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Day Seventy-Five 

 

The Themes and Motifs of The Tempest 

 

Throughout his plays, William Shakespeare has explored, and revisited many themes. 

Some of these themes include; The Impossibility of Certainty (Sparknotes Editors, Themes of 

Hamlet), The Corrupting Power of Unchecked Ambition (Sparknotes Editors, Themes of 

Macbeth), and The Individual Vs. Society (Sparknotes Editors, Themes of Romeo and Juliet). 

Today however, we will be looking at some of the themes and motifs of, what is thought to be, 

one of Shakespeare’s final plays, The Tempest. 

It is very likely that The Tempest was inspired by a real world event that happened 

during the early 1600’s. In the early 1600’s, an English ship bound for the colony of Virginia, 

sank just off of the uninhabited island of Bermuda. (Brown 22-23 & 210-211) Thankfully, the 

surviving crew members were able to find fresh food and water. Both resources being vital for 

their survival. They also found a copse of cedar trees on the island. Using the wood from the 

cedar trees, the survivors were slowly able to build a few small vessels. Using these vessels, 

they eventually met the rest of the expedition in Virginia a year later. 

The reports of this voyage were widely circulated around England, and were probably 

well known by Shakespeare and his audiences. These events were likely the inspiration for the  
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writing and publishing of, what is believed to have been, one of Shakespeare’s last productions, 

The Tempest.  Commonly thought to have been published before June of 1603, The Tempest 

follows the story of a collection of Italian nobles stranded on an uncharted island by a storm. 

The law of cause and effect is a recurring theme within The Tempest. The first example 

we hear about, is during the scene when Prospero (The main character of the play) is telling his 

daughter Miranda about how they came to be on the island which they inhabit. (I.ii.149-282) 

Due to Prospero, formerly the Duke of Milan, neglecting his governmental duties and passing 

them off to his brother, Antonio, that same brother conspired with the King of Naples to depose 

him. Prospero and Miranda would probably have been killed had it not been for “a noble 

Neapolitan, Gonzalo” (I.ii.171-172) who set the two to sea in a rickety boat with some fine 

creature comforts, food, and fresh water. 

Another example of cause and effect seen later in the play is when, after traipsing 

through a swamp for a while, the drunken trio consisting of Caliban (One of Prospero’s servants, 

and the son of the witch Sycorax) Trinculo (A court jester), and Stefano (A very drunken butler) 

come across a chest filled with fine clothing and shoes. Despite Caliban’s urgings to press on 

and continue with their poorly made plan to kill Prospero, the other two are distracted with 

rummaging through the chest and putting on the finery held within. However, this turns out to be 

a trap set by Prospero and Ariel. (A spirit who is indebted to Prospero for freeing her from an 

arboreal imprisonment, set upon her by Sycorax) Soon after opening the chest, the three are set 

upon by a collection of spirits in the shape of a pack of hounds. 

The theme of having difficulty distinguishing “men” from “monsters” in The Tempest is 

exclusive to Miranda’s character. This is quite understandable however, seeing as she has only 

ever lived on the island, from what she can remember, up until Prospero recounts how they  
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came to live on their isle. Because of this forced isolation from the world, Miranda is shown 

throughout the play to be quite naive to the way the world works, in addition to being meek and 

emotional in nature. She is so naive to the outside world in fact, that upon seeing Ferdinand for 

the first time she declares that he is, “the third man that e’er I saw” (I.ii.449). The other two 

presumably being Prospero and Caliban. While she is passive in many ways we see that, when 

the two go to see Caliban, she appears to hold great vehemence towards him. The reason for 

this is quickly discovered to be because Caliban had apparently tried to violate her chastity 

sometime in the past. The following scolding she gives him shows the reader that, while 

generally meek and humble in nature, Miranda is more than willing, and capable of, speaking up 

for herself on the matter of her sexuality. 

The use of music in The Tempest was, and still is, essential in showing effects of the 

supernatural. (Brown 152) One example being the sound of bells for whenever Prospero casts a 

spell. Another being how Ariel uses her musical instruments to lure the previously mentioned 

“drunken trio” further into the isle, or when she draws the other nobles (Alonso, Antonio, 

Gonzalo, and Sebastian) to the magical feast which places them into an enchanted madness. 

The motif of masters and servants is present in almost every scene of the play. These 

relationships are explored extensively, and harshly throughout the production. A few examples 

of this can be found in the relationship between Prospero and Caliban, the Boatswain and the 

nobles, and Ariel and Prospero. The play explores the social and psychological dynamics of 

such relationships from many different angles. One angle, which is visited several times 

throughout the play, is from Caliban’s point of view. Caliban portrays an unruly, and ungrateful 

servant, who thinks that the best course of action for him to get better treatment is to beseech a 
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couple of drunkards to kill Prospero, promising them mastery of the isle and his servitude to 

them as payment. 

References to water and drowning can be found in abundance throughout The Tempest. 

These references are occasionally used to compare characters, such as Prospero and Alonso. 

However, the most important effect of this motif is to heighten the symbolism of the storm itself 

as it runs its course. Drastically affecting the lives and actions of each character in some way. 

Through the masterful combinations of these, and other, themes and motifs, William 

Shakespeare has been able to transport audiences into many different worlds of fantasy and 

wonder. This is a talent that many authors and playwrights to date have strived for, but only a 

few have accomplished. 
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