization:
“Go, charge my goblins that they grind their joints / With dry convulsions,
shorten up their sinews / With aged cramps” (4.1.260–62). The fears of Caliban
and Prospero make Caliban’s struggle to perform his place on the island in the
face of those fears, and to feel the island as the place that makes his movements
meaningful, more urgent. And so, I have tried to show that in The Tempest

40 At this point in Steppenwolf Theatre’s 2009 Chicago production of the play, for example, Caliban
“treated his new ‘masters’ Trinculo and Stephano more like peers and partners … decidedly leading
rather than following them off-stage.” See Samuel Park, “Review of The Tempest by Steppenwolf
Theatre Company,” Shakespeare Bulletin 27 (2009): 593. Such a kinetic staging is consistent with the
likelihood that Stephano addresses “Here, bear my bottle” to Trinculo rather than to Caliban
(2.2.174). As Dymkowski annotates the line (The Tempest: Shakespeare in Production), the directive
may be addressed to either Trinculo or Caliban.

41 Brokaw, “Ariel’s Liberty,” 37.
42 Worthen, “Staging ‘Shakespeare,’” 25.
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resistance to constricting power and centralized sovereignty inheres in mutu-
ally constitutive physical and imaginative mobilities and that such mobilities
are particularly resonant with Indigenous resurgence. The movements of the
Boatswain, Gonzalo, and Caliban, as they seek new and renewing land and a
shared feeling of comfort in the land, are not necessarily “opaque” to all
contemporary audiences and readers. Although the play does not have a
language for Indigenous resurgence, the patterns of imaginative and physical
mobility can be especially visible to residents of Turtle Island, for whom
sovereign movement is entirely natural. Their vision may give The Tempest
more of what Felski calls “room to breathe.”
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