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~ a critical review of W. Hogarth's "The Tempest" from Wikipedia, accessed on 11 April, 2013. 

 

This paper attempts a critical review of William Hogarth’s painting, ‘The Tempest’, 

intended for use as an illustration for William Shakespeare’s play of the same name 

(SparkNotesEditors). William Hogarth (10 November 1697 – 26 October 1764) was an English 

painter who was known for variation in his works (William Hogarth). He is known to have 

painted a wide array of subjects, from comic strips to realistic portraits. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:William_Hogarth_017.jpg
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This painting, from 1728, is an example of one of his earlier works, where he is known to 

have been experimenting with oil on canvas. It is one of his lesser known works and a special 

project, sort of as a showcase of his talents (William Hogarth). This painting depicts all the major 

characters of the play, in their own natural setting. We see Prospero, the old wizard and father of 

Miranda, who sits on a throne-like chair. Ferdinand, her suitor, with folded hands, along with the 

monster Caliban and the angel, Ariel, make up the complete frame (Scene from Shakespeare's 

The Tempest). 

They all seem to be set on an island or a part of land, with the sea visible in the backdrop. 

Other features of detail include Prospero holding something like a magic wand, some books 

lying strewn at his feet, his protective stance towards his daughter, who, in turn, seems 

captivated by Ferdinand! A dog is vying for Miranda’s attention but she has eyes only for 

Ferdinand, whose legs seem injured. The dog must be a pet, for he seems friendly and even has a 

collar of flowers. Caliban, clearly a monster, evident from his crushing poor white doves under 

his foot, is shackled and made to carry logs while Ariel, winged and free, is plating on an 

instrument. A broken ship’s wheel lies by and there is lightning in the sky! 

From the depiction in the frame, it seems that there has been a shipwreck because of a 

thunderstorm and Ferdinand has been injured. Miranda seems to have met this injured sailor and 

fallen in love with him, Ariel supplying the music, much as Cupid would shoot arrows through 

two people in love. Prospero looks almost dismayed; it may be because he has only his daughter 

in his old age and finds it difficult to let go of her. The monster too, looks unhappy, however his 

grotesque features mask his true emotions. In the archway, where the scene is set, an image of a 

bat seems to linger. Is it an omen of darkness or evil? Why does it fly on the same level, like a 

shadow, as the delicate, blonde-haired angel?  

From the look of the clothing and the need for wood for fire, the painting seems to depict 

a scene on an island in the 16th or 17th century. Miranda’s flowing gown and headdress suggest 

an Elizabethan era of clothing, as do Ferdinand’s breeches (Elizabethan Clothing). The natives of 

the land seem to be poor, their only ornaments being flowers and twigs. On the other hand, 

Ferdinand’s clothes are hemmed in gold thread and his dagger has a golden sheath, he seems to 

be royalty. 
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The primary questions that this image raises are about the round object near Ferdinand’s 

foot, the contents of the book, the huge round pendant around Prospero’s neck, the reason for the 

dagger that Ferdinand is carrying/hiding, and why the two write doves are connected by a thread. 

These questions seem to rear their heads because the artist is not the author of the play. 

He may have heard or read a synopsis of the play before he began work on it; or, he may have 

pored through the text deeply. In both cases, he is putting into a visual format, a textual input. He 

depicts what he understands, not necessarily what the playwright intends. In this case, Coyle’s 

concept of deep practice or building on the scaffolding of the brain does not apply. The painter is 

experimenting in a new medium, advertising his skills to a different category of clients, and has 

not been at it for years (Coyle). 

His concept of ‘Chicken-wire Harvards’, however, may still hold, seeing as both 

playwright and painter are from England, a seat of tremendous potential in the field of 

Humanities from the 12th to the 20th century (Coyle). Literary and artistic geniuses were abound 

in spite of poverty and the era of industrialisation.  

To sum up, expertise is not universal, it cannot be generalised. Many other factors, both 

personal and universal come into play to achieve success and perfection. Also, what is one man’s 

perfection may not be another’s. Each instance of success must be viewed in the absolute, for, in 

success, statistics are meaningless. 
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