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The Tempest  (c. 1610)  

 

 

Contextual information  Quotes from The Tempest 

 

The first indoor playhouses of the 17th-century 

used chandeliers to provide artificial lighting in 
theatres for the first time. The Tempest is 
probably the first play that Shakespeare wrote for 
the new candlelit playhouse at Blackfriars – the 
winter counterpart to the open-air theatre at the 
Globe. The play fully exploits the possibilities of 
an indoor theatre.  
 

 

 
View the interior of Sam Wanamaker 

Playhouse 
 

 

 
Masques were popular courtly entertainments in 
the reign of James I. They combined music, dance 
and mime with spectacular risqué costumes and 
moving sets, requiring complex mechanics, 
painting, lighting and sound. The Tempest 
incorporates a formal masque-like scene involving 
the classical goddesses Iris, Ceres and Juno to 
celebrate the love of Miranda and Ferdinand in 
Act 4, Scene 1.  
 

 

 
View Inigo Jones’s designs for masque 

costumes 
 

 

 
The Tempest is exceptional in its extensive use of 
sound effects and music. The lyrics for Ariel’s 
songs ‘Full fathom five’ and ‘Where the bee 
sucks’ were set to music by Robert Johnson, 
probably around 1620. 
 

 

 
Explore this manuscript of songs from The 

Tempest, c. 1650–67 
 

 

 
The memorial statue of Shakespeare in 
Westminster Abbey shows Shakespeare pointing 
to a scroll containing lines adapted from 
Prospero. It is one of the first suggestions that 
Prospero could be identified with the playwright, 
both of them conjuring a theatrical vision that will 
soon dissolve before our eyes. This was 
reinforced by the notion that The Tempest (first 
performed in 1611) was the last play Shakespeare 
wrote before he renounced his ‘potent 
Art’(5.1.50).  
 

 

 
View a print of the Shakespeare memorial 

in Westminster Abbey, 1741 
 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/frontispiece-to-the-wits-showing-chandelier-above-the-stage-of-a-17th-century-indoor-playhouse
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/black-fryers
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/interior-of-sam-wanamaker-playhouse
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/interior-of-sam-wanamaker-playhouse
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/campions-the-lords-masque-1613
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/inigo-jones-designs-for-masque-costumes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/inigo-jones-designs-for-masque-costumes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-songs-from-the-tempest-c-1660-67
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-songs-from-the-tempest-c-1660-67
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/print-of-the-shakespeare-memorial-in-westminster-abbey-1741
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/print-of-the-shakespeare-memorial-in-westminster-abbey-1741


The British Library | www.bl.uk/shakespeare  2 

 

 
William Strachey’s ‘A true reportory of the 
wracke’ is the dramatic survivor’s account of a 
‘most dreadfull Tempest’ and shipwreck on the 
Bermudas in 1609. A manuscript version was 
circulated in England in 1610, when Shakespeare 
is thought to have seen it before writing The 
Tempest. He may have been inspired by 
Strachey’s vivid descriptions of ‘conspiracy’ and 
‘diverse mutinies’ on the island. There are also 
many verbal parallels: Strachey’s long description 
of St Elmo’s fire which ‘might have strucken 
amazement’ is echoed in Ariel’s claim to have 
‘flamed amazement’ (1.2.198).  
 

 

 
Explore Strachey's 'A true reportory of the 

wreck' in Bermuda 
 

 

 
In Gonzalo’s perfect natural commonwealth there 
is ‘no kind of traffic’, ‘no name of magistrate’, no 
‘riches, poverty / And use of service’ (2.1. 148–
65). This contains clear echoes of Michel de 
Montaigne’s essay ‘Of the Caniballes’, translated 
into English by John Florio in 1603. Inspired by 
reports into the exploration of Brazil, Montaigne 
celebrates the ‘puritie’ of societies governed by 
‘the lawes of nature’. He challenges any clear 
division between civilised Europeans and so-
called ‘savage’ nations, arguing that ‘we exceede 
them in all kinde of barbarisme’. 
 

 

 
Explore Montaigne's Essays translated by 

Florio 
 

 

 
In the early 17th century, the first English 
colonies were established in Virginia, North 
America. Theodor de Bry’s engravings were some 
of the earliest and most widely influential images 
of Native Americans. They played a central role in 
shaping the European image of the so-called 
‘New World’ and they offer interesting 
perspectives on what it means to be savage or 
civilised.  
 

 

 
View coloured engravings of Native 

Americans and Picts bound with Strachey's 
New World 'Dictionary' and 'History' 

 

 

 
Caliban’s name is perhaps intended as an 
anagram of ‘canibal’, though he is not a man-
eater. Shakespeare may have seen Theodor de 
Bry’s ambiguous images of the Brazilian 
Tupinambá tribe, who raised families and were 
loyal to their friends but practised ceremonial 
cannibalism on their enemies.  
 

 

 
View engravings of Native Americans and 

Europeans in de Bry's America 
 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/stracheys-a-true-reportory-of-the-wreck-in-bermuda
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/stracheys-a-true-reportory-of-the-wreck-in-bermuda
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/montaignes-essays-translated-by-florio
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/montaignes-essays-translated-by-florio
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/coloured-engravings-of-native-americans-and-picts
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/coloured-engravings-of-native-americans-and-picts
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/coloured-engravings-of-native-americans-and-picts
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/engravings-of-native-americans-and-europeans-in-de-brys-america
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/engravings-of-native-americans-and-europeans-in-de-brys-america
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John Speed’s remarkable atlas, The Theatre of the 
Empire of Great Britaine (1611–12) helped to 
solidify the notion of a coherent British Empire 
emerging in this era. When Shakespeare was 
writing The Tempest, England was engaged in 
the colonisation of Ireland. Speed says that the 
‘wild Irish’ have been seen in the past as ‘uncivill’, 
cannibalistic people, who ‘feede upon the flesh of 
men’ and ‘wantonlie … accompanie with 
women’.  
 

 

 
View a map of Ireland and engraving of 

wild Irishman and woman 
 

 

 
The Travels of John Mandeville was one of the 
most popular travel books of the Middle Ages. 
The narrative describes wondrous races and 
creatures that inhabit the edges of the known 
world, including men with eyes in their shoulders 
and men with heads in their breasts. 

 

 
Explore the illustrated edition of 

Mandeville's Travels, 1568 

 

 

 
This intriguing miniature painting shows a 
Virginian Indian at the Zoological Gardens in St 
James’s Park, surrounded by birds and animals 
which are said to be Indian. This man seems to 
have stayed in London around 1615 – one of a 
small number of Native Americans brought to 
England by explorers, and exhibited as curiosities. 
  

 

 
View a Virginian Indian in St James's Park, 
from the friendship album of Michael van 

Meer 

 

 

 
The scholar, astrologer and magician John Dee is 
often seen as a model for Shakespeare’s 
Prospero. Dee’s General and Rare Memorials 
pertayning to the Perfect Arte of Navigation 
(1577) shows him in his trusted role as Elizabeth 
I’s maritime advisor. It is one of the first texts to 
express the idea of ‘the British Empire’. At his 
home in Mortlake, Dee had one of the largest 
private libraries of books and maps in England at 
the time.  
 

 

 
Explore John Dee's General and Rare 

Memorials bound with a signed 
manuscript 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/book-promoting-the-colonisation-of-ireland-1610
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-of-ireland-and-engraving-of-wild-irishman-and-woman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-of-ireland-and-engraving-of-wild-irishman-and-woman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-mandevilles-travels-showing-headless-men-1430
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/illustrated-edition-of-mandevilles-travels-1568
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/illustrated-edition-of-mandevilles-travels-1568
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-virginian-indian-in-st-jamess-park-from-the-friendship-album-of-michael-van-meer
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-virginian-indian-in-st-jamess-park-from-the-friendship-album-of-michael-van-meer
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-virginian-indian-in-st-jamess-park-from-the-friendship-album-of-michael-van-meer
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dees-genealogy-and-self-portrait
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dees-general-and-rare-memorials-bound-with-a-signed-manuscript
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dees-general-and-rare-memorials-bound-with-a-signed-manuscript
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dees-general-and-rare-memorials-bound-with-a-signed-manuscript


The British Library | www.bl.uk/shakespeare  4 

 

 
John Dee also had a darker reputation as a 
notorious magus who pursued occult knowledge 
and summoned spirits. He was plagued 
throughout his adult life with accusations of 
sorcery –after creating ‘magical’ illusions for the 
theatre in Cambridge around 1547. Though 
trusted by Elizabeth, he was imprisoned in 1555 
by Mary I (for using enchantments against the 
Queen’s life) and again accused of sorcery by 
James I.  
 

 

 
View John Dee's spirit mirror 

 

 

 
Christopher Marlowe’s play, Doctor Faustus (c. 
1588) is the tale of a brilliant German scholar 
who devotes himself to the study of magic. He 
makes a pact signed in blood, with the evil spirit 
Mephistophilis, to sell his soul to the devil. In 
exchange for 24 years of service, Lucifer gives 
Faustus a life of pleasure, magical power and 
illicit knowledge of the secrets of the universe. 
Like Prospero, Faustus uses his powers to perform 
theatrical tricks. He makes himself invisible and 
conjures a disappearing ‘Banquet’ for the Pope. It 
is only when he faces death that he vows to 
‘burne [his] bookes’.  
 

 

 
View Marlowe's Doctor Faustus, 1631 

 

 

 
John Dryden, William Davenant and Thomas 
Shadwell adapted The Tempest to produce a 
musical comedy with operatic embellishments 
called The Tempest, or the Enchanted Island 
(1675).  It became the most successful show of 
its age, featuring new characters and elaborate 
special effects, including an aerial ballet and a 
shower of fire. 
 
Later, Thomas Duffett produced a vicious 
‘burlesque’ or parody of the 
Dryden/Davenant/Shadwell version which he 
called The Mock Tempest (1675), set in a seedy 
brothel.  
 

 

 
Explore Duffett's burlesque version of The 

Tempest set in a brothel, 1675 

 

 

 
In 1969, the Martiniquan writer and activist Aimé 
Césaire wrote his own version of The Tempest.  
Une Tempête is set in a colony in the throes of 
resistance and unrest. Caliban is a defiant subject 
under European rule, while Ariel represents the 
mixed races more able to accept their limited 
oppression.  
 

 

 
View a Programme from a 1980 

production of Aimé Césaire’s Une 
Tempête 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dee-is-accused-of-sorcery-after-staging-a-greek-play
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dee-is-accused-of-sorcery-after-staging-a-greek-play
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sh-john-dees-petition-to-james-i-asking-to-be-cleared-of-accusations-of-conjuring-1604
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sh-john-dees-petition-to-james-i-asking-to-be-cleared-of-accusations-of-conjuring-1604
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-dees-spirit-mirror
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/marlowes-doctor-faustus-1631
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/operatic-adaptation-of-the-tempest-by-dryden-davenant-and-shadwell-1674
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/operatic-adaptation-of-the-tempest-by-dryden-davenant-and-shadwell-1674
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/duffetts-burlesque-version-of-the-tempest-set-in-a-brothel-1675
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/duffetts-burlesque-version-of-the-tempest-set-in-a-brothel-1675
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/programme-from-a-1980-production-of-aime-cesaires-une-tempete
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/programme-from-a-1980-production-of-aime-cesaires-une-tempete
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/programme-from-a-1980-production-of-aime-cesaires-une-tempete

