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Discovering Literature: Shakespeare 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

William Shakespeare, The Tempest 

Theme 

Magic 

Rationale 

This activity encourages students to explore Shakespeare’s presentation 
of Prospero and his arts in the light of attitudes to magic in the 
Elizabethan and early Jacobean period. Students will learn about the 
intriguing John Dee, mathematician and magician, who calculated 
horoscopes for Queen Elizabeth and advised navigators voyaging to the 
New World. This will enable them to make thoughtful comparisons 
between John Dee and the character of Prospero. 

Through their study of sources, students will also develop their 
understanding of the portrayal of fantastical creatures in performances of 
the play. 

  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• John Dee’s petition to James I asking to be cleared of accusations of 
conjuring (1604) 

• King James VI and I’s Demonology (1597) 

• Inigo Jones designs for masque costumes (1610–1613) 

• Campion’s The Lord’s Masque (1613) 

• Woodcut of a harpy (1582) 

• Marlowe’s  Doctor Faustus (1631) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• Prospero, a Renaissance Magus by Malcolm Hebron 

• Prospero, magician and artist by Emma Smith 

Key questions 

• How was magic viewed by society at the time Shakespeare was 
writing? 

• How does learning about John Dee influence our understanding of 
the character of Prospero? 

• What was Shakespeare’s attitude to the art of the magician and his 
work as a dramatist? How does this vary from our attitudes today? 

Activities 

1) John Dee was an extraordinary man, interested in nearly all branches 
of learning. In Shakespeare’s time, the borderline between science and 
magic was very different from today.   

a) Look at the source, To the Kings Most Excellent Maiestie (1604). 
This is a petition from Dee to James I, asking “to be tryed and 
cleared of that horrible and damnable ... Sclaunder ... that he is, or 
hath bin a Conjurer, or Caller, or Invocator of divels.” 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/John-Dees-petition-to-James-I-asking-to-be-cleared-of-accusations-of-conjuring-1604
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/King-James-VI-and-Is-Demonology-1597
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Inigo-Jones-designs-for-masque-costumes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Campions-The-Lords-Masque-1613
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Woodcut-of-a-harpy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Woodcut-of-a-harpy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Marlowes-Doctor-Faustus-1631
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Prospero-a-Renaissance-Magus
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Prospero-magician-and-artist
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/John-Dees-petition-to-James-I-asking-to-be-cleared-of-accusations-of-conjuring-1604
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• What is John Dee being accused of? How is he defending 
himself? Is there a difference between black magic and white 
magic? 

• Ask students to look closely at the language of the play to 
explore what kind of magic Prospero uses and whether it is 
similar to the practices of John Dee. 

b) John Dee was arrested under the reign of Queen Mary I for 
allegedly practising witchcraft but convinced the Bishop of London 
that his beliefs were orthodox and was released.   

• James I wrote a book, Daemonologie, in 1597, which endorses 
the practice of witch hunting. What do you think James I would 
have thought about this petition?  

2) The Tempest was performed in the winter of 1612–13 at court by the 
King’s Company to celebrate the nuptials of Princess Elizabeth, the 
daughter of King James I. Re-read the masque scene in Act 4, Scene 1 
to celebrate the betrothal of Miranda and Ferdinand.  

a) Look at the following sources and the accompanying notes: Inigo 
Jones’ designs for masque costumes (1610–1613) and Campion’s 
The Lord’s Masque (1613). What aspects of the play do you think 
make The Tempest an appropriate play to perform on this royal 
occasion? Consider the major themes and the outcomes of 
Prospero’s plotting. 

b) Are there any aspects of language, plot or character that you think 
less suitable? Support your answers with some quotes from the 
text. 

c) Ask students to write a letter from one of the courtiers who 
attended the celebrations, describing their impressions of the 
performance.  

3) Show students the woodcut of the Harpy and ask them to describe the 
image and their reaction to it. Ariel appears ‘like a harpy’ in Act 3, 
Scene 3. Research the origins of the creature and explore why it is 
appropriate to the scene and the other characters in it? Why might 
Shakespeare have chosen to use them? 

Extension activities 

• Unlike some of Shakespeare’s plays, The Tempest has no obvious 
major sources. There are, however, similarities with the plot and 
themes of at least five of his other plays.  Choose one of them and 
write a short argument, giving evidence, supporting your choice. 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/King-James-VI-and-Is-Demonology-1597
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Inigo-Jones-designs-for-masque-costumes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Campions-The-Lords-Masque-1613
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Woodcut-of-a-harpy
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• Using the metre and rhyme scheme of Caliban’s curses, or Ariel’s 
songs, compose your own incantation or enchantment to either aid 
or discourage the progress of a relationship. 

• In Christopher Marlowe’s portrayal of a man who practises the art of 
magic, Faustus cries “I’ll burn my books” as he is dragged down to 
Hell. As they discover more about magic, students could also look at 
Puck’s epilogue at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream and 
compare this with Prospero’s speech in Act 4, Scene 1, ‘Our revels 
now are ended’ (148–163), and the Epilogue ‘Now my charms are 
all o’erthrown’ (1–20). 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Marlowes-Doctor-Faustus-1631
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