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Contrasts between The Tempest’s Ariel and Caliban 

The universal theme of good versus evil, which has been explored in many dramatic works is a 

significant idea investigated in The Tempest. Two of The Tempest’s characters that exemplify 

this idea are Ariel and Caliban. According to the character list of No Fear Shakespeare: The 

Tempest, Ariel was “Rescued by Prospero [the protagonist of The Tempest] from a long 

imprisonment (within a tree) at the hands of the witch Sycorax… He is mischievous and 

ubiquitous, able to traverse the length of the island in an instant….” (Cowther, ix) “Caliban, the 

son of the now-deceased witch Sycorax, acquainted Prospero with the island when Prospero 

arrived.” (Cowther, x) The characters of Ariel and Caliban initially appear to have little in 

difference between them, as they are both spirits and both the servants of Prospero, nevertheless, 

Ariel and Caliban show a distinguishable contrast between the virtuous and refined and the 

wicked and coarse. 

 The names Ariel and Caliban, however, are the first indicator of their difference in 

nature.  Ariel’s name is Hebrew, a literal translation of the phrase Lion of God. In the Hebrew 

culture, the Lion mentioned in this phrase symbolizes the just power of God. (Uittenbogaard) 

The name Caliban, however, is a derivative of Cauliban, a word associated with darkness. 

(Shmoop Editorial Team) Prospero acknowledges this, saying that Caliban is a “thing of  
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darkness,” (Act 5, Scene One, Line 289.) As one studies these interesting contrasts, one will 

discover an example of Shakespeare’s exploration of the human nature. 

 The dispositions of Ariel and Caliban, as well as their differences in moral values, are 

complete opposites. “Caliban both mirrors and contrasts with Prospero’s other servant, Ariel.” 

(SparkNotes Editors) Ariel symbolizes the air, with his ethereal manner. Likewise, Caliban 

embodies the earth, his chief interests being of “springs and brine pits,” (Act One, Scene Two, 

Line 341) “bays, flats, and fens,” (Act Two, Scene Two, Line Two) and “crabapples and 

pignuts,” (Act Two, Scene Two, Lines 159-160.) As The Essential Shakespeare Handbook 

states, “Ariel and Caliban, representing air and earth respectively, are also challenging roles… 

But Shakespeare has more in mind than pure entertainment, weaving in messages- about love, 

treachery, enslavement, freedom, and mercy.” (Dunton-Downer and Riding 436)  These themes 

along with those of rebelliousness and submission, are most evident within the interactions 

between Ariel, Caliban, and Prospero. 

Through their relationships with Prospero, Ariel’s submissive and Caliban’s rebellious 

attitudes are exposed. Their unique relationships with Prospero give them a sense of self-respect 

(or dignity), although different from that of each other.  Caliban resents Prospero’s authority, and 

is covetous of Prospero’s position, believing that he, himself, deserves complete control of the 

island. Ariel and Prospero have a much closer relationship, which Prospero expresses, saying 

that Ariel is a “Fine apparition, my quaint Ariel,” (Act One, Scene Two, Line 464.) Ariel also 

assists Prospero in many ways, as he manages the tempest and charms Ferdinand and the nobles 

by way of his music. Therefore, “while Ariel maintains his dignity and freedom by serving 

Prospero willingly, Caliban achieves a different kind of dignity by refusing, if only sporadically,  
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to bow before Prospero’s intimidation,” (SparkNotes Editors.) The basic natures of Ariel and 

Caliban can be observed not only through what they personify, but also through submission, 

which Ariel demonstrates, and rebelliousness, which is exhibited by Caliban. 

  Along with their attitudes, their actions, words, and thoughts throughout the play 

exemplify their different moral composition. Ariel is both submissive and willing, as he 

completes his tasks both promptly and accurately, or as he says: “to the syllable,” (Act One, 

Scene Two, Line 701.) Caliban, on the other hand, is rebellious. His first line in the play is 

“There is wood enough within.” (Act One, Scene Two, Line 460)” In this statement he refuses to 

do as Prospero tells him; to bring in wood, even though it is quite likely that his excuse is 

invalid. This shows his indisposition to obey Prospero’s directions. He is vindictive, planning to 

murder Prospero for the times that he was forced into submission. Caliban is also foolish, 

believing that Stephano and Trinculo, drunken castaways, are worthy of deference, and is self-

centered, caring little for the interests of others. In short, “The tragedy of Caliban is likened to 

the daily fall of man. Prospero agrees to trust him as a servant, not as a friend, but Caliban’s 

rebellious nature refuses the leadership of reason.” (Pattee) Ariel, however, “though not human, 

plainly lives by a moral code,” (Shakespeare, Raffel, & Bloom 2006, xxii-xxiii) which explains 

his refusal to obey the evil witch Sycorax, and his willingness to forgive. 

Forgiveness and how Ariel and Caliban associate with this concept, presents the final, 

essential difference between these two individuals. Interestingly, “The final, and for a Christian, 

the basic reformatory act of forgiveness, is directly owing to the nonhuman intervention of 

Ariel.” (Shakespeare, Raffel, & Bloom 2006, xxvii) When Ariel remarks to Prospero, “That if 

you now beheld [the nobles] your affections would become tender,” (Act Five, Scene One, Lines  
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2053-2054) Prospero’s thoughts incline towards those of forgiveness. Caliban, in turn, is the one 

in need of forgiveness, as he “can be portrayed as someone who is trapped by the ‘original sin’ 

inherited by his witch mother, who can nonetheless be saved when Prospero chooses forgiveness 

over revenge.” (Dunton-Dower and Riding, 436) In conclusion, while Ariel represents the 

unspoiled, original creation, Caliban is likened to the fallen nature of human beings. Through 

these two characters we can see both the ideals which one should strive towards, and a 

cautionary reminder of allowing bad choices to rule one’s life.   
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