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INTRODUCTION



Admit it: when you heard Hamlet was going to be on the final exam you went out and rented the Laurence Olivier film to cram for it. I mean, why study for five acts what you can watch in two-and-a-half hours—right?

You’re not alone here—not by a long shot. A lot of us turn to similar study aids because life is short and time is tight.

And let’s face it, even if you did read the play, the details don’t always stick with you because Shakespeare doesn’t always make it easy for you to absorb them. He’s fond of setting plays in Italy and giving his characters, both main and supporting, those euphonious names that all end confusingly in “o.” He frequently has female characters dress as men and walk around espousing two distinctly different Christian names. And twins! He often casts his dramas with twins whose identical appearances create numerous instances of mistaken identity. If the characters in the play can’t figure out who’s who, how are you the reader supposed to?

That’s why a book like TL;DR Shakespeare—that stands for “Too Long; Didn’t Read”—is an indispensable refresher reference for those at sea in their study of Shakespeare. It gives you a handle on twelve of the Bard’s greatest plays—six comedies and six tragedies—by parsing his prose and distilling each drama down to its essence.

Each chapter breaks down its play into conveniently concise sections that get to the heart of their elements:


• A “Plot Overview” that provides a broad perspective on the play’s key themes and describes the drama’s forward momentum in terms of its rising and falling action and central conflict.
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• A “Main Characters” key that describes the principal players in brief and the roles they play.
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• A short list of the main “Themes” and “Symbols” that are the pegs on which Shakespeare hangs his plots.

• A “Key Question and Answer” page that addresses an issue central to the play and deserving of elaboration.
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• A page that explains the meaning of the play’s ending, and unravels its occasional ambiguities.



The book is illustrated throughout with colorful infographics that further illuminate key plot points and provide you with striking visuals that fix them in the mind’s eye of your imagination.

TL;DR Shakespeare is just the book you need to help you “brush up your Shakespeare.” Its no-nonsense approach to unlocking the core ideas of Shakespeare’s timeless works makes it an invaluable guide for adding a bit more polish to the knowledge you may already have about them. And although it’s a handy book to have at hand, it shouldn’t be your only resource. There’s no substitute for the real thing, and it’s hoped that this book will drive you to seek out the original plays. So get the basic facts you need here. Then sit back and revel at your leisure in the dramatic splendor of the greatest dramas ever written.
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The Tempest explores the consequences of European settlement in the New World through the story of Prospero, an exiled ruler who uses magic to restore his daughter, Miranda, and himself to power. To achieve his ends, Prospero must force a confrontation with Alonso, the king who engineered his ouster, by shipwrecking Alonso on the island that Prospero and Miranda share with their servants Ariel and Caliban, and manipulating the romance that blossoms between Miranda and Alonso’s son, Ferdinand.
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Main Characters
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Prospero: The usurped Duke of Milan and father of Miranda who spends years banished on an island refining his powerful magic.
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Miranda: The loyal daughter of Prospero who was brought to the island at an early age and has never seen any men other than her father and Caliban.
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Ariel: A magical spirit who works in Prospero’s service and who helps to execute Prospero’s revenge plot.
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Caliban: Prospero’s furious slave who believes that the island rightfully belongs to him and has been stolen by Prospero.
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Ferdinand: Son and heir of Alonso who falls in love with Miranda upon first sight and happily submits to servitude to win Prospero’s approval.
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Alonso: King of Naples and father of Ferdinand who aided Antonio in unseating Prospero as Duke of Milan.
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Antonio: Prospero’s foolish and power-hungry brother who usurped Prospero’s dukedom.
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Sebastian: Alonso’s aggressive and cowardly brother.
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Gonzalo: An old, honest lord who helped Prospero and Miranda escape after Antonio usurped Prospero’s title.
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Trinculo & Stephano: A jester and a drunken butler who provide comic relief as two minor members of the shipwrecked party.
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O wonder! How many goodly creatures are there here! How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world That has such people in ’t!

—Miranda

Act 5, Scene 3
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What Does the Ending Mean?
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After Prospero uses magic to split up and torture his enemies, in the final act he lures everyone to the same spot on the island and forgives Alonso and Antonio for their betrayal twelve years prior. The main event that heals the wounds of the past is the union between Miranda and Ferdinand. Finally, Prospero delivers the epilogue and asks the audience to set him free with applause. The Tempest marks the last play that Shakespeare wrote by himself, and as such, represents a sort of farewell to his audience. Just as Prospero puts aside magic in the final scenes of the play and prepares for a peaceful retirement, so Shakespeare may have used the play to say goodbye to the theater.
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Why does
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and
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Caliban sees Prospero and
Miranda as colonizers who took control
of anisland that he felt belonged to him. Caliban
ironically mirrors Prospero, who was also violently
unseated from power. However, whereas Prospero ended
up free but in exile, Caliban ended up enslaved in his own
home. Caliban resents going from being the free ruler of the
island to being the servant of a tyrannical master. Caliban
also resents Miranda for the education she has given him.
Miranda describes her efforts as selfless and guided
by pity, but Caliban sees Miranda's act as an

extension of her father's imperialism.
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Rising Action: Prospero uses his spirit
helper, Ariel, to create a tempest that

Falling Action: Prospero brings
wrecks his enemies' ship and disperses its

Alonso and the others before
him and forgives them. Prospero
passengers about the island. Ferdinand
and Miranda fall in love. 5

invites Alonso and his company
to stay the night before
everyone returns to Italy the
next day, where Prospero will
reassume his dukedom

Major Conflict: Prospero was banished from ltaly and cast to sea by
his usurping brother, Antonio, and Alonso. Prospero uses his magic to
make these lords repent and restore himself to his rightful place.
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