Fall 2025 Heyman Center Friends/Carl Hovde Colloquium

Macbeth and The Tempest

Julie Crawford

Tuesdays, 6-7.30 p.m.; Heyman Center, East Campus Residential Center; hybrid format

Text books:

William Shakespeare, Macbeth, ed. William C. Carroll (Bedford Texts and Contexts, 1999)
9780312144548

William Shakespeare, The Tempest, ed. Lauren Working (Oxford UP 2024) 9780192865878

Course Description:

This colloquium will be led by Julie Crawford, Mark van Doren Professor of Humanities, in the
Department of English and Comparative Literature at Columbia University.

Macbeth, one of Shakespeare’s most famous tragedies, and The Tempest, his last play, have a
great deal in common. Each is centrally concerned with the nature and abuses of power —
including usurpation and regicide — and each features the supernatural: witchcraft in Macbeth,
and magic in The Tempest. Each play is also famously topical: James |, recently crowned King of
England when Macbeth was first performed — including before him and his new wife at court —
was already known in his native Scotland for his persecution of witches, and he marked his
arrival in England by republishing his treatise on witchcraft, Daemonologie (1597; 1603). The
Tempest, which begins with a shipwreck, famously responds to England’s colonial ventures and
mishaps, including the Virginia-bound ship wrecked in what the play calls the “still-vexed
Bermudas” (1.2.229) in 1609, as well as larger colonial projects, including the trade in enslaved
Africans and indentured laborers. Like Macbeth, The Tempest was also performed before James
, this time in 1611, during the wedding celebrations for his daughter Elizabeth, whom he was
about to ‘lose’ to Frederick, the Elector Palatine in much the same way as Prospero is about to
‘lose’ his daughter to Ferdinand. Finally, both plays feature elaborate performances which
resonate with court masques: the apparitions and show of kings in Macbeth (which includes a
mirror in which James | is invited to see his own face), and the masque of Ceres that Prospero
and Ariel provide for the entertainment of the betrothed couple in The Tempest. During our
discussion of these two plays, we will also look at some key source texts, including selections
from contemporary writings about kingship, tyranny, and witches, and the entirety of
Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals,” one of the source texts for The Tempest.



Syllabus:

September 16: Introduction: “How to Read a Shakespeare Play” and “A Brief Introduction to the
Seventeenth Century (especially witchcraft, regicide, and colonialism)”

September 30: Macbeth (Acts 1 and 2): Witches, Kings and Thanes, Husbands and Wives
Please read: “Discourses of Sovereignty” in the Bedford.

October 28: Macbeth (Acts 3-5): Malcolm and the Macduffs; Apparitions; Doctors and Psyches
Please read: “Treason and Resistance” and “Witchcraft and Prophecy” in the Bedford.

November 11: Macbeth to The Tempest: Witches to Magic, Tragedy to Tragicomedy. (Please
read Act | of The Tempest.)

November 25: The Tempest (Acts 1 and 2): Fathers and Daughters; Indentured and Enslaved
Please read: Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals” (1580), handout.

December 02: The Tempest (Acts 3-5): (Political) Magic and the Masque



