““Tis far off,
And rather like a dream”:
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Prospero asks Miranda whether she can remember
anything of their life, before they came to that small cell
in which they were then, some dozen years after they
were cast ashore on the island over which Caliban had
once exercised lordship. She struggles, fetching forth
nothing more than a domestic memory of being a little
girl attended by four or five women. Prospero urges her
to a larger vision, but she is unable to bring back to con-
sciousness a single image more from “the dark backward
and abysm of time” (L.ii.37-52).’

Thus begins her course of instruction, in which Pro-
spero reveals to his daughter that he was once Duke of
Milan, a “prince of power” and she a princess and his
sole heir. Overthrown and marked for death by the
Duke’s brother, they had been spared by the good coun-
cillor Gonzalo. Moved by charity, he had set the pair out
to sea in a boat, with a strange equipment to survive on
land should they escape their perils. Knowing the
Duke’s love of books, Gonzalo had sent with them choice
items from Milan’s own library—the slender remains of
that temporal royalty, that lot of dominion and property
Prospero had assigned to his brother to administer,
while he, poor man, thinking his library was “dukedom
enough,” had lost the balance between otium and
negotium on which so much in civic humanist political
thought turned (1I.ii.54-168).



2 Explorations In Renaissance Culture

It is striking how resonant The Tempest is for anyone
concerned about English Renaissance political thinking.
We need not follow Paul Brown? very far to see that is-
sues of dominion and property arise in the play, or that
English images of civility and incivility, the productive
use of land and a dislike of barren waste, have much to
do with Prospero’s claim to lordship over the island. Nor
must we accept the account of the languages of political
discourse by Anthony Pagden® in order to see some
points of contact between the new literary historicism
and current ideas about political languages. But it is in-
structive to see in both literatures a measure of agree-
ment about agendas for serious consideration in respect
of such a text as More’s Utopia.

Brown argues that the discourse in The Tempest cen-
ters on a “moment of historical crisis” in which motifs
of usurpation, domination and subordination revolve
about the axes of possession and dispossession in the
body politic. A radical, if somewhat slack, presence of
that moment remains in the opposition between Cali-
ban’s enslavement (1.ii.310)* and the “utopian” speech of
Gonzalo, which begins with that dreamlike expression of
what he would do were he lord on the island and had
the plantation of it. He would by contraries execute all
things, building a commonwealth without magistrates,
property, lordship or sovereignty (I1.i.138-151).

His daydream has its parallel in the playful letter in
which More tells Erasmus he had dreamed he was King
of the Utopians, crowned with a diadem of wheat, bear-
ing a wheaten sceptre, garbed in a Franciscan frock,
among a people emptied of pride of possession—a dream
of apostolic community suddenly lost upon More’s rude
awakening: “I was going to continue with this fascinat-
ing vision but the rising dawn has shattered my
dream.”® Perhaps he was in that state of mind from
which Sebastian and Antonio call Gonzalo back to real-
ity, as they ridicule him for forgetting the beginning of
his commonwealth in its ending (I1.i.152-164), that con-
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cern for the relationship between lordship and property
which in its comic sense has a long ancestry in the
Ecclesiazusae and Plutus by Aristophanes.®

Skinner attempts to show that Utopia can be fully un-
derstood only when we grasp the relationship between
its concrete contexts and More’s philosophical and liter-
ary aims, procedures, topoi, vocabularies and meta-
phors. Like other authors More employed the available
languages of political discourse to say some things he in-
tended and not other things. There is stability of mean-
ing in Utopia, despite More’s famous irony and compli-
cations arising from the fact that More employs a
dialogic form and speaks predominantly now one of the
available political languages and then others.’

In early Tudor civic humanist discourse about the best
state of a commonwealth specific problems arise from a
mixed dependence on the languages of Aristotelianism
and two opposed strands of classical republicanism—
Platonic and Ciceronian.

In political Aristotelianism there is a platform of
property and hierarchic assumptions about right order
supporting the 1:)(;1~li1:};'.B Plato’s republicanism was errone-
ously criticized by Aristotle for maintaining the doctrine
of communism and thereby undermining necessary de-
gree.’ In fact Plato allowed private property to the
farmers in The Republic and supplied the class of
guardians with their needs by a right of common use of
what was in private ownership.'® This is not far from
the arrangement said by Aristotle to be the best one—pri-
vate ownership and common use.''

A further complication derived from the Tudor Cic-
ero, in which republicanism rested on a tension incorpo-
rated into civic humanism, with which More had a close
affiliation. In De officiis Cicero lays it down as basic in
the commonwealth that the industrious discharge of of-
ficia, laboring for the common weal, is the highest
human duty. The merely otiose life is to be avoided.
The qualities that fit a citizen to serve the common good











































































