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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, The Tempest 

Theme: Who is savage and who is civilised?  

Rationale 
These activities encourage students to explore the ‘brave new world’ of The Tempest in light of 

thought-provoking texts on early modern colonisation. By looking at powerful images of Native 

Americans and Europeans which circulated in Shakespeare’s day, they will reflect on questions about 

who is savage and who is civilised in The Tempest. By comparing the play with its sources – 

Montaigne’s essay on cannibals and Strachey’s account of a shipwreck in Bermuda – students will 

debate alternative views of Prospero and Caliban, and their different claims to the island.  

Content 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Strachey's 'A true reportory of the wreck' in Bermuda’ (1625) 

 Coloured engravings of Native Americans and Picts bound with Strachey's New World 
'Dictionary' and 'History' (1612 and 1618) 

 Engravings of Native Americans and Picts in Harriot's Brief and True Report  (1590) 

 Engravings of Native Americans and Europeans in de Bry's America (1590) 

 A Virginian Indian in St James's Park, from the friendship album of Michael van Meer (c. 
1615) 

 Montaigne’s Essay ‘Of the Caniballes’ translated by Florio (1603) 
 

Recommended reading (short articles): 
 The Tempest and the literature of wonder: Martin Butler 

 Post-colonial reading of The Tempest:  Jyotsna Singh 

Key questions 

 How do the play and its sources raise questions about who is savage or civilised? 

 What are the tensions and contradictions in early modern views of the New World? 

 How does The Tempest reflect or challenge these views? 

Activities 
1) Read Martin Butler’s article on The Tempest and the literature of wonder. Working in pairs, 

become experts on one of the 10 sources embedded in the article and present it to the rest of 
the group. Say briefly what the item is and how it sheds light on The Tempest. 
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2) Explore different encounters between Europeans and Native Americans in Shakespeare’s day. 

Use the PowerPoint slideshow – The Tempest: Who is savage and who is civilised? Pairs of 

students could focus on one of the eight images in the slideshow, working  through the 

following questions, before sharing their views with the whole group:  

 

 What is your initial response to the image?  

 Who seems savage or civilised? In what ways is it contradictory or surprising?   

 How does Shakespeare reinforce or challenge these ideas of the New World?  Find quotes 

from the play to prove your points.  

 

3) Strachey and the shipwreck 

Read extracts from William Strachey's 'A true reportory of the wreck'  – the dramatic survivor’s 

account of a ‘most dreadful Tempest’ and shipwreck off Bermuda in 1609.  

 

a) Sketch, make sound recordings or collect sounds from online in response to what you read. You 

could use these as a starting point for staging Act 1, Scene 1 of The Tempest. 

b) Explore how Shakespeare echoes or adapts Strachey’s language and themes.  Focus on Act 1, 

Scene 1–2 and look briefly at Act 2, Scene 1 and Act 3, Scene 2.   

 
Feature of William Strachey’s account 
 

 
Quotations from The 
Tempest 

 
Comparisons and contrasts 

 ‘A most dreadful Tempest’: ‘swelling and 
roaring as it were by fits … it did beat all the 
light from Heaven; which like an hell of 
darkness, turned black upon us’ (p. 1735) 

 

  

Description of St Elmo’s fire, a weather 
phenomenon which sometimes appears on a 
ship during a storm: ‘an apparition of a little 
round light, like a faint star, trembling and 
streaming along with a sparkling blaze … it 
might have strucken amazement’ (p. 1737) 

 

  

The Bermudas were ‘called commonly The 
Devil’s Islands … feared and avoided of all sea 
travellers alive above any place in the world’, 
thought to be ‘given over to the Devils and 
wicked spirits’ (p. 1737). 

 

  

‘It pleased our merciful God to make even this 
hideous and hated place both the place of our 
safety … and deliverance’ (p. 1737). 
 

  

Mutiny, conspiracy and rebellion:  
‘Some dangerous and secret discontents 
nourished amongst us’ which could have led to 
‘bloody issues and mischiefs’ (p. 1743). 
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4) Montaigne and the noble savage 

Many people saw it as the Europeans’ duty to ‘civilise’ the ‘savage’ people of America and other 

newly explored lands. Others, like the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne, argued that the 

‘savages’ were naturally more innocent than the Europeans, and were corrupted by their attempts 

at civilisation.  

When Shakespeare wrote Gonzalo’s description of his ideal society (2.1.148–65), he was inspired by 
Michel de Montaigne’s Essay ‘Of the Caniballes’ (p. 102). Find the relevant sections in Montaigne 
and The Tempest and highlight any subtle differences between them.  Is there any other evidence of 
Montaigne’s influence elsewhere in The Tempest? 

 

Extension activities 

 Compare Theodor de Bry’s engravings of Native Americans and ancient people of Scotland 

with the visual traditions used in Renaissance paintings. Look at Boticelli’s Pallas and the 

Centaur and his Allegory of Spring or Raphael’s Madonna of the Goldfinch. How does this 

change your view of de Bry’s images?  

 Using Jyotsna Singh’s post-colonial reading of The Tempest as a starting point, find images 
from different productions of the play to explore changing views of Caliban, Prospero and 
Ariel.  

 Debate or write an essay plan: How does Shakespeare present the ideas of discovery and 
self-discovery in The Tempest? 
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