The Tempest
Act 1 Scene 2 ll. 189-238 and Act 5 Scene 1 ll. 1-60
Explain how magic is described as powerful and frightening in these extracts.

Level 7 Model Answer

     One way that Shakespeare gives us an impression of the immense power of Prospero’s magic in Act 1 is by showing us how powerful Ariel, his servant, is.  Ariel describes the extraordinary magic he has used on the ship with glee, emphasizing its strength and his control over nature.  He says, ‘I flamed amazement’, made ‘his bold waves tremble’ and ‘performed to point the tempest’.  The fire imagery would evoke a terrifying image of Hell for Shakespeare’s God-fearing audience, but Ariel is shown to control it and even to revel in it.  He ‘performs’ the tempest, orchestrating it precisely, and the careful alliteration on the ‘p’ sounds in his description emphasize his care and precision.

     Shakespeare also uses this scene to show us the absolute nature of Prospero’s power over this world.  Ariel’s own power has already been compared to that of gods, surpassing that of Jove and Neptune, and now we are shown that Ariel himself is completely under Prospero’s control – he hails Prospero with the words ‘All hail, great master,’ using a ceremonial, reverential form of address.  The fact that Prospero treats the mortals on the ship as puppets is emphasized in the way that Ariel explains how they have been ‘dispersed’ and ‘disposed’ or ‘stowed.’  Prospero is shown to have complete control over men, spirits and nature itself.  He also has control of this dialogue with Ariel, using a series of questions to lead Ariel through their plan, checking that each part has been performed as he wished: it is not really a genuine enquiry – more a confirmation that his orders have been properly obeyed.
     Moreover, in this scene the audience are chilled by the ruthlessness of Prospero’s power.  The extremity of his feelings is shown in his readiness to drive his victims to desperation: ‘Not a soul/But felt a fever of the mad and played,/Some tricks of desperation.’  ‘Not a soul’ is an absolute, showing his extreme and total control, and Ariel’s use of the word ‘desperation’ suggests that he knows that Prospero wishes them to suffer.  When Ferdinand cries that ‘Hell is empty,/And all the devils are here!’ he shows the terrifying power of the storm, which creates a hell on earth; this would have been a very real and frightening concept for Shakespeare’s Christian audience.

     The extract from Act 5 focuses more on developing our understanding of the immense range of Prospero’s power.  He does not just control Ariel: before renouncing his power, he invokes its full range, calling across ‘hills, brooks, standing lakes and groves’ for ‘elves’ and ‘demi-puppets’.  This shows how far his power spreads and emphasizes his control over creatures that are themselves dangerous and frightening; these are creatures that come out in ‘moonshine’ at ‘midnight’ and ‘rejoice/ To hear the solemn curfew,’ – dark spirits of the night.
     We have been aware of Prospero’s power over the elements since Act 1 when he conjured up the tempest, but here this control of nature is seen to extend to a power over life and death themselves.  He describes how, ‘Graves at my command/ Have waked their sleepers.’  This is a frightening and unnatural concept, which would have horrified a Jacobean audience: to them only God should have power over life and death, and a ghost was a tormented soul.  Indeed, here Prospero’s words do make him sound godlike, explaining how he had ‘rifted Jove’s stout oak/ With his own bolt.’
     Another frightening aspect of Prospero’s power occurs in a moment’s hesitation in this scene, when the audience is unsure of how Prospero is going to react to the sufferings of his enemies, as they are described by Ariel.  The spirit assures his master ‘Your charm so strongly works ‘em/ That if you now beheld them, your affections/ Would become tender,’ and Prospero replies ‘Dost thou think so, spirit?’  Just for a moment, there is a chance that he will give in to his ‘fury’ and take his revenge, and that this may prove to be a truly cruel power.  It does take Ariel’s words to remind him of what it means to be human, and in returning to that state, he also has to renounce powers that are superhuman.

     Finally, it is worth noting that Prospero’s last act of magic in the play is, ironically, a relinquishing of all those enormous powers which have been shown so graphically.  By restoring freedom and choice to those in his control – both his former enemies and his former servants – he really affirms it is only by giving up power and trusting those around him to behave responsibly on their own that he can gain true love and respect.
