My Life as a Shakespeare Play

By Carmen Acevedo Butcher

If I were a Shakespeare play, I would first be Romeo and Juliet, for the marvelous, youthful passions that once lead me down stupid paths very much worth treading, but that thankfully are now gone.  I would also be A Comedy of Errors, for the many occasions when my life seems more for others’ amusement than for my own, and for the many times I have left my coat or cape in a classroom, only to come back hours later (to teach another class) and find it there, waiting patiently on me, while in the interim I have given it no more thought than ruminating on diagramming fun and complex sentences allows.  I would be the fantasy of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (for I still believe in elves and fairies) and the heart of Much Ado about Nothing (because Beatrice and Benedict know the reality of flyting (teasing) and the other oblique communications of true love, which Frank Warnke called “amorous agon,” a mystery that made me real and that I myself enjoy in my greatest friendship with my husband).  Finally, I am The Tempest.  I am the lowest sort of Caliban and also the highest form of spirit, Ariel, but, most of all, I am what forgiveness has made me.  My favorite line in English lit. (well, after Alison’s “Tee-hee” in Chaucer’s “Miller’s Tale”) is in this late play.  Prospero, overthrown Duke of Milan, has used his wizardry to conjure up a mighty magical storm that wrecks the ship carrying Antonio, the once-beloved brother who betrayed him by stealing his crown.  Prospero asks his sprite Ariel to report how his charms work, and Ariel says that all is going as planned—everyone aboard is unharmed but properly chastened.  (It’s important to remember Ariel has had a hard-luck life as a spirit.  He was imprisoned for twelve years in a pine tree thanks to Sycorax the witch and looks forward to promised freedom after wrapping his gig with Prospero.)  Originally, Prospero had intended only to teach his wicked usurping brother a lesson, but he has begun enjoying punishing him.  Ariel reminds Prospero of his power over the prisoners:

 
Ariel.  They cannot budge till your release.

…Your charm so strongly works ‘em 

That if you now beheld them, your affections 

Would become tender. 


Prospero.
Dost thou think so, spirit?


Ariel.  
Mine would, sir, were I human. 


(V, i, l. 13; 19-23)

Were I human.  What powerful words.  Whenever I’m forgiven by someone I’ve genuinely wronged, or when I forgive myself or someone who has wronged me, the borders of my life increase.  I know grace then.  Prospero experienced this when he forgave his brother, releasing him from his fury, answering Ariel’s “were I human” with the following:

Prospero.



And mine shall.

Hast thou—which art but air—a touch, a feeling

Of their afflictions, and shall not myself,

One of their kind, that relish all as sharply,

Passion as they, be kindlier mov’d than thou art?

(V, i, ll. 24-28)

