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The Meaning of Names in The Tempest 

As you read through The Tempest and get to know the characters, it may interest you to know 

that many of the character's names correspond with their personalities. It's amazing to think 

that Shakespeare not only made up so many characters with different personalities, but also 

gave them names that were so fitting to who they were. It just goes to show what a great mind 

and literary genious he was. Almost every name in The Tempest describes the character who 

bears it. 

This is true of many of the characters, for example, Miranda means 'worthy of admiration, 

wonderful.' The first thing that Ferdinand says when he sees Miranda for the first time is this: 

"Most sure, the goddess on whom these airs attend!—vouchsafe my prayer may know if you 

remain upon this island, and that you will some good instruction give how I may bear me here. 

My prime request, which I do last pronounce, is—O you wonder!—if you be maid or no." -

Ferdinand to Miranda, Act 1, Scene 2, vs. 415-420

And Prospero also has a fitting name, although it may not seem so at first. It means 'fortunate' 

which describes his former life as a duke, then all is taken from him and he is sent adrift to die, 
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lands on a forgotten island, and left to be almost alone. But he regains his fortune and more as 

he perfects his magic, gains a son-in-law, and is reconciled with those who were once his 

enemies, one being Alonso, whose name means ''eager for war, noble, ready.'' Alonso helped 

Antonio usurp Prospero's title, but came to regret his actions later in the play. He is king of 

Naples, traveling by ship from Africa where he had married off his daughter. In the chaos of the 

shipwreck, Ferdinand is lost to him, and even after surviving and landing on the iskand, he gives 

up hope that his son could have lived. Gonzalo trys his best to keep up the king's spirits, and 

encourages the party to search the island to see if he too had landed there. It is a happy 

reunition when he discovers his son alive and in love with Miranda. He is also reunited with 

Prospero, whom he once hated, and is repentant of his wrong towards him. 

"I long to hear the story of your life, which must take the ear strangely." Alonso, v. 2390, Act V, 

Scene 1.

Alonso's beloved son is Ferdinand, meaning journey, daring, and brave.  Ferdinand had to be 

brave and daring to withstand Prospero's cruel workload and be his slave, and also to keep 

loving Miranda despite Prospero's seeming disapproval.  

Contrary to the literary heros mentioned above, we have some of the 'bad guys' of the story, 

starting with Caliban. Caliban's name means 'savage and deformed slave' and is a Shakespearian 

name and meaning. Because it is such, it makes sense that his name describes his role. Caliban 

went from being a fairly respectable guy, showing Prospero and Miranda around the island and 

all its secret beauties, to a savage slave after trying to take advantage of Miranda. Prospero, in 

his anger, made him dwell in a cave prison and do hard labor. He has a foul mouth and an angry 
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temper. 

However fitting the names mentioned so far, there are some characters whose names is fitting 

for them, but the meaning does not. Continuing on this note and on the 'bad guys' of the story, 

we have Stefano, which means crowned with laurels, or a crown. This doesn't accurately 

describe the drunken butler who, along with Trinculo, provides comedic relief with a foiled plot 

to be king of the island. But the definition of his name further ridicules him, and therefore 

matches the comedic plot to kill Prospero and take over the island. The name Trinculo means 'a 

jester,' rightly so, for he's Stefano's sidekick who disrespects him as a 'future ruler of the island', 

and hates Caliban, all in a drunken rage. He babbles and spouts threats and taunts at Caliban 

and Stefano.

An unknown enemy of Alonso, Sebastian's name means venerable, or revered. He was easily 

convinced by Antonio to murder Alonso for the very reason of gaining revered by becoming king 

in his would-be-dead brother's place. Thankfully, Gonzalo interfered and no harm came to the 

king. But Antonio's smooth talking easily aroused Sebastian's greed, and he is one of the two 

who are unrepentant at the end of the play. 

Final of the 'bad guys', there's Antonio, the first enemy of Prospero that we learn of. His name 

means highly praiseworthy, powerful, and complete. His name is an example of one that is 

unfitting. He's kind of the bad guy of the play, and even after Prospero forgives his foes he 

remains unrepentant. He doesn't seem highly praiseworthy, except to his subjects who 

supported him in usurping his brother. 

On a better note we have the two remaining characters, both some of the behind the scenes 
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heroes in the play, Gonzalo and Ariel. The name Gonzalo means 'an honest, old counsellor.' It 

was he who helped Prospero and Miranda escape and survive when Antonio usurped 

Prospero's title. Throughout the play, his loyalty is with the king, and he maintains a positive 

outlook that seems at times a bit drunken. His babbling about a kingdom with no ruler seems to 

make no sense, but overall he truly is a wise, kind old counsellor. 

The name Ariel means "Lion of God, Sprite." The latter is most fitting for this spirit-like creature, 

who does whatever Prospero asks of him for his promised freedom's sake. In the beginning we 

see him remind his master of his promise to free him, at which the magician reacts most angrily 

and proceeds to tell Ariel all that he has done for him and how he owes his life to him. Through 

this discourse we discover that Ariel was formerly a servant of Sycorax the evil witch, mother of 

Caliban. He refused to do her evil bidding and was consequently imprisoned in a tree for twelve 

years with no way of escape, for in this time the wicked woman died. Prospero freed him and 

made him his servant, but promised that he would one day be freed. We see this promise 

carried out at the end, and Ariel is freed at last. 

We finish the reading of The Tempest with a sense of satisfaction, seeing how it all came 

together and reconciliation took place. We've gotten to know the characters, and now have 

come to see how Shakespeare purposefully named each one. 
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