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Introduction
Welcome to "Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare's The Tempest: A Guide for
Students." This book has been crafted with students of English literature in mind,
aiming to illuminate the intricacies and enduring power of Shakespeare’s remarkable
play, The Tempest. Whether you are encountering the play for the first time or
revisiting it for deeper study, this guide is designed to support your exploration,
provide analytical insight, and strengthen your appreciation for one of Shakespeare’s
most enigmatic and poetic works.

The Tempest, believed to have been written in 1610–1611, stands as one of
Shakespeare’s final plays and is notable for its intricate blend of magic, politics,
betrayal, and reconciliation. The narrative unfolds on a mysterious, enchanted island,
where the banished Duke Prospero weaves his plan for justice and eventual
forgiveness with the help of his magical servant, Ariel, and the earthy creature,
Caliban. This blend of supernatural wonder and very human struggle makes The
Tempest a unique opportunity for both textual analysis and creative interpretation.

Throughout this guide, you will find not only thorough summaries and analysis of the
plot and characters but also discussions on the play’s many key themes—power,
freedom, colonialism, illusion, and redemption among them. Each chapter takes you
deeper into the text’s complexities, offering contextual background, interpretative
commentary, and guidance on how best to engage critically with the play, especially
for classroom discussion or examination.

One of the joys of studying The Tempest lies in its openness to interpretation across
different times and cultures. Our commentary draws from a wide range of critical
perspectives, from traditional readings to more recent theories regarding gender,
race, and postcolonial studies. This approach encourages you to make connections
between the world of The Tempest and ongoing conversations in literature and society
today.

To foster independent analysis, the book includes strategies for close reading, advice
for writing essays, and answers to common questions that students often raise. Our
intention is not only to help you understand the play but also to equip you with the
skills and confidence to make your own interpretations and arguments about
Shakespeare’s work.

Above all, this guide seeks to serve as both a companion and a starting point—a
resource to clarify, challenge, and inspire as you delve into the world of The Tempest.
May your journey through Shakespeare’s magical island deepen your understanding
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and spark your imagination, whether you study the play within a classroom or beyond.
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CHAPTER ONE: The World of The Tempest: Historical
and Literary Context
To truly appreciate William Shakespeare's The Tempest, understanding the world in
which it was created is essential. Imagine yourself transported back to England around
1610 or 1611. This was the Jacobean era, named after King James I, who had
ascended the throne in 1603 after the death of Queen Elizabeth I. It was a time of
significant transition, marked by shifts in politics, religion, intellectual thought, and
England’s place in the wider world. The play didn't simply appear in a vacuum; it
emerged from a rich tapestry of contemporary concerns, beliefs, and artistic trends.

The England of King James I was a society grappling with both stability and anxiety.
James sought to unite his realms (Scotland and England) and promote a strong,
centralized monarchy, emphasizing the Divine Right of Kings – the belief that
monarchs derive their authority directly from God. This concept of legitimate rule
versus usurpation, loyalty versus betrayal, is a potent undercurrent in The Tempest,
particularly in the narratives of Prospero, Antonio, and Sebastian. The court itself was
a centre of political intrigue, ambition, and spectacle, elements mirrored in the
machinations of the Italian nobles washed ashore on Prospero's island.

Religion remained a dominant force, but the landscape was complex, featuring
different Protestant factions and residual Catholic sympathies. Beliefs about the
supernatural were widespread and taken seriously, even by the King himself. James I
was deeply interested in demonology and witchcraft, even writing a treatise on the
subject, Daemonologie (1597). This royal fascination speaks to a society where the
idea of magic, spirits, and their influence on the physical world was not merely
theatrical fancy but a subject of genuine fear, scholarly debate, and legal persecution.

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Prospero’s magic thus resonates strongly with this
contemporary context. While Prospero’s art is presented as learned, powerful, and
ultimately used for specific, planned ends rather than malicious chaos like traditional
witchcraft, the very existence of a character who commands spirits and manipulates
events through supernatural means would have tapped into the audience’s existing
framework of understanding (and perhaps apprehension) about such forces. Ariel, the
airy spirit, and Caliban, the earthy creature, embody different aspects of the
supernatural world as imagined at the time.

Perhaps one of the most direct influences on The Tempest stems from the burgeoning
age of exploration and England's ventures into the New World. The early 17th century
was a period of intense fascination with voyages to distant lands, encounters with
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unknown peoples, and the establishment of colonies. Accounts from travelers,
explorers, and colonists were eagerly read and discussed, fuelling the public
imagination about strange islands, exotic flora and fauna, and the nature of the
indigenous populations encountered.

Crucially, The Tempest is believed to have been influenced by a specific, well-
documented event: the shipwreck of the Sea Venture in 1609. This ship, part of a fleet
sailing to resupply the struggling Jamestown colony in Virginia, was caught in a
hurricane and wrecked off the coast of Bermuda. The passengers and crew remarkably
survived, landing on the uninhabited island. Their experiences, the survival
challenges, the mutinous plots that arose among some of the group, and the eventual
escape were chronicled in various letters and reports. William Strachey's detailed
account, "A True Reportory of the Wracke and Redemption of Sir Thomas Gates,
Knight" (circulated in manuscript in 1610 and published in 1625), is often cited as a
direct source for details of the storm and the island setting in The Tempest.

These travel narratives were more than just adventure stories; they were also records
of the initial encounters between European colonizers and indigenous peoples. They
often depicted native inhabitants through a lens shaped by European biases,
sometimes as "noble savages" in harmony with nature, but more often as primitive,
wild, and in need of European civilization or control. Montaigne's essay "Of the
Cannibals," which reflected on the customs of indigenous Brazilians and critiqued
European society by comparison, was available in English translation (by John Florio in
1603) and is thought to have influenced Shakespeare's portrayal of Caliban and the
discussions of natural law versus civil society.

The character of Caliban, therefore, cannot be fully understood without acknowledging
this context of early colonial encounters and the complex, often contradictory,
European views of non-European peoples. He embodies anxieties and assumptions
about the 'other' – the native inhabitant of a newly encountered land, viewed
alternately as a monstrous threat, a potential slave, or a victim of dispossession. The
language used to describe him, his relationship with Prospero, and his claims to the
island are deeply rooted in the debates and realities of the age of exploration.

Furthermore, the island itself serves as a stage for exploring ideas prevalent in the
early 17th century. It is a liminal space, separate from the established European world,
where the normal rules of society are suspended. This allows Shakespeare to
experiment with utopian ideas (Gonzalo's vision of a commonwealth without labor or
hierarchy), the nature of authority when stripped of its traditional trappings (Prospero
as an absolute ruler of his island kingdom), and the potential for both corruption and
redemption away from civilization. The island can be seen as a microcosm where
societal structures and human nature are tested.

In terms of literary context, The Tempest sits within the latter part of Shakespeare's
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career, often grouped with plays like Pericles, Cymbeline, and The Winter's Tale as his
late romances or tragicomedies. This period is characterized by a move away from the
darker tragedies of the preceding years towards plays that blend tragic elements (loss,
betrayal, suffering) with comic and fantastical elements, typically culminating in
reconciliation, reunion, and a sense of renewal, often involving lost children and
magical or seemingly miraculous events.

These late plays often feature journeys to distant lands, the presence of the
supernatural, significant time lapses, and a focus on themes of forgiveness and
generational continuity. The Tempest, with its magical island, tempestuous journey,
and focus on Prospero's plan for resolution, fits squarely into this genre. The structure,
moving from crisis to resolution, and the tone, balancing seriousness with moments of
levity (provided by Trinculo and Stephano), are characteristic of the romance form.

The play also incorporates elements of the masque, a form of court entertainment
popular in the Jacobean era. Masques were elaborate spectacles involving music,
dance, elaborate costumes, and often allegorical themes, performed for the monarch
and his court. The betrothal masque Prospero stages for Ferdinand and Miranda in Act
IV, featuring classical deities and symbolic dances, is a direct example of this
influence. The play's overall structure, moving towards a final scene of revelation and
reconciliation, also has masquelike qualities, culminating in Prospero's final address to
the audience, blurring the lines between actor and character, island and theatre.

The theatre itself was a vibrant and evolving institution. Shakespeare's company, the
King's Men (formerly the Lord Chamberlain's Men), performed at both the open-air
Globe Theatre and the indoor Blackfriars Theatre. The Tempest is believed to have
been written with the capabilities of the Blackfriars in mind, as the indoor setting
allowed for more sophisticated staging effects, particularly concerning light and sound,
which would have enhanced the magical elements of the play, from the storm itself to
Ariel's various appearances and the illusions Prospero creates.

Considering this rich historical and literary environment helps illuminate many aspects
of The Tempest. The political dynamics reflect contemporary concerns about rule and
legitimacy; the magic taps into widespread beliefs and anxieties; the setting and
characters engage with the realities and imaginations spurred by the age of
exploration; and the play’s structure and style align with Shakespeare’s late-career
interests and the prevailing theatrical conventions of the Jacobean court and public
playhouses. Approaching the play with this context in mind provides a deeper
understanding of its initial impact and the layers of meaning Shakespeare embedded
within his final solo dramatic work.
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