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THE best-known borrowing by William Shakespeare from Michel de 

Montaigne’s celebrated Essais （1580, 82, 88, 95 etc.） comes from the 

chapter, ‘Des Cannibales’, which is famously echoed in Gonzalo’s utopian 

‘commonwealth’ speech in The Tempest, 2.1.145-62.1 Pace Capell, who first 

pointed out this borrowing in 1780,2 recent critics have generally accepted 

Malone’s following view: 

Our author has here closely followed a passage in Montaigne’s 
ESSAIES, translated by John Florio, folio, 1603: “It is a nation, 
（would I answer Plato,） that hath no kind of trafficke, no knowledge 
of letters, .....” This passage was pointed out by Mr. Capell, who 
knew so little of his author as to suppose that Shakspeare （sic） had 
the original French before him, though he has almost literally 
followed Florio’s translation.3 

That is to say, Gonzalo’s utopian speech follows so closely, almost verbatim, 

a passage in Montaigne’s essay, ‘Of the Caniballes’ （hereafter, ‘Caniballes’）, 
in John Florio’s English translation of 1603, that there is no doubt that 

Shakespeare used this English version of Montaigne’s essay in writing those 
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1  Hereinafter, quotations of The Tempest follow Stephen Orgel’s Oxford （1987） edition.
2  See Edward Capell, Notes and Various Readings to Shakespeare, vol. 2, part 4 （London, 

1780）, p. 63, where, quoting the original French text of Montaigne’s essay, he suggested 
that Shakespeare read it in French. 

3  Thus Malone corrected, not very kindly, Capell’s view in his footnote to Gonzalo’s 
‘commonwealth’ speech in his edition: The Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare, vol. 1, 
part 2/B, ed. Edmond Malone （London, 1790）, p. 38.
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words of Gonzalo.4 In fact, even after all the long scholarly debate about 

Shakespeare’s indebtedness to Montaigne since Capell’s discovery,5 this 

utopian speech of Gonzalo may still arguably be regarded as ‘the only 

indisputable substantial use of Florio’s text in Shakespeare’.6 Or we may say, 

as Gail Kern Paster has succinctly done, ‘... only in The Tempest are echoes 

from Montaigne so clear as to be unmistakable. While writing this play, if 

not while writing any other, Shakespeare seems to have had Florio’s 

translation at his elbow’.7 

　In the scholarly debate about Montaigne’s influence on Shakespeare, the 

influence of ‘Caniballes’ on The Tempest has so far been confined to this 

familiar cliché of ‘Gonzalo’s Utopian vision’ being ‘indebted to a passage in 

Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s essay, “Of the Cannibals”’.8 In fact, the 

critical assessment of ‘Caniballes’ in the source studies of The Tempest is a 

curiously contradictory one.  For, on the one hand, as Shakespeare ’s 

borrowing from Florio’s text there in The Tempest, for which no main source 

has yet been found, is so direct and unmistakable, it has been considered by 

4  The Essayes or Morall, Politike and Millitarie Discourses of Lo: Michaell de Montaigne 
（London, 1603）, p. 102. This ‘Caniballes’ was the ‘thirtieth Chapter’ of the ‘first Booke’ of 
The Essayes, and is conveniently reprinted in its entirety （in modernized spelling） in Orgel’s 
edition （Tempest, pp. 227-38）, where the passage appears on page 232.

5  The ‘influence of Florio’s Montaigne upon Shakespeare’ has long been a subject of much 
scholarly speculation, so much so that, more than seventy years ago, Yates remarked that: 
‘This is a question which has been exhaustively studied’. See Frances A. Yates, John Florio: 
The Life of an Italian in Shakespeare’s England （Cambridge, 1934）, p. 242. For a cogent 
overview of the earlier studies on this subject, see Robert Ellrodt, ‘Self-Consciousness in 
Montaigne and Shakespeare’, Shakespeare Survey 28 （Cambridge, 1975）, pp. 37-50, esp. 
pp. 37-41.

6  See e.g. Philip Hendrick, ‘Montaigne, Florio and Shakespeare: The Mediation of Colonial 
Discourse’ in Shakespeare et Montaigne vers un Nouvel Humanisme, ed. Pierre Kapitaniak 
（Paris, 2003）, pp. 117-33, esp. p. 120.

7  Gail Kern Paster, ‘Montaigne, Dido, and The Tempest: “How Came that Widow in?”’, 
Shakespeare Quarterly, 35 （1984）, 91-4; p. 91.



3-　　-

MONTAIGNE AND SYCORAX

some critics as the ‘only undisputed source for any part of The Tempest’.9 

Whereas, on the other hand, as Shakespeare’s palpable borrowing from 

‘Caniballes’ has been generally assumed by recent critics to be limited to a 

mere single short speech of Gonzalo, it was excluded from the possible 

‘sources’ of The Tempest by Bullough.10 Nonetheless, since there is 

absolutely no doubt that Shakespeare had read and used ‘Caniballes’ at the 

time of writing The Tempest, it seems reasonable to suspect that he may well 

have used it for some other elements in the play. 

　As all recent commentators of The Tempest observe, to this date there has 

not yet been a critical agreement on the provenance of the name of Caliban’s 

mother, Sycorax.11 Katherine King, who suggests that the first syllable of 

‘Sycorax’ may derive from the Greek imprecation es korakas （to the 

ravens!’）, remarks: ‘Although there seems to be general agreement that the 

Greek word korax “raven” is one element ‒ a suggestion first brought 

8  Arthur Kirsch, ‘Virtue, Vice, and Compassion in Montaigne and The Tempest’, Studies 
in English Literature 1500-1900, 37 （1997）, 337-52; p. 337. No new parallel between 
The Tempest and ‘Caniballes’ has been suggested in this or the aforementioned paper by 
Philip Hendrick or in the following recent study of Montaigne’s influence on The Tempest: 
Alan de Gooyer, ‘“Their senses I’ll restore”: Montaigne and The Tempest Reconsidered’ 
in The Tempest: Critical Essays, ed. Patrick M. Murphy （New York and London, 2001）, 
pp. 509-31. The prevailing view among critics still appears to be that ‘Caliban has almost 
nothing in common with the prelapsarian savages described in Montaigne’s essay “Of 
the Cannibals”, from which Gonzalo’s Utopia is, in Florio’s translation, almost verbatim 
derived’ （Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 35）. George Coffin Taylor, in his scholarly short monograph 
Shakespeare’s Debt to Montaigne （Cambridge, Mass., 1925）, pp. 21-2, came up with a few 
other cases of seeming parallels between The Tempest and Montaigne’s Essayes; however, 
they are not convincing and have not been accepted since. 

9  See e.g. The Tempest, ed. Frank Kermode （London, 1954）, p. xxxiv.
10  See Geoffrey Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare, vol. 8 （London 

and New York, 1975）, pp. 275-339. Nor was ‘Caniballes’ included among the ‘sources’ of 
The Tempest in A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare: The Tempest, ed. Horace Howard 
Furness （Philadelphia, 1892）, pp. 306-51.

11  For various earlier conjectures on the derivation of her name, see Furness’s lengthy footnote 
on ‘Sycorax’ in his Variorum edition: Tempest, ed. Furness, pp. 58-9.
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forward in 1807 ‒ the first syllable of the name remains problematic’.12 

David Lindley sums up the present state of its various theories as follows:

Sycorax  The name has not been satisfactorily explained. It may 
derive from the Greek words sus （pig） and corax （raven）. The 
qualities attributed to Caliban’s mother fuse literary representations 
（especially those deriving from Ovid’s depiction of Medea in 
Metamorphoses, 7, and from the figure of Circe） with details from 
popular contemporary conceptions of the witch. Kermode suggested 
that Circe’s orgins in Colchis, the district of the Coraxi tribe, may 
have suggested her name, while Orgel offers the possibility that her 
name sounds like an epithet for Medea the ‘Scythian raven’. Since 
Prospero can never have seen her, the source of his knowledge is 
open to question.13

Kermode was sceptical about the Greek word sus （pig） being the source for 

the first syllable of ‘Sycorax’; but he had no alternative suggestion.14 

Whereas, Orgel, as quoted above, has come up with a new proposition:  

The name has never been satisfactorily explained. It is usually 
etymologized from the Greek sus （pig） and korax （raven）; only 
the latter of these seems right. The figure is largely derived from 
Ovid’s account of Medea in Metamorphoses 7, and the name sounds 
like an epithet for Medea, the Scythian raven. 15

This paper aims to draw scholars’ attention to a number of passages in 

Montaigne-Florio’s ‘Caniballes’, which have remained unnoted by critics in 

conjunction with Sycorax to this date. It supports Orgel’s theory that 

Sycorax’s name was originally forged in Shakespeare’s mind as a composite 

of ‘Scythian’ and ‘corax’ （raven）, though not necessarily through Ovid’s 

account of Medea as Orgel suggests. It suggests that Montaigne’s ‘Caniballes’ 

12  Katherine Callen King, ‘Go to Hell, Sycorax’, English Language Notes, 27 （1990）, 1-3; p. 1.
13  The Tempest, ed. David Lindley （Cambridge, 2002）, p. 113. 
14  For Kermode’s discussion of the derivation of ‘Sycorax’, see Tempest ed. Kermode, p. 26.
15  Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 115.



5-　　-

MONTAIGNE AND SYCORAX

may be regarded as the most likely immediate source of Shakespeare’s 

inspirations not only for Sycorax but also for the main setting and story of 

The Tempest. It argues that ‘Caniballes’ should be regarded as a much more 

important ‘source’ of The Tempest than hitherto suspected.

　To sum up the essential facts about Sycorax as told by Prospero, she was 

a ‘damned witch’ （1.2.263）. 16 Sycorax was nearly put to death by her native 

folks for her ‘mischiefs manifold and sorceries terrible’, that is, for abusing 

her supernatural powers, only to be spared of her life  ‘for one thing she did’, 
and was ‘banished’ from her native Algiers to an island of unknown location, 

which is the scene of The Tempest. As Prospero recounts to Ariel:

　　　　　　　　　.... This damned witch Sycorax,
For mischiefs manifold and sorceries terrible
To enter human hearing, from Algiers
Thou know’st was banished － for one thing she did
They would not take her life. Is not this true?         （1.2.263-7）

She had conceived her son Caliban, we are told, in Algiers by means of 

diabolical copulation: ‘got by the devil himself / Upon thy wicked dam’ 
（1.2.319-20）. When ‘banished’, she was ‘left by th’sailors’ （1.2.270） alone 

on the island, and there gave birth to （‘did litter’） Caliban （1.2.282）.
　In his chapter ‘Of the Caniballes’, towards the middle of his account of a 

‘nation’ in ‘the new world we have lately discovered’ （as reported to him by 

a man ‘long time dwelling with’ him as a ‘servant’）, Montaigne refers to 

‘certaine Prophets and Priests’ there ‘which commonly abide in the 

mountains, & very seldome shew them-selves vnto the people’.17 ‘The 

Prophet speakes to the people in publike’, he explains, and ‘dooth also 

16 Prospero calls Sycorax a ‘witch’ three times: namely, ‘The foul witch Sycorax’ （1.2.258） and 
‘His mother was a witch, and one so strong / That could control the moon, make flows and 
ebbs, / And deal in her command without her power’ （5.1.269-71）.

17 Montaigne, Essayes, p. 103; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 232.
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prognosticate of things to come, and what successe they shall hope-for in 

their enterprises’. However, ‘if hee chance to misse of his divination, and 

that it succeede other-wise than he fore-told them’, Montaigne’s narrative 

continues, ‘if hee be taken, hee is hewen in a thousand peeces, and 

condemned for a false prophet’, for ‘Divination is the gift of God; the 

abusing wherof should be a punishable imposture’. This notion that the 

unsuccessful divinations of those ‘Divines’ in this New World nation are 

regarded by the natives as a serious ‘abusing’ of their supernatural powers 

punishable by death prompts Montaigne to digress and refer to a very 

similar custom observed among the ancient Scythians as follows:

Divination is the gift of God; the abusing wherof should be a 
punishable imposture. When the Divines amongst the Scithians had 
foretolde an vutruth, they were couched along vpon hurdles full of 
heath or brush-wood, and so manicled hand and foote, burned to 
death.18 （italics added）

Here we come across an image of those Scythian ‘Divines’ being manacled 

‘hand and foote’ and ‘burned to death’ upon ‘hurdles full of heath or brush-

wood’ on account of their unsuccessful divinations. This horrid picture of 

the execution of Scythian soothsayers by burning to death, in itself, may 

very well have reminded Shakespeare （and his contemporaries） of the same 

horrid method of execution of European witches at the time. Needless to 

say, Shakespeare was writing The Tempest in the midst of the European 

witch craze of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when the persecuted 

witches were customarily executed by burning in Scotland and Continental 

18 Montainge, Essayes, p. 103; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 232. Apparently, Montainge had read 
about this practice among the ancient Scythians in Book IV of Herodotus’ History. See 
Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Aubrey de Selincourt （Harmondsworth, 1972）, pp. 292-3.
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Europe.19

　In the immediately ensuing passages of his essay, Montaigne proceeds to 

report the manner of the combats and cannibalism of this New World nation; 

and, again, he digresses and refers to the same custom among the ancient 

Scythians for the second time as below:

... in the presence of all the assemblie kill him with swordes: which 
doone, they roste, and then eate him in common, and send some 
slices of him to such of their friendes as are absent. It is not as some 
imagine, to nourish themselves with-it, （as anciently the Scithians 
wont to do,） but to represent an extreame, and inexpiable revenge.20  
（italics added）

Then, instead of condemning the ‘barbarous horror’ of this cannibalism in 

the New World, Montaigne philosophizes: ‘I am not sory （sic） we note the 

barbarous horror of such an action, but grieved, that prying so narrowly into 

their faults, we are so blinded in ours.’ What he had in mind here was the 

even more barbarous religious wars and persecutions he himself had 

witnessed in his own civilization as stated below: 

I think there is more barbarisme in eating men alive, then to feede 
vpon them being dead; to mangle by tortures and torments a body 
full of lively sense, to roast him in peeces, to make dogges and 
swine to gnawe and teare him in mammockes （as we have not 
onely read, but seene very lately, yea and in our owne memorie, not 
amongst ancient enemies, but our neighbours and fellow-citizens; 
and which is worse, vnder pretence of piety and religion） then to 
roast and teare him after he is dead.21

Since ‘France in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed a marked 

19 In England, however, they were usually executed by hanging. See e.g. Rossell Hope 
Robbins, The Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and Demonology （New York, 1974）, p. 165; pp. 
178-80.

20 Montainge, Essayes, pp. 103-4; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 233. 
21 Montainge, Essayes, p. 104; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 233.
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increase in the persecution of witches, spawning literature on their 

identification and punishment, and cases of mass hysteria’,22 early readers 

may have imagined that the gruesome image of the witches’ persecution in 

Europe conducted ‘vnder pretence of piety and religion’ was also graphically 

evoked in the passage above quoted. Hence, an image of a ‘damned witch’ to 

be executed was latent both in the image of the execution by burning of 

ancient Scythian soothsayers and in that of contemporary European victims 

of the religious persecutions in this chapter of Montaigne-Florio’s Essayes. 

As the Scythians are mentioned in both of these narratives, these two images 

presented in such close proximity may very well have helped Shakespeare 

to come up with the idea of a Scythian witch as the prototype of the ‘damned 

witch’ Sycorax. Just like the Scythian soothsayers, Sycorax was about to be 

executed for abusing her supernatural powers. Further, just like the ancient 

Scythians and the New World cannibals depicted in Montaigne’s essay, 

Sycorax was also inevitably associated with cannibalism with the name of 

her son being Caliban,23 which is obviously an anagram of Canibal.24 It 

should be emphasized here that, though the name Caliban has sometimes 

been described as ‘almost an anagram for “cannibal”’,25 the spelling canibal 

with a single n （just as in the title of Montaigne-Florio’s essay, ‘Of the 

22 Ullrich Langer, ‘Montaigne’s Political and Religious Context’ in The Cambridge Companion 
to Montaigne, ed. Ullrich Langer （Cambridge, 2005）, pp. 9-26, esp. p. 14

23 Though Orgel perceptively points out, ‘it may be relevant to the name of Sycorax’s son 
Caliban that Scythia was traditionally associated with cannibalism, as in Lear I.I.116-17: 
‘The barbarous Scythian, / Or he that makes his generation messes ....’ （Tempest, ed. Orgel, 
p. 19）, he does not note that Montaigne refers to the custom of the Scythians’ cannibalism in 
‘Caniballes’ as quoted above.

24 Lindley observes: ‘It is generally assumed that the name ［Caliban］ is an anagram of 
“cannibal”, though many other more or less implausible suggestions have been offered’ 
（Tempest, ed. Lindley, p. 88）. 

25 See Stephen Greenblatt’s Introduction to The Tempest in The Norton Shakespeare, eds. 
Stephen Greenblatt et. al. （New York, 1997）, p. 3052.
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Caniballes’） was evidently more common in Shakespeare’s day than its 

current form cannibal with the double n’s. For instance, not a single one of 

the four occurrences of this word in Shakespeare’s First Folio was printed 

with the doubled ‘nn’: that is, ‘Caniballs’ in 2 Henry IV （TLN 1188）, 
‘Caniballs’ and ‘Caniballes’ in 3 Henry VI （619, 3041）, and ‘Canibals’ in 

Othello （488）. Significantly, the last instance in the Folio Othello and the 

first instance in the 1600 quarto text of 2 Henry IV （sig. D4v, line 18） were 

both printed as ‘Canibals’, the plural form of Canibal. Also, the current OED 

Online states that the word cannibal derives from the Spanish word canibale 

（with a single n）; and no less than ten out of its twelve earliest citations 

ranging between 1553 and 1607 are spelled with a single n, of which six are 

spelled as ‘Canibals’.
　In light of these parallels between the accounts of Sycorax in The Tempest 

and those of the New World ‘Divines’ and cannibalism in Montaigne’s essay, 

the derivation of ‘Sycorax’ as a composite of ‘Scythian’ and ‘korax’ （raven） 
seems entirely plausible. On his first entrance onto the stage, Caliban 

associates his mother at once with witchcraft and with raven in his curse 

against Prospero and Miranda: ‘As wicked dew as e’er my mother brushed / 

With raven’s feather from unwholesome fen / Drop on you both!’ （1.2.321-3; 

italics added）. And, as Orgel reminds us, ‘ravens are traditional instruments 

of witchcraft’.26 Furthermore, it should be also noted that the Latin word for 

a female raven/crow is cornix, which is very similar to corax in both sound 

and letters, with the first three letters cor and the last x shared in common. 

As the Scythians were expressly associated with cannibalism only less than 

a page and a half after the well-known passage that prompted Gonzalo’s 

utopian vision in Florio’s 1603 text, and in view of the fact that the word 

Canibal stood so conspicuously in the title of this essay, it seems entirely 

26 Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 19.
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plausible that Shakespeare had his inspirations for both names of Sycorax 

and Caliban while reading the same essay by Montaigne.27

　Still more important parallels between the accounts of Sycorax in The 

Tempest and Montaigne’s ‘Caniballes’, however, are found in the introductory 

part of the latter. Pondering on the provenance of ‘the new world’, Montaigne 

first dismisses the possibility that it is Plato ’s legendary Atlantis 

（‘Atlantides’） rediscovered, and then begins to speak of ‘a great fertill Iland’ 
reportedly discovered in antiquity:

The other testimonie of antiquitie, to which some will referre this 
discoverie, is in Aristotle （if at least that little booke of vnheard of 
wonders be his） where he reporteth that certaine Carthaginians 
having sailed athwart the Atlantike Sea, without the straite of 
Gibralterre, after long time, they at last discovered a great fertill 
Iland; all replenished with goodly woods, and watred with great and 
deepe rivers, farre-distant from all land.28

In his 1790 edition of Shakespeare’s works, Malone supplied a lengthy 

footnote for Gonzalo’s ‘commonwealth’ speech, in which （as we have 

already seen） he first corrected Capell’s misconception that Shakespeare 

was quoting from the original French text of ‘Des Cannibales’, and then, 

citing the whole passage above from Florio’s translation, he asserted that 

Shakespeare must have been inspired by the ‘perusal’ of Montaigne’s ‘book’ 
to make the ‘scene’ of The Tempest ‘an unfrequented island’ as follows:

27 In the afore-cited footnote to Gonzalo’s utopian speech, Malone confidently asserted that 
Caliban’s name came from the title of Montaigne’s essay: ‘The title of the chapter, which is - 
“Of the Canniballes （sic）,” evidently furnished him with the name of one of his characters. 
In his time almost every proper name was twisted into an anagram .... By ... transposing 
the letters of the word Canibal, Shakspeare （as Dr. Farmer long since observed） formed 
the name of Caliban’. See Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare, vol. 1, part 2/B, ed. 
Malone, p. 39.

28 Montainge, Essayes, p. 101; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 229.
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Whoever shall take the trouble to turn to the old translation here 
quoted, will, I think, be of opinion that, in whatsoever novel our 
author might have found the fable of The Tempest, he was led by 
the perusal of this book to make the scene of it an unfrequented 
island.29

This view of Malone’s regarding Shakespeare’s likely debt to ‘Caniballes’ in 

his inspiration for the island ‘scene’ of The Tempest has been either 

overlooked or silently spurned by later critics. It should be noted at once, 

however, that the great fertile ‘Iland’ depicted in the ‘booke of vnheard of 

wonders’ （i.e. book of unheard-of wonders） allegedly written by Aristotle 

was said to have been discovered and reached ‘athwart’ the Atlantic Ocean 

and ‘without’ the strait of Gibraltar by some people who sailed off from 

Carthage. This should remind us that Sycorax’s island is also reached by 

people （Alonso, Ferdinand, Gonzalo, etc.） who sailed off from ‘Tunis’, 
which Gonzalo stubbornly insists ‘was Carthage’ of old:

Adrian:  ‘Widow Dido’ said you? You make me study of 
that. She was of Carthage, not of Tunis.

Gonzalo: This Tunis, sir, was Carthage.
Adrian: Carthage?
Gonzalo: I assure you, Carthage.  （2.1.80-4）

Then, Montaigne proceeds to depict the fertility of this island as being 

‘replenished with goodly woods, and watred with great and deepe rivers’. 
This, too, is in neat parallel to the account of Sycorax’s isle, on which 

Gonzalo observes, ‘Here is everything advantageous to life’ （2.1.50） and 

‘How lush and lusty the grass looks! How green!’ （2.1.53）. Subsequently, 

Montaigne reports that, ‘allured by the goodnes and fertilitie of the soyle’, 

29 Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare, vol. 1, part 2/B, ed. Malone, pp. 38-9. Malone’s 
lengthy footnote on Gonzalo’s utopian speech in his 1790 edition of Shakespeare’s works, 
including this comment, was reprinted verbatim in The Plays and Poems of William 
Shakespeare, vol. 15, ed. James Boswell （London, 1821）, pp. 78-9.
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other people began to migrate to this island from Carthage. And then he 

concludes the ‘narration’ of this isle with the following passage:

The Lords of Carthage seeing their countrie by little and little to be 
dispeopled, made a lawe, and expresse inhibition, that vpon paine 
of death no more men should goe thither, and banished all that were 
gone thether to dwell, fearing （as they said） that in successe of 
time, they would so multiply, as they might one day supplant them, 
and ouerthrowe their owne estate. This narration of Aristotle hath 
no reference vnto our new-found countries.30 

Hence, when many people started migrating to the isle, the ‘Lords of 

Carthage’ forbid the migration thither with the threat of death （‘vpon paine 

of death’） and ‘banished’ all those who ‘were gone thether to dwell’, for fear 

that ‘in successe of time, they would so multiply, as they might one day 

supplant them, and ouerthrowe their owne estate’ （italics added）. Thus with 

the word ‘banished’, this, too, should remind us of the tale of Sycorax. For 

she, too, was ‘banished’ （1.2.266） effectively ‘vpon paine of death’ from her 

native Algiers, which lies not far from Carthage on the same coast of North 

Africa, to the isle. Furthermore, the word ‘supplant’ italicized above is also 

worth noting. This word supplant had never once been used by Shakespeare 

in any of his works for about fifteen years before he wrote The Tempest;31 

and yet not only the word itself but also the whole concept of it reverberates 

throughout the play. For it is a tale of Antonio supplanting Prospero from 

Milan （Ariel: ‘... you three / From Milan did supplant good Prospero’ 
（3.3.69-70））, Prospero supplanting Caliban on Sycorax’s island,32 Prospero 

30 Montainge, Essayes, p. 101; Tempest, ed. Orgel, p. 229.
31 The word supplant was used only six times in Shakespeare’s works: three times in The 

Tempest alone and once each in his early plays, i.e. 2 Henry VI, Titus Andronicus, and 
Richard II. 

32 Caliban says to Prospero, ‘This island’s mine by Sycorax my mother, / Which thou tak’st 
from me’ （1.2.331-2）, and later to Stephano, ‘I am subject to a tyrant, a sorcerer that by his 
cunning hath cheated me of the island’ （3.2.40-2）.
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falsely accusing Ferdinand of attempting to supplant not only his 

（supposedly drowned） father （Alonso） in word but also Prospero himself 

in deed,33 Antonio urging Sebastian to ‘supplant’ Alonso （Sebastian to 

Antonio: ‘I remember / You did supplant  your brother Prospero ’ 
（2.1.268-9））, and finally Stephano threatening to ‘supplant’ not just 

Prospero on the isle but, with a comic humour, even Trinculo’s ‘teeth’ 
（Stephano: ‘Trinculo, if you trouble him any more in’s tale, / by this hand, I 

will supplant some of your teeth’ （3.2.47-8））. The conceit of banishment to 

a faraway island and that of supplantation of political power contained in 

the above-quoted ‘narration’ of the ‘great fertill Iland’ of antiquity are of 

course the two key concepts that largely govern the entire story of The 

Tempest. Moreover, the notoriously ambiguous location of the isle to which 

Sycorax and Prospero were both ‘banished’ does in fact resemble the equally 

ambiguous location of the ‘great fertill Iland’ to which those ‘Carthaginians’ 
of antiquity are said to have sailed from Carthage ‘athwart the Atlantike Sea, 

without the straite of Gibralterre’. As Montaigne concludes that ‘［t］his 

narration of Aristotle hath no reference vnto our new-found countries’, the 

geographical relation of this ‘fertill Iland’ to the New World is lost in 

mystery. Perhaps it lay somewhere off the Mediterranean; and yet no one 

can be at all sure how far or close it lay in relation to ‘the new world’. And 

exactly the same thing could be said for Sycorax’s （and Prospero’s） island.34 

Both islands seem to be somehow caught mysteriously in between the 

Mediterranean and the New World.

　With all these points of verbal as well as situational parallels found 

between the account of the island in The Tempest and that of the ‘great fertill 

33 Prospero says to Ferdinand: ‘Thou dost here usurp / The name thou ow’st not, and hast put 
thyself / Upon this island as a spy, to win it / From me, the lord on’t’ （1.2.454-7）.

34 For a discussion of the New World context of the play, see e.g. Charles Frey, ‘The Tempest 
and the New World’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 30 （1979）, 29-41.
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Iland’ in ‘Caniballes’, it seems quite reasonable to suspect, as Malone did to 

a degree more than two centuries ago, that Shakespeare had some important 

inspirations for The Tempest from his reading of Montaigne’s ‘narration’ of 

this mysterious ‘fertill Iland’ originally found in Aristotle’s supposititious 

‘booke of vnheard of wonders’. Needless to say, the image of wonder,35 both 

verbally and visually, permeates the stage of The Tempest from the 

beginning to the end. Perhaps, when Prospero finally abjures his ‘rough 

magic’ by saying, ‘I’ll drown my book’ （5.1.57）, it may not be absurd to 

imagine that Shakespeare had been inspired by the title of this ‘booke of 

vnheard of wonders’ in coming up with the image of this famous ‘book’ of 

Prospero’s. For, after all, Prospero’s ‘book’ has turned out to be the source of, 

literally, so many unheard-of wonders on the stage. In light of all these 

parallels between The Tempest and ‘Caniballes’, we can suspect that 

Shakespeare, in reading this chapter of Montaigne-Florio’s Essayes, very 

probably conceived the image of a ‘damned witch’, whose name is a 

composite of Scythian and corax （raven）, and who, just like those Scythian 

soothsayers in Montaigne’s essay, was nearly put to death for abusing her 

supernatural powers and ‘banished ’ thence, as were Montaigne ’s 

‘Carthaginians’, from a North African coastal town to a faraway island of an 

unknown location, which some might imagine, rightly or wrongly, to lie 

somewhere in the New World. It thus seems worth reconsidering Montaigne-

Florio’s ‘Caniballes’ as a far more important source of The Tempest than 

hitherto recognized.

35 Aside from the name ‘Miranda’, in which the sense of wonder is inherent, this word is 
uttered eight times in the play: e.g. Gonzalo’s ‘All torment, trouble, wonder, and amazement 
/ Inhabits here. Some heavenly power guide us / Out of this fearful country!’ （5.1.104-6; 
italics added）.


