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Identify the dominant themes in ‘The Tempest’.

• Betrayal

• Freedom

• Forgiveness

• Injustice

• Magic and Sorcery
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DESCRIBE TWO OF THE MAIN THEMES IN ‘THE TEMPEST’.
One main theme in The Tempest is injustice. This is shown in multiple 

ways. One is the way in which Prospero is removed from Milan by his 

brother, Antonio. This was because he was neglecting his duties as the 

Duke of Milan in favour of pursuing his interest in magic. Because of this 

injustice, Prospero sets out to regain his rightful position as Duke. ‘By foul 

play, as thou sayst, were we heaved thence’, is a quote of Prospero that 

shows how unhappy he feels at being exiled from his homeland. A second 

way injustice is shown is how Caliban has been enslaved by Prospero. He 

is forced to work for him by gathering supplies, among other things. One 

potential reason for this is because Prospero feels angry about how he 

was treated unfairly by Antonio, and wishes to feel powerful and in com-

mand. Through this theme, Shakespeare is showing the audience that 

people who are victims of injustice often react negatively, such as Caliban, 

who attempts to rebel and overthrow Prospero with Stephano and Trin-

culo after being mistreated. He also shows that people are unique and of-

ten make different choices to one another when faced with injustice. This 

is shown through the examples of Ariel and Caliban - Ariel works dili-

gently when he is enslaved by Prospero, while Caliban attempts to rise up 

and rebel against him. He may also wish to show that people are often 

hypocritical in relation to injustice, such as Prospero, who feels angry after 

being exiled from Milan, but has no qualms about enslaving Caliban and 

Ariel. In real life, there are many examples of injustice that are similar to 
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Caliban is one of the main characters 
in ‘The Tempest’, and is a victim of in-
justice during the play.



those shown in the play. One such example is the injustice of the slavery 

of the African American people in America, which is similar to Caliban’s 

enslavement at the hands of Prospero. It is even theorised by some peo-

ple that this was Shakespeare’s intention when creating Caliban.

Betrayal is another main theme in ‘The Tempest.’ Like the theme of injus-

tice, it is also shown in multiple ways. Antonio first betrays Prospero by ex-

iling him from Milan. As well as this, at the beginning of the play, it is re-

vealed that Caliban betrayed Prospero and Miranda by raping her after 

gaining their trust. Another example of betrayal occurs when when Sebas-

tian, influenced and encouraged by Antonio, begins to have thoughts 

about murdering Alonso. Luckily, Alonso is saved when Ariel wakes him 

up. Through this theme, Shakespeare is showing the audience that peo-

ple, such as Caliban, are often willing to treat people badly despite having 

received good treatment from them in the past. He is also showing the 

audience that people motivated by the thought of power or a reward, as 

Sebastian was, are capable of doing things outside of what they would do 

normally. ‘I pray mark me, that a brother should be so perfidious’ is a 

quote from Prospero that shows how unhappy he is about being exiled. 

Finally, he is also showing the audience that betrayal often breeds injus-

tice - because Antonio exiles Prospero from Milan, Prospero plots a plan 

for revenge, meaning he is being unjust. Even if one person mistreats an-

other, it is still not right if the other person is to mistreat them in an act of 

retaliation. This injustice by Prospero actually ends positively when he for-

gives Antonio for his actions; Prospero realizes that refusing to forgive An-

tonio and possibly taking further action to ‘right’ the wrongs caused to 

him in the past, will not be beneficial for either party. In real life, there are 

many examples of betrayal that are similar to those in the play. There are 

numerous kings and dictators that have been overthrown and murdered, 

such as Julius Caesar. In current-day life, someone in the workplace may 

talk badly about someone if they wish to ‘overthrow’ them and take their 

position. This is a form of injustice of which people on the receiving end 

are seldom happy about (provided they are still living) and often react 

badly.

Key:

a) Identify the important themes: see previous page.

b) Choose two: black.

c) Include examples of each theme being shown: blue.

d) Link each theme to characters. Explain how each character demon-
strates the theme: blue/purple.

e) Link each theme to the driving question: purple.

f) Include quotes: red.

g) Explain the author’s intention: green.

h) Make links to the wider world: yellow/orange.
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SYMBOLS & MOTIFS
Throughout the playwright of “The Tempest”, behind characters and scenes lie 

ideas embedded through symbols and motifs. As subterranean as they may seem, 

symbols and motifs can be displayed through repetitiveness or the use of shots in 

a film. These are seen as ideas or messages the director or the author wants to por-

tray to help the reader or viewer understand concepts of a character, a scene, or 

the story itself. 

Some great examples of a symbol in “The Tempest” are the tempest itself, the 

game of chess and Prospero’s books. Whilst symbolizing his malevolent side of his 

magical power, Prospero’s tempest that he casts in the first scene of the play can 

be seen as his suffering that he, in his past, endured. Prospero casts this to put his 

enemies aboard the ship at his disposal for revenge. Another example of a symbol 

is one that symbolizes Prospero’s power, would be Prospero’s books. His treasured 
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library is described by Caliban to be the source of his power; “Remember / First to 

possess his books, for without them / He’s but a sot” (see III.ii.86–88). Not only this, 

they can be seen as his desire to withdraw himself from the world, as his studies over-

rode the importance of his previous dukedom, opening up to his brother. In the last 

act, the game of chess is another symbol that is identified as his cunning plan and 

game that he plays. Prospero captures the king (Alonso), disapproving him from his 

treachery. In doing so, Prospero plays a cunning political maneuver by marrying Ferdi-

nand and Miranda without the king’s knowledge. This assured Alonso’s support be-

cause Alonso would have no interest in upsetting a dukedom to which his own son 

Ferdinand was heir.

From these symbols, we can justify how each can represent ideas or feelings behind 

an action, character or scene. In The Tempest, injustice is seen as Prospero’s problem, 

causing his anger to unleash his ultimate power against the passengers aboard the 

ship for their following of the treacherous king. The howling tempest that was casted 

by Prospero displays her emotions and how she felt when she loss of dukedom. This 

anger can be seen as the idea of injustice. Prospero’s books link to his passion as his 

studies of magic and wizardry are strongly developed through his dedication and time 

spent. The idea of “the divine” is seen as a parallel to Prospero’s magic as he pos-

sesses the power of a god, able to change nature’s course. Prospero is at no odds with 

the gods as he still appeals to them however he doesn’t have a god otherwise he 

would not dare to mess around with nature. The idea of divinity expressed through 

Prospero’s power may also link to how injustice inflicts our behaviour as the cause of 

his destructive impact on the ship that was sailing ashore was originally casted for one 

reason, to get revenge and strike fear into the Milan sailors’ hearts, getting back at 

them for what they had done to him.

Shakespeare, the writer of “The Tempest” and other plays still famous today are 

known for their diversity in possibilities of what the true intention of the play was to 

portray. Especially in The Tempest, many questions as to what Shakespeare was hint-

ing is uncertain of, although many of them add up with the evidence. Symbols and mo-

tifs identified in the play, including Prospero, his magical books and the game of chess 

are all ideas that have a variety of meanings and relations to real life. For example, 

Prospero, who’s purpose is to reclaim his dukedom, displays the hunger for revenge 

through his speeches. The idea of his revenge can relate to the real world and how the 

reader (or viewer) see it as that one person who starts a fight with you may cause re-

taliation or when someone steals your stationery in class so you decide to take it back. 

Several ideas can lurk out of a single topic like the branches and the leaves of a tree 

trunk if no answer is specified, therefore, makes it easier for us readers to evaluate on 

our point of view. Shakespeare’s intention, although un-identified maybe to make us 

think and feel this way about his playwrights.
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SETTING
Describe the setting.

The main setting in Shakespeare's play 'The Tempest' is the island. 
The island is the place where most of the play takes place. It is un-
clear where this island is located but in it likely to be in the Mediter-
ranean due to the characters coming from Italy.

Discuss the influence of the setting on the characters.

At the beginning of the play Alonso's ship wrecks on the island al-
lowing Ferdinand to meet up with Miranda. The island is home to 
Prospero, Miranda, Caliban and Ariel.

Explain how the setting is linked to a theme.

The theme of revenge linked to the setting, In the beginning of 
story Prospero orders Ariel to sink the ship with Alonso and his 
loyal subjects aboard. He uses the dark stormy setting to his advan-
tage by disorientate the crew making it harder to keep the ship 
afloat. He uses the wild and unfamiliar landscape to distribute the 
sailors and other important characters. Prospero issues the order to 
get revenge on Alonso for being treacherous and overthrowing the 
throne and stealing the dukedom of Milan.
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all of The Tempest is based.



Make a link to the driving question.

The island itself is a prison. The island influences the behaviour of 
those trapped on it. The character of Alonso gives up quite easily in 
search of his son. The setting which is unknown and treacherous 
should have tired Alonso making him lose hope and give up his 
search. Prospero was banished to this island which makes him want 
to get revenge on those you banished him. 

Include quotes.

"And showed thee all the qualities o' th' Isle, the fresh springs, 
brine-pits, barren place and fertile."

Explain the author’s intention.

The author purposely made the island spread out and hard to navi-
gate so it would take the characters to get back together so the 
story could go on and be longer. The setting also allows the charac-
ters to get lost easily which creates more of a story and it creates ex-
citement.

Make links to the wider world/society.

Being in confinement makes people hateful towards the people 
that put them there. Prospero seeks revenge on his captors.
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