
 
 

 
The Tempest: Synopsis  

By Jo Miller, Grand Valley Shakespeare Festival Dramaturg 
 
Long ago and far away, Prospero, the Duke of Milan, pursued the contemplative life of study 
while turning the administration of his Dukedom over to his brother [in our play a sister, 
Antonia], who, greedy for power, made a deal with the King of Naples to pay tribute to the King 
in exchange for help in usurping Prospero’s title.  Together they banished Prospero from Milan, 
thrusting him out to sea in a rotten, leaky boat with his infant daughter, Miranda. Miraculously, 
the father and daughter survived and were marooned on an island where Sycorax, an evil witch 
who died after giving birth to Caliban, had also been exiled. Caliban is thus the only native 
inhabitant of the isle besides the spirit, Ariel, and his fellow airy beings. For twelve years now, 
Prospero and Miranda have lived in exile on this island, with Prospero as its de facto king, ruling 
over Caliban and all the spirits as his slaves, while he has nurtured Miranda and cultivated his 
powerful magic. 
 
At the moment play begins, that same King of Naples and his son Prince Ferdinand, along with 
the King’s brother [here a sister, Sebastiana], Prospero’s sister, Antonia, and the whole royal 
court, are sailing home from having given the Princess Claribel in marriage to the King of Tunis. 
Prospero conjures up a mighty tempest, which wrecks the King’s boat on the island, separating 
the mariners from the royal party, and isolating Ferdinand so that the King believes him 
drowned. 
 
Caliban befriends two of the King’s stranded party, the drunken butler, Stephano, and the court 
jester, Trinculo. The three of them conspire to kill Prospero, usurp his power on the island and 
take possession of his daughter. 
 
Meanwhile, with Prospero’s help, but seemingly against his wishes, Miranda and Ferdinand 
have met and are falling in love. 
 
On another part of the island, Sebastian and Antonio hatch a plot to kill the King and usurp his 
power, but Ariel sees their wickedness and warns Prospero before any real harm can be done. 
 
By the end, the ship is magically restored, Miranda marvels at the “brave new world” of 
humans she has not yet known, and Prospero bids farewell to his magic in such powerful 
language that critics for centuries have thought they heard the echo of Shakespeare’s farewell 
to the magic of theatre. 
 
 
 



Notes on the Tempest: or What Makes this Play Unique? 
By Jo Miller, Grand Valley Shakespeare Festival Dramaturg 

 
The first recorded performance of The Tempest was November 1, 1611, ‘Hallowmas nyght,’ 
where, according to the Revels Accounts, ‘was presented at Whitehall before the kings Majestie 
a play Called the Tempest.’ Two years later, the play was again performed at court as part of 
the festivities celebrating King James’s daughter’s marriage. The wedding masque in Act IV of 
The Tempest would no doubt have been quite at home during these revels for the Princess’s 
wedding, for the court loved these highly artificial performances, like verbal ballets, with music, 
dance, and elaborate costumes. Unlike Ben Jonson and other playwrights of his time, however, 
Shakespeare seems not to have taken part in the fashion for writing masques apart from this 
scene in The Tempest. 
 
The Tempest was probably written in 1610-11, and like Shakespeare’s other late plays (called 
“Romance Plays” because they are neither tragedy nor comedy), it celebrates the power of 
love, forgiveness, and the passage of time to heal the wounds of the past. The Tempest was 
given a place of honor as the first play in the original published collection of Shakespeare’s 
works, the First Folio of 1623, but we now believe it was one of the last plays he wrote, perhaps 
the very last one he wrote without collaborators. And shortly thereafter, Shakespeare retired 
home to Stratford-upon-Avon, where he died in 1616. 
 
Just before The Tempest’s ‘Hallowmas nyght’ performance, in 1609 Shakespeare’s company the 
King’s Men had begun staging plays in their indoor theatre, the Blackfriars, in addition to their 
famous outdoor theatre, the Globe. Many of The Tempest’s most enchanting qualities seem 
calculated to take advantage of the indoor theatre’s special features. For instance, the way 
music is integrated into the action, the “sounds and sweet airs” that delight Caliban, the 
“thousand twangling instruments” that hum about his ears, or the “heavenly music” that 
Prospero “requires” to work his charms, all take advantage of the quieter, more intimate 
playing space. And the play’s emphasis on fashionable clothing, the “sustaining garments” of 
the aristocrats, or the “glistering apparel” on the clothesline that catches the eye of the clowns, 
also suggest that this play might be performed in the glow of candle light, in a place where 
wealthy patrons would dress up and sit upon the stage to be seen as well as to see a play, as we 
know they did at Shakespeare’s Blackfriars Theatre. 
 
One of the most unique features of The Tempest is that it is not based upon a source story in 
the same way that all but a few of Shakespeare’s other plays are. Rather, a contemporary event 
seems to have inspired the play. In 1609 a fleet of ships set sail for the newly-formed colony of 
Virginia, but one ship, the Sea-Adventure, was wrecked in a storm and given up for lost. Almost 
a year later, the Captain and crew miraculously sailed into port, and the tales they brought with 
them, of a mutiny attempt and a year spent stranded on a remote island in the Bermudas, were 
widely told and eagerly listened to. William Strachey’s descriptive letter about the adventure, 
dated 15 July 1610, was circulated all around London and is almost certainly one of 
Shakespeare’s sources for The Tempest. Of course, the early 17th Century is the age of 



exploration, and there is a tradition of such colonial adventure tales that form a compelling 
backdrop for Shakespeare’s imagination in this play. Perhaps most significantly for audiences in 
the 20th-21st Century, the story of Prospero and Caliban’s initial meeting, their friendly 
cooperation at first, with Caliban showing Prospero the beauties of the island, and Prospero 
teaching Caliban his language, is the story of a relationship which unfortunately devolves into 
enslavement and rebellion. In this way the play’s details seem to foretell how European 
colonizers would for the next several hundred years approach things like the “education” of 
native peoples, ignoring their own established cultures and replacing them with language 
which, as Caliban says, they will later use to curse the colonial masters. Indeed, some of the 
play’s most broadly comic moments (when the mariners give Caliban liquor, for example) are 
also poignant reminders of the ways in which colonial explorers would exploit and enslave 
indigenous populations for their profit. 
 
 

IDEAS FOR TEACHING THE TEMPEST WITH  
THE GRAND VALLEY SHAKESPEARE FESTIVAL 

  
 
Things you might do before seeing The Tempest at Grand Valley: 
 

1. Discussion/Writing Topic: The Tempest, like many of Shakespeare’s plays (including 
Romeo & Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream,  and Hamlet)dwells on the theme of 
parent/child relationships. At the end of the play, the King says to his son, Ferdinand: 
“But, O, how oddly will it sound that I / Must ask my child forgiveness!” 
 
Students could discuss or write about whether this is or should be such an odd thing. 
Should parents ask forgiveness from a child? Why or why not? What do students feel 
they need to forgive in their parents, and how might they do things differently when 
they are parents? They could take into consideration such things as: curfews, 
allowances, discipline, expectations for achievement, and other family members’ role in 
family life. Is there such a thing as a perfect parent? 
 

2. Sound Effects Activity: Grand Valley’s production of The Tempest features live music to 
create the atmosphere of the play. Using several different acoustic or percussion 
instruments (or other kinds of sound-making objects), students in groups could create 
their own type of beat or sound, and after listening to them all, see if they can agree on 
what mood or feeling a particular rhythm or sound invokes. Alternatively, experiment 
with students in groups bringing in different instrumental songs/sounds to invoke a 
particular mood or atmosphere: What sounds like a wedding? What sounds like a 
funeral? What sounds like a hostile or friendly, a warm or cold, a soft or harsh 
environment? Music to fall in love to or music to break up by? Music for a family dinner 
or a sporting event? 



 
After lots of examples and ideas, discuss the way music enhances a performance like the 
one they’re about to see at the Shakespeare Festival. How does music affect us as 
audience members or help us to interpret a performance? What examples might they 
find in Film or Television? *NOTE: This would be a good opportunity also to discuss the 
iambic pentameter rhythm of Shakespeare’s verse, as a part of the sound experience of 
the plays. 
 

3. Writing/Discussion topic: Prospero (a sorcerer) and his daughter Miranda have been 
marooned on a desert island and forced to survive for 12 years in completely unfamiliar 
circumstances. Prospero is grateful for the books he had with him. Play the game of 
‘what would you bring with you to a deserted island?’ as Prospero brought his books, in 
discussion or in writing. If you were stranded, as they were, what 1-3 things would you 
want to have with you, and why? How would those objects help you to survive? 
*Students could bring to class their 1-3 survival objects, and reveal their usefulness to 
the class in an oral presentation or in writing. 

 
4. Exploration/Research Activity: The Tempest was written in about 1610-12, during the 

European Age of Exploration. The character Miranda has grown up on a (nearly) 
deserted island, so when she sees other humans for the first time, she exclaims, “O 
brave new world that has such people in it!” Students could invent another “brave new 
world” to explore. Where is it? How did they get there? What is it like? Who lives there 
already? How do they treat the native inhabitants of this new world? (When a character 
finds the island’s native, Caliban cowering beneath a blanket, he wishes he could take 
him back to England to make money off of him like a carnival sideshow, saying: “What 
have we here, a man or a fish? Dead or alive? A fish, he smells like a fish…Were I in 
England now, as once I was…not a holiday fool there but would give a piece of silver. 
There would this monster make a man.”) 

 
Students could play out the first time they meet the native inhabitants of their imagined 
“New World.” How would they begin to communicate with them? How do they imagine 
relating to them after an extended length of time? This could lead to some research into 
how European settlers first met with the native inhabitants in the Americas and 
elsewhere. The topic of colonization is an interesting research/writing/discussion 
assignment. 
 
Note to teachers: The two clown characters in the play are obviously drunk whenever 
we see them, and they spend a lot of time drinking and talking about drinking during the 
play. This might present a good opportunity to discuss alcohol with your students either 
before or after they see the production. You might ask them to discuss why the two 
clown characters are the ones who drink, rather than any of the noblemen in the King’s 
party, for example. You could also ask what effect their alcohol has on Caliban and why. 
It might also be interesting to ask students whether they think these two characters 



(Stephano and Trinculo) have been treated fairly or unfairly in the end. Have they met 
characters like these in other stories, films, etc.? How do they usually turn out? 
 

****** 
 
Things you might do after seeing The Tempest at Grand Valley: 
 
1. Writing: Students could write a brief essay on one of the following themes from the 

play: 
• The Parent/Child theme: After seeing The Tempest, would you consider 

Prospero a good parent? Take into consideration whether you think he was 
trying to protect Miranda from the corruption of his world. If you were 
Miranda’s father, would you do what he did? Would you return with your 
child to civilization if the chance came? 

• The theme of colonization of slavery: What do you think The Tempest is 
saying about Prospero’s relationship with Caliban and/or Ariel? Is he good to 
them, or not? Are they better off because of their interaction with the 
European visitors to the island? Who profits most from their meeting, and 
what do you think happens to Caliban and/or Ariel after the ship leaves? 

2. Discussion: Here are several discussion questions to play with after seeing the 
production: 

• How did the live music add to your experience of the play? 
• What made Caliban believable for you or not? Is Caliban a sympathetic 

character by the end, or not? How do you feel about Caliban? 
• How did the representation of Ariel work for you? Is Ariel a sympathetic 

character by the end? How do you feel about Ariel? 
• Did the other “spirits” enhance the play for you? 
• Who was your favorite character, and why? 
• How did the setting add to your experience of the play? 
• What was your favorite costume and why? 
• It’s now 10 years later in Milan. What are all of the major characters 

doing? What is life like back on the island? 
 

3. Class Activity:   
• In groups of 3-5 students, create a poster for your own production of The 

Tempest.  How would you invoke the play’s magical qualities? 
• In groups, invent your own setting for the play. What would your stage 

look like? What kind of sound, lighting, costumes, etc. would you use for 
your production, and why? What would your production do with Ariel 
and Caliban? What about the other spirits in the play? 

  



 
 
 

BIOGRAPHY 
 
William Shakespeare was 
the eldest of six children, 
born approximately April 
22 or 23, 1564 to John and 
Mary (Arden) 
Shakespeare. As a child, 
he attended school in his 
hometown of Stratford-
Upon-Avon, where he got 
a fine elementary 
education, but he never 

attended college as most of the other playwrights and poets of his day did. 
 
At the age of 18, William married Anne Hathaway who was 26 years old. Their first child, a 
daughter, Susannah, was born 6 months later. Two years later, the couple had twins, a boy, 
Hamnet, and a girl, Judith.  Hamnet died at the age of 11. No letters between Shakespeare and 
his wife have been preserved, nor is there any evidence from contemporaries about their family 
life. The only thing we know is that Shakespeare spent most of his life in London, while Anne 
and the children stayed behind in Stratford, about a two-day ride from London. In his will, 
Shakespeare left to his wife the “second best bed,” and scholars have debated whether that is a 
slight to his wife, and a sign of an unhappy marriage, or whether it is a sweet gesture, as the 
first best bed would be reserved for guests, so the second best bed is the one the couple would 
have shared.  Shakespeare’s private life remains a mystery, as does the period between his 
twins’ birth in 1585 and his first appearance on the London theatre scene in about 1590. 
 
In 1594 Shakespeare joined The Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a theatre company that later became 
The King’s Men after King James I came to the throne of England in 1603. Although writing and 
acting in plays was not considered an upper-class career at the time, Shakespeare earned a 
good living by owning part of his theatre company, and became one of the wealthiest men in 
Stratford upon his retirement there in about 1613. He wrote at least 37 plays, as well as a group 
of 154 sonnets and longer poems. Before his father died, Shakespeare successfully applied for 
the family’s coat of arms, which marks their rising status in the world. 
 
Only about half of Shakespeare’s plays were published during his lifetime. The others were 
preserved in the book known as the First Folio of 1623, where most of Shakespeare’s plays 
were published by two actors from The King’s Men, John Heminge and Henry Condell. The 
Tempest, though one of the last plays Shakespeare wrote, is given the place of honor as the first 
play in the First Folio. After about 1613, Shakesare retired to live again Stratford-Upon-Avon 
until his death on April 23, 1616, exactly 52 years after his birth.   
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Before Shakespeare’s time and during his childhood, troupes of actors performed 
wherever open space was available and audiences would gather. In 1574, 
however, the Common Council passed a law requiring plays and theatres in 
London to be licensed. In 1576, an actor by the name of James Burbage built the 
first permanent theatre called, “The Theatre,” and after this many more 
playhouses were established, including The Globe, where most of 
Shakespeare’s plays were first seen. 
 
Elizabethan theatres were generally built out of wood, with three tiers of seats in 
a circular shape around the “thrust stage,” and a yard where people could stand 
to watch the play for the lowest price in the theatre. The upper tiers of seats were 
the most expensive, and they were covered by a thatched roof, while the front of 
the stage and the yard were open to the elements. The stage itself usually had 
three levels, a balcony or upper level, a main stage, and a pit or trap underneath, 
sometimes called the cellar.  
 
Performances took place during the day to use the natural sunlight. Only the 
indoor theatres, which came into use later, after about 1609-10, used candlelight 
to light the theatre, and the actors and audience were always visible to each 
other. Most of the plays contained music, and they often ended with a dance. 
While the companies used costumes in their plays, there was very little in the 
way of scenery or props, so the language of the plays conveyed all the 
information the audience needed. Women were not allowed on the stage in the 
English theatre, so all the parts were played by men and boys. 
  

 

SHAKESPEARE’S THEATRE 



 


