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                                                           The Timeless Play: 

The Tempest, written by William Shakespeare in 1610, is an indelible and unforgettable play 

about a power hungry sorcerer named Prospero who is the former duke of Milan who is then 

exiled by the new duke and sent to live on an island along with his daughter and several others. 

From the characters to the atmosphere this play will be on the minds who read it for years to 

come. The character development is remarkable. One character can be innocuous and meek, and 

then become prowess and harsh. A character can often be mysterious and questionable. 

Shakespeare crafted some of the most memorable characters in this play, let’s dive in and 

examine how the characters of this play change throughout. 

 

                                                    

Behavior and analysis: 

Prospero: Prospero is the protagonist of this story. Prospero is the former duke of Milan who was 

banished from Milan by his own brother, the current duke of Milan, Antonio, with his daughter 

Miranda and uses the time he travels to the island to practice his magic. Prospero is prone to 

being a bit of a control freak and take a lot of things over the line (We might have some control  

 



Brady 2 
 

                                                                                                                                                

issues, too, if our own brother stabbed us in the back and tossed us aside.). He devotes most of 

his time before he arrives at the island by studying magic which gets him in heaps of trouble. 

Prospero's behavior throughout the play can be explained as defensive, unpleasant, and harsh. He 

is very dismissive with Ariel, For example, when Ariel reminds his master of his promise to 

relieve him of his duties early if he performs them willingly, Prospero bursts into a heaping rage 

and threatens to put Ariel back in his former imprisonment. He is similarly unpleasant in the way 

he treats Ferdinand, leading him to his daughter and then imprisoning him.  

 

Miranda: Miranda is the daughter of the former duke of Milan, Prospero. She is banished along 

with her father at a young age. She is part of an arranged marriage set up by her father with 

Ferdinand, whom she falls in love with instantly. Miranda is a gentle and compassionate, but also 

passive, heroine. From her very first words in the play you can see she displays a very meek and 

empathetic nature. "O, I have suffered / with those that I saw suffer!" she says of the shipwreck 

(I.ii.5-6), and hearing her father's tale of their narrow escape from Milan, she says "I, not 

rememb'ring how I cried out then, / Will cry it o'er again" (Act 1, scene 2).  

 

Caliban: Caliban is one of Prospero's servants with a dark, and gruesome take on things. He is 

called a monster, being born of the witch Sycorax he is called hag-born. Caliban is a cursing, 

wannabe killer. He can be described as coarse, brutal, dark, earthy, but he also has a sensitive  

                                                                                                                                                

side. For example, in the beginning of the play he rebukes Prospero for taking the island from 

him "I must eat my dinner. This island's Mine, by Sycorax my mother, which thou takest from 
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me..." (Act 1, scene 2) Caliban is a grim character. A good example of this would be Caliban's 

drunken speech in which he explains his hatred for Prospero, "All the infections that the sun 

sucks up from bogs, fens, flats, on Prosper fall and make him by inchmeal a disease! His spirits 

hear me and yet I needs must curse. But they’ll not pinch, Fright me with urchin-shows, pitch me 

I' th' mire, Nor lead me like a firebrand in the dark Out of my way, unless he bid 'em..." (Act 2, 

scene 2) 

 

Regardless of how hateful Caliban can be, he's also the character who delivers some of the most 

remarkable and beautiful speeches in the play. For example, this scene where Caliban describes 

the beauty of the island, “Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, Sounds and sweet airs that give 

delight and hurt not. Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments Will hum about mine ears, 

and sometime voices That, if I then had waked after long sleep, Will make me sleep again;” (Act 

3, scene 2) 

 

Ariel: Ariel is Prospero's more helpful and loyal servant, unlike Caliban who just wishes 

Prospero would die, Ariel fulfills all the duties that he is given by Prospero. Even though Ariel is 

affectionate toward Prospero, we learn early on that Ariel isn't a servant by nature; he primarily 

wants his liberty, but, knowing that it will come, serves Prospero whole heartedly and happily. 

                                                                                                                                           

Ariel can be noted for his use of white magic in the play, but also for his empathy and goodness. 

While we are reminded that this is a spirit of a paranormal nature, he seems filled with spiritual  

Grace, even about human matters. Look at Ariel's response when Prospero asks how the king and 

his party are doing:                                                                                                                                       
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“Ariel 

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. 

 

Prospero 

And mine shall.” (Act 5, scene 1) 

 

 

                                                           Characteristics:  

Prospero: Prospero is not the most beloved character of this play. While he is cruel, 

manipulating, judgmental, and all around not a nice guy. Although Prospero does everything in 

his power to confront his enemies, instead of seeking the kind of bloody murderous vengeance 

that could have turned this play into a tragedy, he ultimately finds out that the capacity for mercy 

and forgiveness is what makes us human. 

 

After learning about the shipwreck survivors' tragic situation, Prospero declares "the rarer action 

is / in virtue than in vengeance" (Act 5, scene 1). "Watching Prospero work through The 
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Tempest is like watching a dramatist create a play, building a story from material at hand and 

developing his plot so that the resolution brings the world into line with his idea of goodness and 

justice.1 "  

 

Miranda: Miranda is the kind, light-hearted, caring daughter of the harsh, unpleasant, Prospero. 

But while Miranda is passive in many ways, she has a few moments of bravery that complicate 

the reader’s impressions of her as a naive young girl. The first spark of bravery is in the second 

scene of the first act, when she and Prospero converse with Caliban. Prospero brings attention to 

the fact that Caliban once tried to rape Miranda. When Caliban agrees to the fact that he did in 

fact attempt to violate her, Miranda responds with great strength, clearly appalled at Caliban's  

careless attitude toward his attempted rape. She goes on to scold him for being ungrateful for her 

attempts to teach him: "When thou didst not, savage, know thine own meaning, but wouldst 

gabble like a thing not brutish, I endowed thy purposes with words that made them known". 

These words are surprising to hear come from the mouth of Miranda, this young girl who is very 

kind and respectful of others. 

  

Another act of Miranda’s bravery is in the first scene of the third act in which Miranda gives her 

marriage proposal to Ferdinand: "I am your wife, if you will marry me; if not, I'll die Your 

maid". Her proposal to Ferdinand comes shortly after Miranda has told herself to remember her 

"father's precepts" (Act 3, scene 1) forbidding conversation with Ferdinand.  

                                                                                                                                                

                                       
1 http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/tempest/character/prospero/ 

http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/tempest/character/prospero/
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Ariel: Ariel is hard-working, loyal as a servant, and wise as a spirit. Ariel performs all the duties 

with which he is faced, with great skill and presentation. From manifesting as fire on the ship to 

his appearance as a great harpy to the three traitors, Ariel treasures this style. He is prone to 

speaking in beautifully poetic speech, even about things that aren’t all that serious, without ever 

looking like a fool. Ariel stands for all that is delightful and good in this world. Ariel is 

mischievous and ubiquitous.  

 

Caliban: Caliban is the only native of the island in which the play takes place. Caliban both 

mirrors and contrasts Ariel. While Ariel is “an airy spirit,” Caliban is one of the earth. While 

Ariel maintains his freedom and his pride by tending to Prospero willingly, Caliban achieves a 

different kind of pride by denying, if only occasionally, to bow before Prospero’s intimidation.  

                                                                                                                                              

All in all whether you hate a character or love a character, one must admit it is very astounding 

how Shakespeare can create characters who we can both love, like the kind hearted Miranda, as 

well as hate, like the evil, no-good, Caliban. Shakespeare has created a play that everyone will 

get to experience and relate to in their own way. It has been over four hundred years since 

Shakespeare wrote the Tempest, and people are still talking about it to this very day. 
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