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 Lesson notes
Caliban, the son of the witch, Sycorax, and the original 
possessor or owner of the island, is a key character in 
Shakespeare’s The Tempest. He is only half-human, and 
is often brutal and savage.
In this extract, Caliban is trying to encourage two sailors 
to kill Prospero, the magician who has taken over the 
island. This is what he says…
Why, as I told thee, ‘tis a custom with him
I’th’afternoon to sleep: there thou mayst brain him,
Having first seized his books; or with a log
Batter his skull, or paunch him with a stake,
Or cut his wezand with thy knife. Remember
First to possess his books; for without them
He’s but a sot, as I am, nor hath not
One spirit to command – they all do hate him
As rootedly as I. Burn but his books;
He has brave utensils (as he calls them)
Which, when he has a house, he’ll deck withal.
And that most deeply to consider is
The beauty of his daughter; he himself Calls her a 
nonpareil; I never saw a woman, But only Sycorax my 
dam and she; But she as far surpasseth Sycorax  
As greatest does least.
From this extract, we can determine that: 
• Caliban uses very violent images and seems to be 
 enjoying the gory details.
• There is an intense pleasure in the brutal words 

that describe the savage ways in which Prospero 
can be killed.

• Caliban hates Prospero “rootedly”. This word 
suggests more than merely deep hatred, but a 
hatred that is firmly fixed in his heart and mind.

• He is clever enough to realise that Prospero’s 
books are the source of his magical powers and 
so the books must be removed from him.

The extract raises numerous questions about Caliban:
• Is there any reason for his hatred? 
• Is his vengeance understandable?

• Has Prospero done anything to justify such 
hatred?

• Does Caliban have a primitive sexual desire for 
Prospero’s daughter, or is there a sensitivity in his 
appreciation of her?

To investigate these questions we would have to know 
more about the play, However, we have been able to see 
that language plays a powerful role in describing Caliban 
and raising questions about his character.

?  TASK
What do we learn about the character of 
Caliban from this speech which occurs 30 lines 
later in the play The Tempest.
Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,
Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and 
hurt not.
Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments
Will hum about mine ears, and sometimes 
voices
That, if I then had waked after long sleep,
Will make me sleep again, and then in 
dreaming,
The clouds methought would open and show 
riches
Ready to drop upon me, that when I waked
I cried to dream again.

Cal�ban
In this lesson we continue to learn how dialogue develops characterisation and raises the issues that Shakespeare 
explores. To do this, we focus on the character Caliban from the play The Tempest. 

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• analyse the language Shakespeare uses to create 

setting, character and ideas

 Curr�culum L�nks
LO 2: Read�ng and V�ew�ng
explore and explain key features of texts and how they 
contribute to meaning
drama:
• recognise how dialogue and action are related to 

character and theme (linked to task)
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