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editorial
By Emmy Abrahamson

Eating peas. Going to the dental hygienist. Cleaning the drain
in the bathroom sink. Watching a Shakespeare play. For a long
time these actions would all fall into the same category for me i.e.
things that I never looked forward to doing even though I knew
they would be good for me. And after I had accomplished them
I would give myself a pat on the back and feel very virtuous and
good about myself.
For many, many years I struggled with Shakespeare. Even just
the words “iambic pentameter” used to fill me with such dread and
horror at drama school that I often needed to crawl into a foetal
position and slowly rock while softly singing “It’s a small world” to
myself. Then something changed. Something that would forever
alter the way I viewed and felt about Shakespeare. I was in the
middle of doing my master’s degree in London sixteen years ago
and we had the distinguished theatre critic Michael Billington come
in for a guest lecture. And one sentence he said would change
my perspective for ever. What he said was: “Always put plays in
their context.” That was it. It might not sound revolutionary nor
ground-breaking but for me it had a profound, life-changing effect.
So I did what Michael Billington suggested and I put Shakespeare
and his plays in their context: I compared Shakespeare to his
contemporary playwrights and – gasp! – realised that the man was
a genius. Why hadn’t anyone discovered this before?! Comparing
Shakespeare to other playwrights changed him from being a
tedious “must” to an exciting world waiting to be discovered over
and over again. Comparing him to his contemporaries changed
him from being peas to being a five course dinner followed by a
little cheeky glass of Cognac. I would really like to suggest that
teachers do the same. Let students compare Shakespeare to e.g.
Thomas Middleton, Christopher Marlowe and Ben Johnson. Let
them compare Shakespeare’s language, the complexity he gives
his characters and his plots - still relevant today, see below - to
his contemporaries. Just that. And let them discover what sets
Shakespeare apart from other playwrights for themselves.
This, the 400th anniversary of William Shakespeare’s death,
was an excellent reason to - for the first time in Scene’s history dedicate a whole issue to a single playwright. One of the wonderful
benefits of the ISTA community is that we have a plethora of
experienced, enthusiastic Shakespeare experts on our books so in
this issue eighteen contributors give their varied, interesting and
fabulously unique takes on Shakespeare. And in their contributions
they all agree on one thing: do not revere the man nor his plays too
much but play with them. “Everything suffocates inside a glass jar”,
as Oliver Senton writes. Please try to remember – as Will Kerley
writes – Shakespeare was just “a bloke”, albeit a very talented one.
In her article “Don’t let the Bard get you down” Helen Abbott
de-mythologises the anxieties teachers and students may have
of “cheating” to get to grips with the basics. It’s perfectly fine
to read a scene-by scene breakdown and to use pictures, charts
and graphs for quick references. Her article is a good toolbox
with lots of “ways in” which I know many teachers will appreciate.
Helen Leblique also provides some insightful and clear exercises
immediately relevant in the classroom with some gems thrown
in. In Allyn Rathus’s “Blindly tackling Shakespeare” Shakespeare
is used to explore issues of gender and race – as well as being a
www.ista.co.uk

study of the playwright – using examples from key contemporary
companies and productions to illustrate the point, an angle hugely
relevant and important for contemporary classrooms. Providing
an international angle Clayton MacKenzie’s brilliant and scholarly
“Shakespeare in Hong Kong” draws parallels to Chinese culture and
opens up a world to teachers in different regions. Ian Johnston’s
very different take highlights the importance of research while
Matthew Godfrey show us how to bring history to the fore using
the Bard. Nigel Tickner’s article is a useful account of bringing
a theatre company into your school and what that entails while
Cath Rankin shares some lovely ideas on the exploration of text
specifically with middle school.
Shakespeare’s plays are as relevant today as they were 400
years ago. Some contemporary themes that we can easily find in
Shakespeare’s plays are: refugees (from Comedy of Errors to The
Winter’s Tale), racism and prejudice (from Merchant of Venice
to Othello), debt crisis (Merchant of Venice), just war and just
assassination (from Henry V to Julius Caesar) and – perhaps the
one young adults can most easily identify with – love (from Romeo
and Juliet to Midsummer Night’s Dream). That’s the thing with
Shakespeare: you can choose the angle of him that interests you
the most and focus on that. Reading this issue I hope you will
discover, re-ignite or simply re-inforce the depth and joy of playing
with a Shakespearian play or sonnet.

Emmy
PS: In the middle of this issue you will also find a little gift from
us that we hope you will find useful when advertising and planning
your next ISTA adventure, or simply spreading the ISTA message
within your community.

Book now!
3-Day Teacher Studios
ISTA is delighted to offer a new series of
workshops for teachers in Asia, Europe and
the United States. Three full and amazing days.
Three very different locations and three very
different areas of theatre.
Kathakali in Kerala
14th - 16th April 2017
Musical Theatre in London
9th - 11th June 2017
Trestle mask in Atlanta
26th - 29th June 2017
For more information and to reserve a place
please contact ian@ista.co.uk
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The Old Vic’s production of Much Ado About
Nothing

The Primary Shakespeare Company

Unbreakable
Shakespeare and the
death of reverence
by Oliver Senton

The estate of the late Samuel Beckett is
notoriously strict; no changes or alterations
to any works allowed. The Pinter Estate is
currently in wrangles with The Wooster
Group over plans to perform Pinter’s early
play The Room somewhere other than the
group’s own premises in New York; as if that
will make a difference to the production.
By contrast, Sam Shepard’s estate trusts
the robustness of his work and will give
permission to pretty much any legitimate
attempt to put on Shepard’s plays as long as
they get the cheque in return.
I like to think Shakespeare’s estate,
were there one, would be more like that. If
his plays are anything - and they are many
things - they are robust. They’ve been
battered over the years: productions set
in space, nude, musicals, The Merchant of
Venice set in Las Vegas or a concentration
camp, Twelfth Night with Orsino as a fading
rock star and a full-blown orgy to finish.
But the plays always survive - through
good actors and bad, ill-conceived sets
and mumbled speeches, wild histrionics
and terrible celebrity casting. But still, as
at Shakespeare’s Globe where I’ve seen
many shows over the years, the story, the
musculature of the play goes on functioning
even when there are serious problems of
2 Issue 1 | 2016-17 September | SCENE

casting, staging, whatever. The plays seem
to function almost in spite of all that.
Of course productions can be dull,
mind-blankingly, museum-piece dull (though
that’s a disservice to many museums). I
can’t think of a theatre experience more
excruciating than a reverential, plodding
Shakespeare taking three hours to limp
towards its underwhelming finale. But the
problem there isn’t Shakespeare – it’s the
reverence. The Shakespeare heritage virus.
I’ve seen and made some extraordinary
productions of his plays, and whether it’s
in prisons or schools, with grand resources
or none, what marks out the good stuff is
directness; a desire to communicate the
stories without worrying about whether
you’re “doing it right”.
In prisons you can’t dress Shakespeare
up in fancy clothes – because inmates
have the best bullshit detectors going,
and if it doesn’t speak to them, they won’t
engage. But of course the stories do speak
to them. I’ve done two shows in United
Kingdom prisons: The Wax King (a version
of Henry VI part 3), a tale of revenge and
cyclical violence in HMP Pentonville, and
The Winter’s Tale in HMP Brixton with its
themes of visceral jealousy and redemption.
Both shows were mixed with some of the

men’s own writing (iambic pentameter
and prose) and the casts were a mixture of
professional guests and inmates (though
the audiences couldn’t always separate
those elements – all cast members wore the
same clothes). It made some of the simplest,
most powerful theatre I’ve ever been part of,
thanks to a unique setting and ensemble, an
atmosphere of shared respect and, of course,
extraordinary material being spoken simply
and from the heart. The performances were
important to us; unsurprisingly that showed
in the final product.
The remarkable late Shakespeare play
Pericles, Prince of Tyre has crossed my
path three times: in a pub theatre in Bristol
twenty years ago, at the Inns of Court in an
amazing outdoor production ten years ago
but most significantly and impressively in
a recent production I saw given by primary
school children. The Primary Shakespeare
Company takes school groups from Greater
London and gives each one a section of the
play – then these are put together in front
of an audience of families and teachers to
make a 75-minute performance. I watched
this Pericles at the back of an immense
school hall crammed with people, costumes
were basic, staging primitive. It was the
clearest and most compelling version of that

complex tale I had ever seen.
The appeal of Shakespeare to younger
audiences (and younger actors) can be
immense because they bring none of the
baggage of how “great” he is/was/is meant
to be – no reverence, only engagement
with the stories. I did a production of The
Taming of the Shrew for primary audiences
in Richmond, London. I was worried that
the material of what is, for me, a very
problematic play would be too challenging
for the children. Each actor ran workshops
with all the schools individually to prepare
them for the performance and my worries
were quite, quite groundless. Whether the
young audiences understood all levels of
the play is debatable – but they followed
the story, engaged with it and were held
by it. Kate’s struggle for self-determination,
Petruchio’s fight for domination and the
tension between children and father, were
clear to them. Other companies I’ve worked
for - Shakespeare Schools Festival, the
National Theatre’s Learning department
and many more - use Shakespeare all the
time as their bridge to introduce children to
theatre, poetry and a creative world. There’s
much debate about whether Shakespeare
is the right choice for such introductions
(and long may they continue – assume
nothing). There are many other choices after
all – simpler ones, newer or more immediate
ones. But these damn plays just keeping
coming back and working, goddamit –
hooking imaginations through their stories,
their characters and their poetry.
By contrast with Shakespeare in prisons
or school halls, more conventional stages
can make it harder to make the plays come
to life in this way. Some of our modern
habits don’t help (I don’t get the fourth wall,
in-the-dark thing. If the actors can’t see the
audience, the plays can’t fully work, not as
they’re meant to). But there are plenty of
exciting ways of opening them up and the
mansion of Shakespeare has many rooms.
Script-in-hand readings of Elizabethan and
Jacobean plays I’ve done at Shakespeare’s
Globe, as part of their Read Not Dead
programme, regularly overcome poetry
which seems obscure, difficult and dense.
It seems dense and often the actors are
worried it will turn out that way but in front
of an audience it becomes clear in ways
that were unimaginable a few hours earlier.

The School of Night
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“It made some of the simplest, most
powerful theatre I’ve ever been part of...”
Convoluted plots make sense – meaningless
speeches reveal logic – “dead” humour
comes to life. These aren’t Shakespeare
plays but the essential point is the same the recipe is not the cake. The play is not
the script. From the Greeks to Chekhov to
Simon Stephens, the script only gives you
the vaguest idea of what the fully realised
thing - with people talking to each other,
feeling feelings, expressing thoughts,
sweating and hating and killing - can be.
You should certainly never have to read
a plot synopsis first or something’s gone
seriously wrong.
The audience’s inclusion in this process
is crucial (this is why I don’t understand
the audience in the dark thing); they are
half of the circuit that makes theatre - and
certainly Shakespeare - come alive. It’s
not about overt audience participation
necessarily but the acknowledgement
that we, the actors, are onstage here and
you, the audience, are out there, watching
and responding. Shakespeare wrote his
plays for the actors to look straight out at
watching, expectant faces. If the audience
isn’t acknowledged, we’re just actors in an
empty room. And what’s the point in that?
One very particular Shakespearean
project reveals that immediacy; it’s been
described as “taking blank verse apart
like an engine then reassembling it”. The
School of Night was named after an
original group from the end of the 16th
century which included Sir Walter Ralegh,
Doctor John Dee, Henry Percy the Earl of
Northumberland and others who gathered
to discuss new knowledge, physiology,
astronomy and poetry. As recounted in
John Michell’s fascinating Who Wrote
Shakespeare? the young scribe in the
corner who wrote down scraps of genius
and inspiration from their discussions was
the son of a Warwickshire glovemaker,
one William Shagspur. It’s one of the
more tenuous authorship theories but its
outlandishness has led to a modern group
of the same name which attempts equally
outrageous feats – to summon from thin
air lost works by Shakespeare and other
classical authors. To improvise iambics,
in other words, in a serious attempt to
channel new material in the Shakespearean
style, not taking the mickey but trying
for the real stuff. As well as performing
in theatres and festivals (Shakespeare’s
Globe, Royal Court, National Theatre,
Edinburgh, Hay-on-Wye) The School of
Night appears regularly in educational
contexts, National Book Day at the British
Library, the International Shakespeare

conference at Elsinore and workshops in
colleges in schools all over the world. At
first The School’s approach may seem odd
or even baffling. Summoning the Muses?
Hard Bardics? But it amounts to a demystification of material which can still
intimidate pupils and even (as a teaching
challenge) educators themselves. The
School is not reverent – but its irreverence
serves only to open up and reveal the
mechanics, and thus the magic, of the
verse. Loving the verse and playing with
but not worshipping it.
Mixed casts in prisons, children let
loose on Shakespeare, free improvisation in
iambic pentameter – all of these are ways
of liberating Shakespeare, finding ways of
making him clearer, interesting and inspiring
to a modern audience. I enjoy watching
professional productions of Shakespeare
and acting in them but the bottom line has
to be to shed light on the plays, to make
them clear and fresh to the audience.
There was a production of Much Ado
About Nothing at The Old Vic in London
a few years ago directed by the great
Shakespearean Mark Rylance. He had cast
two tremendous older actors (Vanessa
Redgrave and James Earl Jones) as a
mature Beatrice and Benedick. The show
was vilified by the critics but as a fan
of Mark and Ms. Redgrave – and always
intrigued by extreme critical reactions – I
arranged to go. Certain criticisms I had
to concede but what really struck me
was how fresh the show was. It seemed –
wonder of wonders – as if the actors on
stage were actually talking to each other,
listening and responding. And I couldn’t
help thinking that this was what had
really upset people about the production,
not the details of design or casting but
the fact that the drama didn’t sound like
Shakespeare at all. The English like their
Shakespeare to sound like Shakespeare.
Heritage, you see. Reverence.
The plays will always survive. They
will always be there. And maybe all those
shows adding music, modern politics, rock
stars, random nudity, had it right all along.
Break open the plays to bring them to life.
Everything suffocates inside a glass jar.
Further information:
The Primary Shakespeare Company: www.
primaryshakespearecompany.co.uk
The Read not Dead (script-in-hand
readings) project at Shakespeare’s Globe:
www.shakespearesglobe.com/education/
events/productions/read-not-dead
The School of Night: www.
theschoolofnight.com
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understand and miss the next few lines
while trying to work it out – aim for the gist.
Listen and concentrate but remember to sit
back and enjoy it as well.
To help, get hold of a good annotated
copy. Read a passage and if there are any
words you do not understand, check them.
I like the Arden Shakespeare editions as
the word explanations are at the bottom
of each page. This means you can quickly
and simply glance down to remind yourself
of the meaning instead of having to
constantly refer to a glossary at the end of
the book and/or write the meaning next to
the word on the page.
Get visual
Use page headings, pictures, charts
and graphs for quick references. Instead of
repeatedly flicking back to the character
page create a family/character tree on
a separate piece of paper and keep it
in front of you or pin it to the wall while
reading (shakespeareswords.com has great
character circles that I print out). Try giving
each page of your text a title, a heading that
quickly describes the main action on that
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“... Shakespeare’s plays were written to
be watched, not read.”

have prepared and fully understand it will
make the play much more accessible.
As with reading the text though, it will
most likely be a more enjoyable experience
if you have a good handle of the plot first.
Be aware that many productions are edited
or adapted so do a bit of research first.
Read reviews and information about the
company/production so you know what
to expect. It’ll be a bit confusing if you
turn up expecting a three hour version of
Macbeth and end up with a modern dance
interpretation of the themes. With this in
mind it should be used as part of your study,
don’t do this in place of reading the text.
If you have no access to a current
theatre production there are many film and
television versions available. The BBC, for
example, have filmed all 37 of Shakespeare’s
plays and The Globe and Royal Shakespeare
Company have DVDs of many of their
productions. Check out your local cinema as
well – a few of the larger theatres are now
live-streaming their productions so even
if you can’t get to London there is still a
chance to see something.
Do not expect to understand everything,
no one does at first...
Even the Jacobeans wouldn’t have
understood all of Shakespeare. He did after
all invent hundreds of words and phrases
that were completely new to people. His
audience would also have been made up
of both the lower and upper classes who
would have had vastly different levels, if
any, of education. It is very unlikely that
everyone would have understood all the
references to classical mythology in one
scene and then biblical citations in the
next. Likewise, how can you be expected
to fully grasp a language that at times
sounds so different from ours today with its
tricky vocab (“bare bodkin”? “babukles”??
“aglet-baby”???!) and unusual sentence
structures which often switch between
poetry and prose. So give yourself a break.
Don’t get hung up on something you don’t
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detailed scene-by-scene breakdown. This
way the play is broken down and can be
much more manageable. There are many
good sources to help with this: J.C. Trewin’s
Pocket Companion to Shakespeare’s
Plays has great summaries as does
Charles Boyce’s Shakespeare A to Z which
contains scene-by-scene breakdowns
and commentary. There are also several
excellent websites such as Shakespeare
Online and SparkNotes with its No Fear
Shakespeare section (be careful though, as
with many things on the internet, there are
several not so reliable sites).
I am not saying that reading the play
“cold” is a bad idea - you might surprise
yourself and understand a lot more
than you’d have thought - but if you feel
overwhelmed before even starting that
might end up getting in the way. As soon
as you’ve lost the thread of what’s going on
or have to check back to the character list
for the twentieth time to check whose side
the Earl of Douglas is on then it’s likely to
become a frustrating process.
See it in action
Don’t forget that Shakespeare’s plays
were written to be watched, not read.
They are scripts after-all and not books.
The only people in Shakespeare’s time to
have read the plays were those involved
in the production and even then they
would only have been given a copy of own
lines. Watching a production can be the
moment when many things click into place.
Seeing the physical relationships between
characters, the emotions involved and
hearing the text delivered by those who
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By Helen Abbott

If you struggle with Shakespeare, you
are not alone. In fact I would go as far as
saying that everyone has been through their
own love/hate struggle with the Bard. If
anyone claims to just “get it” straight away,
trust me, they’re probably lying. They may
be further along the road than you, closer
to “Shakespeare genius” than “Huh?” but
they all started at the beginning. I’ve always
loved Shakespeare - watching it, studying
it, directing it - but there’s a lot I don’t
understand on first (second or even third)
reading. I think I’m probably somewhere
between “Right, I get it” and “I have to
read that whole page again as I got so
confused I gave up trying”. It might not be
to everyone’s taste but one thing I am sure
about: if you give Shakespeare a chance a
world of language, poetry, humour, beauty
and magic will be opened up to you.
So, here are a few things to bear in
mind when you - or your students - are
starting a new text. I hope they will help
you along the way:
It is not cheating to read a synopsis before
reading the play
It can be far too daunting to sit down
and start reading a lengthy text cold. Even
the character list at the beginning can be
confusing. So instead of feeling intimidated
by the task ahead, put the play down and
read a simple synopsis, one that covers the
important plot points is a good place to
start. This will help you get an overview so
you know the rough content and direction
of what you’re about to read. Following
this, as you work your way through the
actual text, it can be helpful to read a more
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Don’t let The Bard
get you down – top
tips for studying
Shakespeare
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page e.g. “Ferdinand’s first meeting with
Miranda’” or “Edmund cuts his arm”. This
will make it easier for you to navigate the
text when it comes to exams or rehearsals.
Create as many of these simple visual
references as needed. Get a piece of A3
paper and write anything that will help in
bold – who’s good versus who’s bad, Caius
is Kent in disguise, red rose = House of
Lancaster/white rose = House of York etc.
Open it out - there’s more to the play than
the play
A good way to broaden your
understanding of the play is to read about it.
Once you’ve got a fairly good grasp of the
plot, characters and language start to have
a think about such things as the themes, the
historical context of the play, the politics.
Don’t weigh yourself down by reading wordheavy introductions though (unless you
like this kind of thing), there are so many
resources that offer a wealth of information
in a form that you may find more accessible.
Listen to podcasts, watch interviews with
directors, designers and cast members, find
reviews for past productions to see how it

has been interpreted, read as much as you
can about the play.
Trust yourself
A great way to see just how much you
now understand is to put the book down
and talk about it. Describe the plot to
someone, get them to ask you questions
about it. Why does that character do that?
What do you like/dislike about it? Who’s
your favourite character? Why? Tell them
what the play is “about”, how productions
have staged a gory or magical moment,
whether you think Polonius is a loving father
or an interfering busybody etc. By simply
talking about the play with no pressure to
commit your thoughts to the page you may
be surprised by how much you know.
And finally...
If you didn’t like the play you’ve just
studied, don’t rule out the rest. The beauty
of Shakespeare’s plays are that they
encompass so many themes, genres and
tones. Maybe the histories just aren’t for
you but Titus Andronicus with its blood and
gore or Much Ado About Nothing with its
quick wit will suit you fine.

“...if you give Shakespeare a chance a world of language,
poetry, humour, beauty and magic will be opened up to you.”
www.ista.co.uk
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Shakespeare
Incorporated
By Ian Johnston

I have a long relationship with
Shakespeare - we all do I suppose - but my
career has danced and dallied around him,
been propped up by him and enriched by
him, so I do owe Shakespeare a commodity
of thanks. I’ve been lucky too, inasmuch that
along with what Dinos Aristidou colourfully
describes as my “portfolio career”, I have
had the opportunity to meet up with some
of the leading scholars, practitioners and
proponents of the Bard and his works. In
fact, my second job out of drama school
was touring English Heritage venues in a
production called The Bard and the Blade, a
collection of the exciting duels, melees and
dust-ups from Shakespeare’s various plays.
I’ve taught at many Stratford TaPS events
over the years and regard the town and its
bed and breakfasts with the familiarity of
some well-worn pyjamas, that although a
little frayed around the edges, you’ve come
to think on with comfortable affection.
So, yes, over the years I’ve become
quite fond of Will and his works and his
home town. This year is a particularly big
year for the business of Shakespeare. Four
hundred years since he died and anybody
with anything to do with Shakespeare has
been busy dusting down their trunk hose,
starching their ruff and conning the lines to
Sonnet 18. I have not been the exception. So
when I was asked by ISTA to pen an article
for Scene, it all dovetailed rather nicely.
Earlier this year, I auditioned and was
successful in landing an acting job in
Stratford-upon-Avon at the Shakespeare
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Birthplace Trust. Shakespeare’s very own
house has been turned into a museum.
There are, in fact, a number of properties
in Stratford that form the birthplace
trust: Anne Hathaway’s Cottage, Harvard
House, Mary Arden’s Farm and most
recently, New Place - his final home in
Stratford. Stratford is a town fizzing with
Bard references: the Trinity church, the
grammar school and, of course, it’s the
seat of the Royal Shakespeare Company.
The Shakespeare Institute (part of the
University of Birmingham) also maintains a
healthy presence here, couple all this with
tourist attractions such as Tudor World
and the Falstaff Tours and you have a town
almost entirely devoted to the man William
Shakespeare. In fact it is entirely possible
to fill your day with Shakespeare, electing
to drink a coffee at “food of love”, take an
“Othello taxi” and sup a “Shakespeare ale”
in the Garrick Arms, a pub name after one
of Britain’s great Shakespearean players.
Heritage is big business in the United
Kingdom and Shakespeare is one of our
biggest draws.
Being the 400th anniversary of the
Bard leaving for the undiscovered country,
Stratford was pulling out all the stops and
into this heady mix of theatre, tourist tat
and retail therapy, I dropped into a really
interesting opportunity. The Birthplace
Trust aims to bring to life, the history,
conditions and works of Shakespeare
in ways that are accessible to all. To this
end they employ archivists who research

documents with scholarly accuracy, guides
with profound knowledge of Tudor and
Jacobean life, actors who recite sonnets,
plays and excerpts to visitors at their
behest and a whole raft of academics,
historians, gardeners, PR gurus and living
history experts who maintain and display
the skills and practices of the past.
The creative house team at the
Birthplace came up with an idea for a popup event for the celebration and settled
on recreating the tavern The Maidenhead.
Historically, after Shakespeare achieved
fame he bought New Place, the second
biggest property in Stratford at the
time. As John, his father had passed on,
rather than sell the old house, he rented
it to locals Lewis and Alice Hiccox who
transformed the property into a tavern.
So I was cast into the role of Lewis
and tasked with learning the details and
creating a character and environment
whereby tourists could experience a slice
of immersion into life as lived in 1606. What
made this project so special was that it was
first person interpreting. That is to say that,
the actor plays the role of the character all
day, the performance is totally improvised
and interactive.
I have a good deal of experience in
immersive theatre but mostly such work
is limited to three hours or so. This was
six hours a day, in role. Quite a challenge.
It also meant improvising in the English
of Shakespeare’s day. The Birthplace had
wisely invested in help and brought in Mark
Wallis of historical interpretation company
Past Pleasures to give myself, a second
Lewis and our wives all the information,
skills and chutzpah we needed to pull it off.
A rose by any other name
So what actually is a first person
interpreter? I soon found out that it wasn’t
enough to fall back on my acting techniques
and that I had also to assume the mantle
of host, sentinel and educator as well as
entertainer in one streamlined package.
First person for an actor isn’t such a
reach, anyone who knows their Stanislavski
has got the tools to get into character but
what really sets the first person interpreter
apart, is the ability to segue between the
above roles and to “read” their audience
and react to what they are giving you,
allowing the required element to come

to the fore. People visit the properties for
many reasons: for some it will be curiosity,
for others a pilgrimage, there will be folk
who are there for edification and those who
just want to be left alone to take it all in, in
their own sweet time and a few who will
seek you out for entertainment. The first
person interpreter then creates a space
where audience are made to feel welcome
and encouraged to interact at a level with
which they are comfortable. Performances
are durational, you make an “offer” to the
audience and depending on the perceived
level of interest, you adapt accordingly.
So how do you go about all of the
above? As you may expect, the first thing
we did was hit the books. The Birthplace
has considerable resources and there isn’t
much they don’t know or can’t point you
towards with regards the house. We found
out all about Lewis, Alice, brewing, pubs,
inns and taverns, Stratford, notable citizens
of the town, poured over old maps, digested
contemporary reports on the town, on the
country and areas of life such as crime and
punishment, sports, religion, major events,
public holidays, fairs, taxes, medicine, science
and plays, playhouses and players and, of
course, about Will and his family. Lewis held
the position of Ale Conner. A respectable
job of the time that required the post-holder
to taste ale for a living - a job held before
Lewis by Will’s father John Shakespeare. This
important role involved sitting in a puddle
of ale in leather breeches in order to test the
strength or potency of the alcoholic content.
The average person in Shakespeare’s day
would be quaffing somewhere between 15-17
pints of ale a week!
After this initial deluge of information
we were taught manners, etiquette, how
to stand, how to sit, to bow and how
form was changing from before, why and
what it would progress to in time. We
were tested on the Elizabethan chain,
to organise our hierarchy from ostler to
master of the revels, from washerwoman
to groom of the stole (look that one
up). Such things as what materials we
would be allowed to wear, how to wear
a hat and how to show deference were
all covered in detail. This preparation
allowed us to practice improvising in role.
Exercises were set where we were given
the chance to “unpack” history through
the lens of the character. We might, for
example, come into a room arguing
about a law that recently been passed or
event that had happened. We were also
tasked with difficult clients, actors were
given characteristics to play as visitors
that Mark and his crew had had firsthand experience of, like a customer who
wanted to touch you and your costume,
indifferent tourists, people with no personal
boundaries, the experts, the extroverts
and those who were simply horrified by
interaction. This was a real challenge, to
identify the perceived problem or need and
www.ista.co.uk

to adjust your performance to integrate
as many members of the public into the
performance, all the while maintaining the
character. Another rehearsal technique
involved second-person involvement:
instantly casting members of the public
into roles. You might interact with a
member of the public as if he were a lord
or an alderman of the town council. You
could train a new tavern maid in her duties
or get her to fetch your brew-wife. Over the
course of the rehearsals and training our
confidence grew and we were encouraged
to personalise the characters. In the case of
Lewis, he was born in 1565 and no records
exist about him again until thirty years later
in 1595 where he gets his first victualler’s
license for a property on Bridge Street.
Therefore, I decided to give him a full
and varied “before-time”. I had my Lewis
apprenticed at the age of eleven to a
tapster and brewer who took him first
to Gloucester and then on to London. I
imagined that Lewis dabbled with the
idea of becoming a player (and failed)
and then met Shakespeare. This would
(for me) explain why Shakespeare trusted
Lewis with the house on Henley Street.
Therefore my Lewis was a cheeky sort,
able to recite a few choice verses of his
landlord’s works and one that knew his way
around playhouses, pubs, inns and also had
experience of the criminal underclass. To
this end, I taught myself a few Elizabethan
era scams and some gambling games of
chance and some bawdy drinking songs
with which to assail the audience.
Words, words, words
I put together a working lexicon of
words and phrases from research into
historical sources, such as pamphleteers
and from Shakespeare. These phrases,
interjections and sayings allowed me to
talk confidently and rapidly. The job made
me acutely aware of my own speech
patterns and habits. Modern terms such as
“OK” when I was explaining were initially a
problem until I drilled myself to use archaic
qualifiers instead. Word order and sentence
structure changed or reversed: “Know you
of such?” and “Sit you down!”. I would find
words where the meaning had changed
over time such as “sensible” which means
sensitive, and use them in their archaic
context. You shouldn’t (should not) use
modern contractions and I found that
peppering my sentences with exclamations
like “i’faith”, “God’s teeth!”, “Marry!” or
“Zounds!” and addresses such as “God ‘i
good’ den” and “How now!” helped sustain
the register and also gave me adequate
thinking time.
All the world’s a stage
•	As an actor and a cabaret performer,
I’ve always enjoyed the freedom
of improvisation. Here though, you
definitely needed a holding frame, a
gentle structure from which to venture.
So generally my interactions would go

something like this:
•	An offer - a simple smile, doff of the
cap and bow, a march into a crowd, a
question. All designed to gauge interest
and willingness to interact.
•	A context - I would quickly either
introduce myself or set the context
through information, hopefully in an
interesting way, such as lamenting the
torture of Guy Fawkes.
•	A welcome - a sort of second stage
check that they are willing to play
followed by an invite to accompany me
to my tent (an area where I had my lute,
drinking vessels and games).
•	Unpacking - here, I would unpack
an area such as brewing, crime and
punishment, sports or any other area
that took my fancy. I would normally
riff off what my “wife” was giving me
and either cede to her or she to me
depending on our audience read.
•	Leave ‘em wanting more - I would
either scam them with a game such
as “pricking the garter”, a game that is
rigged and that you can never win or I
would either offer to sing a song or lead
the audience in a song. This worked
well with large groups of visiting French
schoolchildren. And then I would let
them know that I had done with them
but they were more than welcome to
stay on and chat.
At busy times, we could have well over
one hundred people on the lawn listening
to us and here it was less intimate and
more like street theatre. In quiet periods, I
might talk earnestly with two tourists about
aromatic qualities of hops or flirt with a
lady and get chastised roundly by my wife.
On the actual birthday of Shakespeare,
we were tasked with entertaining a
collection of VIPs who were in the
birthplace to watch the Royal Shakespeare
Company celebration in private in a suite
of rooms in the main building. On this
occasion we were accompanied by living
history musicians who taught dance
alongside playing reed pipes and harps.
It was absolutely possible to suspend
your disbelief in these circumstances and
imagine you were in 1606. The crowd
dropped their initial reserve after a few
dances and some glasses of refreshment
and three hours sped by. One encounter I
made was with a renowned Shakespeare
scholar. He quizzed me thoroughly, asking
all manner of questions about the house,
my job, food and drink, my wife, the
Shakespeares and Stratford. After quite a
grilling he announced: “You passed. Well
done!” It made me happy to think that I
had performed the role convincingly but as
Mark Wallis told us: “You never come out of
character.” So I smiled, musing that I knew
not what he meant, inquired if a gentleman
of such obvious quality had lodgings for
the evening and if he’d like a snatch of
“Mother Watkin’s ale”.
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Living the Dream
By Georgia Munnion

For the past year I have been
completely immersed in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. Working with school
children who are performing as Titania’s
Fairy Train has wonderfully (and ironically)
taken me right back to where my love for
Shakespeare first began: performing myself
as one of Titania’s Fairy Train in a school
production of the Dream. As for many, the
Dream is one of my favourite Shakespeare
plays. It’s one of magic and mischief, of love
and conflict, of confusion and reconciliation.
I still remember to this day the feeling
of pride, perched on top of the hanging
bars in the school hall in my fairy, combatinspired attire whilst the audience entered,
waiting for the performance to start. I was
so excited about being involved in this
magical story that when my Dad came over
to speak to me just before the house lights
went down I replied in a hushed (rather
annoyed) tone: “Dad! You can’t speak to
me. I’m in character!” I was already in the
world of the fairies. I was already moving
“over park, over pale” and “thorough flood,
thorough fire” (act two, scene one). It is
why I believe the Dream is so accessible
for children. Their imaginations can
transport them to a place where spirits
and hobgoblins do exist, where fairies
can “put a girdle round the earth in forty
minutes” (act two, scene one) and where
magical things can happen. I was certainly
transported there when I was waiting for
my first big performance to start.
Unfortunately, the word “fairy” tends to
be associated with characters born from
contemporary cartoons and storybooks,
and not the sort of creatures that
Shakespeare was intending for his play.
When I first asked the children to show
me what they thought a “fairy” looked like,
the majority of them stood on their tiptoes
and flapped their arms near their sides.
However, when I asked them to show me
what a “hobgoblin”, shape-shifter and a
“sprite” (act two, scene one) might look like,
they immediately demonstrated something
more interesting, unusual and unique to
each one of them (although “sprite” did

“...the children could actually feel what
the language was telling them...”
offer up a few lemonade bottles). Starting
the rehearsal process with discussions
about fairies has been incredibly useful and
enlightening, in particular around the tooth
fairy. The children have had so many ideas
about how the tooth fairy uses the teeth
she collects. One of them was adamant that
“she builds furniture with them, of course”.
I remember very distinctly writing letters
to the tooth fairy when I was a child – even
when there were no teeth for her to collect.
She became something of a pen-pal and I
trusted her with my… teeth.
It has been imperative, therefore, that in
my work with the children, we have begun
with a thorough exploration of who these
fairies are in the play and what the world
that they inhabit might be like. The best
place to start with this exploration has
been with Shakespeare’s words themselves.
After all, the clues for his characters are all
in the text. I have found that the children
identify well with the character of Puck, a
mischievous sprite. They enjoy and admire
Puck’s qualities as well as his or her ability
to transform, to manipulate and to be
the “merry wanderer of the night” (act
two, scene one). His or her androgynous
nature has also been extremely useful
in encouraging both girls and boys alike
to be enthusiastic about playing fairies.
Starting with an exploration of what Puck
can do and his or her mischievous nature
immediately sets a model for who the
fairies can be in the play. We’ve looked at
Puck’s trickery and then explored scenarios
in which the children could come up with
their own tricks that they might play on
someone. This work has led beautifully
into the children creating mischievous,
interesting, cheeky, fairy characters.
Pulling out descriptions of the fairy

world from the text and using these as
starting points has not only ensured that
the world they have created is consistent
with what Shakespeare has written but
has also introduced the children to the
language in a simple and accessible way.
By physically exploring the imagery in
the words “dances and delights” (act one,
scene two), “apricocks and dewberries”
and “humble-bees” (act three, scene one)
for example, the children could actually
feel what the language was telling them
and thus have a real experience within
the world I was trying to help them to
understand and inhabit. Asking them to
physically react to phrases such as “hang a
pearl in every cowslips ear”, “a bank where
the wild thyme grows” and “weed wide
enough to wrap a fairy in” (act two, scene
one), provided a starting point to develop
a theatrical language for their characters
that they have very much created for
themselves. Very quickly, the children have
also made the associations with the natural
world that Shakespeare continually draws
parallels with in the play. This is useful as
it allows for work around grounding the
fairies and making them feel connected
to the Earth and, in turn, ensuring that the
children feel grounded and connected
to what they are doing whilst on stage.
It has also opened another doorway into
exploring the world which the fairies
inhabit. A whole rehearsal could be spent
outdoors finding hide-aways and secret
places where these fairies might live, eat,
rest, hide and have parties. And very soon
it is perfectly understandable that these
fairies might “creep into acorn cups and
hide…there” (act two, scene one).
Exploring stories about fairies
from different cultures has also been

“The more the children have been able to make the
discoveries and connections for themselves...”
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extremely helpful. Not only is this a great
way to expand their understanding and
appreciation of stories and traditions
from other cultures but it enables them
to draw parallels and debate and discuss
about why in the United Kingdom we
have a tooth fairy that takes teeth from
under our pillow and yet e.g. in Portugal
we throw teeth over the back wall and a
rat comes to collect them. Encouraging
the children to develop their own stories
from their findings has helped them to
create back-stories for their characters
and for them to find their purpose in the
play. Titania’s Fairy Train can sometimes
be seen as having a purely decorative
purpose so it has been really important for
the children to understand why they are
there and what their role is in telling the
story. After all, Titania frequently calls upon
her fairies throughout the play to help her
and she gives them very clear commands
such as “kill cankers in the musk-rose buds”
and “war with reremice for their leathern
wings; To make my small elves coats”
(act two, scene two). I have avoided the
need to explain these commands to the
children and rather asked them to decide
whether they think “cankers” sounds like a
positive or negative word. This immediately
opened up discussion about some of the
more negative and dangerous aspects
of the world that the fairies inhabit. And
realising that they are being asked to
rid the natural world of creatures that
are eating it, immediately gives them a
purpose as Titania’s Fairy Train and a task
that their Queen has asked them to fulfil.
Without hesitation, the children have also
known exactly how they should go about
killing the cankers in the musk-rose buds.
In exploring the meaning of the word
“reremice” I have encouraged them to make
the association with the creature’s “leathern
wings”, helping them to understand that it
is a winged creature. Further highlighting to
them that Titania is asking them to sing her
to sleep has reminded them that it is nighttime and then they have quickly made the
association of the winged creature with a
bat. The more the children have been able
to make the discoveries and connections
for themselves, the more ownership they
have had over their role in the play.
This is also true of the first time we
meet the fairies in the play when Oberon
and Titania are arguing over a changeling
boy. In this scene, Titania talks about how
her and Oberon’s argument has disrupted
the natural world around them. The children

Spiderwick Chronicles Sprites, Arthur
Spiderwick’s Field Guide to the Fantastical World
Around You, illustration by Toni DiTerlizzi.

have very quickly made connections
between what Titania is saying and what
is happening in places around the world
today. Shakespeare wrote the Dream at a
time when this speech would have likewise
resonated with his audiences as there was
a significant loss of harvest due to heavy
flooding. I asked the children to think about
where and when they may have seen or
heard about similar occurrences happening

“...the more ownership they have had
over their role in the play. ”
www.ista.co.uk

today and they were immediately full of
insight and observations. We’ve particularly
noted that we are also seeing “the seasons
alter” (act two, scene one) with snow falling
at the end of April. Suddenly the world that
Titania speaks about was becoming more
real for them and their reactions to what
she is saying came from a place of true
understanding and experience.
It has been a magical opportunity to be
involved in an experience where children
are enjoying Shakespeare and engaging
with his language because they understand
their role within the context of one of his
most well-loved plays. To observe how this
has then translated into their complete
commitment to their characters is inspiring
and quite simply any director’s Dream.
SCENE | Issue 1 | 2016-17 September 9

Hamlet with Yorick’s skull

The Murder of Gonzago players

IB Theatre students assisting

Hamlet, active methods
and metatheatre:
what happens when
Shakespeare’s Globe to
Globe Hamlet comes to
your stage in Africa
By Nigel Tickner
For once in my life I was in the right
place at the right moment. Through a
Facebook link to Shakespeare’s Globe that
I had been following, I became aware that
there was a Globe to Globe touring Hamlet;
an unprecedented odyssey whereby twelve
actors and four stage managers would
take Shakespeare’s play to practically every
country in the world.
Directed by Dominic Dromgoole, the
play commenced its performance journey
at Shakespeare’s Globe in London on 23rd
April 2014, marking the 450th anniversary
of Shakespeare’s birth. A quick look at the
intended world journey on their website
indicated that the ensemble would pass
through my location in Togo, West Africa in
early 2015. I realised I had to step up to the
mark and offer our old wooden stage at The
British School of Lomé as a venue. I showed
the initiative to contact them, I offered our
stage and Shakespeare’s Globe accepted.
Once the arrangements were finally
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confirmed between our school’s senior
management and the executive producers
in London, I had little over a month to
prepare for a once in a lifetime opportunity
to bring the travelling players from one
of the foremost Shakespearean theatre
companies in the world to our school stage.
It was a little scary knowing that we were
going to have to rise to the level of world
class but logically I knew it was doable. All
I had to do was to put the right support
mechanisms into place and then these world
class performers would “fly” with the play.
My contact in London was Tamsin
Mehta, one of the associate producers
at Shakespeare’s Globe, and we both
quite naturally began a friendly and easy
dialogue through emails communicating
essential information. I sent her digital
photographs of the two possible venues in
the school and she sent me the technical
rider document detailing essential but
flexible information for the production’s

“get in” which included not only technical
and spatial information but logistical details
of items needed for not only the stage but
the designated green room, dressing rooms
and the personnel and manpower we
would have to provide ourselves.
It was soon clear that our outdoor
wooden stage would be used, with the
immediate backstage area leading to
the drama room becoming the green
room. In the technical rider document it
stated that the ideal playing space was 10
metres x 10 metres. Our stage had a width
of 8.74 metres and an extended depth
of 7.10 metres but it was agreed that it
would work. What was also indicated, as
in Shakespeare’s Globe in London, was
that the audience would be lit as well, no
recorded sound would be used and the
actors would create music and sound from
acoustic instruments only. With the help of
the free flowing dialogue between Tamsin
and myself, the document as a guideline to

what to expect and by delegating the tasks
within my own team at the school, it was
actually quite straightforward in preparing
for the ensemble’s arrival.
At the same time though, with four
weeks to go, I had to engage my students
and other teachers in suitable preparatory
work from an educational perspective in
beginning to find the best approaches
into the play Hamlet. This would enable
the students to have a more meaningful
experience when it finally came to seeing
the play. To this end, I drew on my previous
experiences with “active methods” which
I had undertaken for three days with the
Royal Shakespeare Company Education
Department in 2013 as part of a six day
module called Shakespeare and Pedagogy
run by The Shakespeare Institute in
Stratford-upon-Avon as part of my
Postgraduate Diploma in Shakespeare and
Theatre at master’s level. However, what
are “active methods”? Active methods
as Rex Gibson states: “…comprise a wide
range of expressive, creative and physical
activities. They recognise that Shakespeare
wrote his plays for performance and that
his scripts are completed by enactment
of some kind. The dramatic context
demands classroom practices that are the
antithesis of methods in which students sit
passively without intellectual or emotional
engagement.1” Active approaches gained
significant momentum in Rex Gibson’s
1986 Shakespeare in Schools Project but
there have been a number of other key
figures who have also influenced the
active approaches practices including
Cicely Berry, the legendary voice coach
at the RSC (still going strong and leading
workshops at the age of 87), Joe Winston,
Miles Tandy and other members of the
Royal Shakespeare Company including
Rachel Gartside.
Under Michael Boyd’s tenure as artistic
director, the RSC launched its Stand up for
Shakespeare Manifesto in 2008 summing
up the strategy in three soundbites: “Do
it on your feet; see it live; start it earlier”.
As it states in the colourful and striking
manifesto: “The best classroom experience
we can offer is one which allows young
people to approach a Shakespeare play as
actors do – as an ensemble, using active,
exploratory, problem-solving methods
to develop a greater understanding and
enjoyment of the plays… These active,
theatre-based approaches acknowledge
the importance of kinaesthetic learning –
learning through doing and feeling.2”
While undertaking the workshops in
Stratford in 2013 I was indeed fortunate
to have had workshops with none other
than Cicely Berry, Miles Tandy and Rachel
Gartside. Some of the Hamlet activities
with which I engaged my students were
ones that I had practically engaged upon
myself in the workshops. In approaching
the workshops I ran in school on Hamlet
www.ista.co.uk

I found these three books invaluable
because they explain to teachers exactly
how to run each activity in a Hamlet
workshop in detail:
•	Berry, Cicely. From Word to Play, A
Handbook for Directors. London:
Oberon Books, 2008.
•	Winston, Joe and Tandy, Miles.
Beginning Shakespeare 4 – 11. London:
Routledge, 2012.
•	Winston, Joe, Transforming the
Teaching of Shakespeare with the
Royal Shakespeare Company. London
and international: Bloomsbury Arden
Shakespeare, 2015.
What I had to do was find ways of
entering the world of the play with a
selection of extracts and activities which
would engage the students in doing,
feeling and theatrical problem solving. The
activities and the order in which I gave
them were as follows:
1)	Opening scene (I.i) – Barnardo,
Francisco, Horatio, Marcellus from
“Who’s there?” to “‘Tis gone and will
not answer”. (Berry: 44-48 – where she
investigates “That Other World” of the
supernatural for atmosphere and how
to enter the world of the play.)
2)	Discussion on how you tell your friend
that you have seen his/her deceased
father’s ghost improvisation then
extract from I.ii where Horatio tells
Hamlet just this (Winston: 63/64) and
(Winston and Tandy).
3)	Hamlet and the ghost (I.v.) extract
(Winston: 66/67).
4)	Gallery of ancestors – children strike
poses as Hamlet’s ancestors in a
portrait gallery – they each advise him
what to do now – then class discussion
on what else Hamlet needs to know to
be sure (Winston and Tandy).
5)	Creating the dumb show (III.iii). In
groups, the children problem solve how
to stage The Murder of Gonzago from
Shakespeare’s actual stage directions
(Winston: 68/69).
6)	Exploring a soliloquy: “Now might I do
it…” (III.iii) extract. Should Hamlet kill
Claudius while he is praying? (Winston:
70 – 72)
7)	Hamlet goes to Gertrude’s chamber and
unintentionally kills Polonius. Extract
for staging. Discussion – does Gertrude
know that Claudius killed her husband?
(Winston and Tandy)
8)	Final scene. Students stage the extract
(many of them are surprised that so
many characters die) (Winston and
Tandy).
It is also great to purchase a skull prop;
as I found out, it was a source of endless
fascination for my students when they
entered the classroom, saw it and couldn’t
resist picking it up to examine it. Let them
practise the “Alas poor Yorick” speech
with the gravedigger scenes. Another
great scene is when Claudius confronts

Hamlet demanding to know the location
of Polonius’ body, and Hamlet tells him
“at supper”. Let them explore the gallows
humour. After engaging the students
with these activities, their appetites were
whetted and the students were ready for
the play. Each one now had a number of
points of reference for what they were
about to see and hear.
“Bid the players make haste…”
Monday 9th March and Tuesday 10th
March 2015 were two of the most exciting
days of my life. Whereas, like most normal
teachers, the prospect of starting the week
at 07:40am with a staff meeting never
fills me with any excitement whatsoever,
this Monday was different. I rose bright
and early. After briefing our students in
morning assembly, I dashed out through
the assembly doors, jumped into one of
our minibuses with the driver and our
visas officer and we raced along the coast
to meet the ensemble just as they were
crossing the border from Benin. Having
hired a 50 seater bus in Lagos which they
had used to travel to Cotonou and now
Lomé, and then onwards to Accra, our job
was to assist them with their entry into
Togo and to meet and greet them. What
lovely people. I felt I was with kindred
spirits immediately. I rode along with
them in their bus to Lomé, discussing the
schedules with the stage managers for the
next two days while phoning on to school
to brief them on our arrival and update
them on the timings for doing everything.
Shakespeare’s Globe to Globe Hamlet
ensemble travel the world with sixteen
trunks containing all their props and
costumes, and the designer ingeniously
uses the trunks themselves in part of
the stage design. These were offloaded
at school along with three long ski bags
that contained wooden frames to be put
together as part of the scenic design.
The excitement was already building in
the school and in the local community. My
four IB Theatre students were meaningfully
employed assisting the stage managers in
getting ready, including constructing the
wooden frames that supported canvas
at the back of the set as well as getting
props and costumes ready. As part of
the operating design of the set, the stage
managers drilled two posts into our stage
floor with a rope across from which was
suspended a red curtain which could be
drawn across or left open, thus simply
creating an Elizabethan style discovery
space when needed in the play. On
completion, the IB students were surprised
by how minimalist the set appeared to be
but as I indicated to them, design is only
complete when the actors fill the space.
The design fitted the non-illusory nature of
the playing.
Later in the morning eight actors came
into school and a lively and interesting
question and answer session was arranged
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at short notice by our Head of English.
This proved very fruitful not only for our
students but for the actors who said they
went away stimulated by the questions,
so much so that they said it provoked
discussions amongst themselves of other
possible ways of interpreting their roles
that very night.
There is a danger with such a small
ensemble travelling the world for two
years that the actors become stale in
performance. What keeps the play alive
and interesting for them is that not only are
there two actors who can play Hamlet in
the lead role but all of the actors including
the off-duty Hamlet can double into other
roles. This means that in each venue, a
different combination of actors will play
the dramatic action. For the performance
we were to see later that night, it was
announced it would be an eight actor show
with Ladi Emeruwa, the Nigerian born actor
playing the lead. For our West African
audience and especially our Nigerian
boarders this was an exciting prospect.
“The play’s the thing…”
That evening, as our front of house
team were getting ready, the cast of eight
were doing a one hour rehearsal call in
the evening twilight, adjusting to the
new combination of actors in their roles,
doing normal individual actor warm ups,
practising key moments in key scenes and
practising their musicianship together.
Once in, the 390 strong audience, twothirds of whom were students, clearly had
expectations that something special was
going to occur or hoping for it at least. The
sense of anticipation was palpable. Some
of the actors walked on and began playing
instruments, and several times the audience
fell silent only to be disarmingly told by
Hamlet or one of the other characters:
“We haven’t started yet. Keep talking.” The
inverse psychology worked, but suddenly,
bang!... we were into the play…”Who’s
there?”/”Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold
yourself.” The students knew the ghost was
going to come but from where? What was
so captivating was the use of the acoustic
instruments used not only for music but for
sound effects. Onstage, the actor playing
Gertrude ran a violin bow across the edge
of a cymbal creating an astonishingly
effective supernatural sound marking the
ghost’s presence onstage. It was inventive
and there was no illusion about how the
eerie sound was created.
However, this is the whole point; Hamlet
here was being played as metatheatre in
the same vein as it would have been played
to the original Elizabethan and Jacobean
audiences. The actors and audience were
in the same light. There was no pretense
in this non-illusory theatre. Although the
play within a play and Hamlet’s advice to
the actors stand out as obvious examples
of metatheatre by drawing attention to
the whole art of theatre making, this could
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also have been said of the whole play.
It was a metatheatrical event where the
audience were co-opted in to assist the
making of the play with their imagination.
I could also see immediately what
Brecht had admired in the potential of
Shakespearean production performed in
such a way to demystify how theatre was
being made which he would use as an
essential tenet of his Epic Theatre. Both
naturalism and realism rest uneasily in
such a space. As Oliver Ford Davies states:
“Holding the mirror up to nature may
sound uncontroversial but the question of
‘NATURALISM’ in Shakespeare is a fraught
subject…So the actor knows what she
does won’t be taken as ‘true’; the most
she can hope for is ‘credibility’.3” If Hamlet
is read as a play that draws attention
to its very own art of theatre making in
which “counterfeiting”, “passionating” and
“personating” are all pointed to in acting
styles derived from the period, questions
like one phrased by one of our year seven
students Rosette: “Is Hamlet still mad in the
final scene?” that she posed subsequently
to Ladi Emeruwa may have to be
addressed in a different light. Is anything
real, including madness, apart from the
actors you see before you, in a play that
draws attention to its own theatricality in
theatre making?
The ensemble clearly drew upon playing
traditions and practices discovered over a
number of years by actors, directors and
researchers working in the Shakespeare’s
Globe space and the specific actor/audience
relationship in the physical reconstruction
of Shakespeare’s Globe in London. However,
surely aren’t the Shakespeare’s Globe to
Globe ensemble on this two year odyssey
also rediscovering playing practices and
conditions which existed for Elizabethan
players before the amphitheatres in London
were built? As Andrew Gurr states: “Both
plays and players operated in London long
before there were any permanent structures
built for the performance of plays…The
adaptability of the early players in their use
of playing arenas is part of the whole story
of the innovation of commercial playing in
London…4”
In many ways our old wooden African
stage was not dissimilar from a rough old
Elizabethan playing arena and probably
lent itself more in all its roughness and
intimacy through its engaged audience
collaborating with the players than
many a proscenium arched cavernous
airconditioned theatre could ever do.
However, what was left after the ephemeral
act of theatre making was gone, and
the actors had taken their leave of us,
packed their cases and moved on, and all
that was left physically was that empty
space? We had all experienced an event,
an epiphany of coming together, individual
and collective memories of what we saw
and heard, a memorable night, a feeling

within us. My favourite quote came from a
mother the next morning when she said: “I
could never have believed a tragedy could
be so much fun!” Mark Rylance, Artistic
Director of Shakespeare’s Globe from
1995 to 2005 once said: “The setting of
the play [is] the imaginative energy of the
audience…I feel the writer [Shakespeare]
wanted us to laugh much more than we do
at his plays. We are still a bit Victorian in
our reverence.5”
If active methods work so well in the
classroom for engaging students in their
approaches and enthusiasm for learning
about what’s going on in Shakespeare’s
plays then this must be complimented by
seeing and hearing the plays performed
live in such a way as Shakespeare’s Globe
players did when they visited us, actively
engaging us in using our imaginations and
energies in collaborating with the actors
in making Shakespeare’s plays live as
engaging, entertaining pieces that draw our
attention to the very special art of theatre
making itself.
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A new approach
to King Lear

(well, new at the time anyway)
By Ian Pike

Back in 1989 a group of eager, young,
final year drama students decided to be
more proactive in their search for work and
set up their own theatre company. Keen
to do more experimental work than the
productions they were currently appearing
in – Man of Mode, Guys and Dolls, Abigail’s
Party etc - they began with a production
of Steven Berkoff’s Greek. A production
that no one can remember much about,
including most members of the cast or
audience apart from that it was loud, angry,
bloody and probably contained a fair
amount of full frontal male nudity. Fuelled
by youthful confidence, the company then
decided to take a couple of shows up to
the Edinburgh fringe; a devised piece and
a late night cabaret. What the audience
thought of either was hard to ascertain
as absolutely nobody came to see them.
The members of the company, at the time
called Floating Bubble theatre (it being the
generic name the head of speech at the
drama school gave all experimental theatre
companies) decided to research further.
Finding an old Edinburgh actor in the
Fringe club, they asked what needed to be
done to get an audience when up against
such stiff competition. The answer was
apparently simple: Shakespeare. Tourists
will always go and see a Shakespeare. Oh,
and make it different, get an afternoon
slot so you’re not competing with the
big hitters in the evening, cut the text
right down so it’s not too long and put a
www.ista.co.uk

provocative picture on the poster.
Taking him at his word, the very first
production with an actress playing King
Lear was born. Of course the publicity
said it was an exploration of the theme of
vulnerability and that the reversal of roles
in casting was in fact a feminist statement
but the truth is that it was born out of a
desire to be different in order to sell tickets.
A decision, which, very much paid off and
the company began to really take things
seriously. The name Floating Bubble was
dropped as it was felt to be too frivolous
and changed to Mappa Mundi instead, the
name by which the company is still known
as today. They are in fact still going strong
and still doing tours of classic texts with
a twist. The time slot for that particular
show was 4:00pm and there was a slightly
provocative picture on the poster which
may or may not have helped gain the near
full houses every afternoon. The run up to
rehearsal had seen a great deal of discussion
as to how best approach this new “radical”
departure to such a well know text and the
conclusion was that the story of King Lear
was such a strong one that the subplots
could be dropped in order to really show
his descent into madness. That would also
give a running time of an hour which ticked
another audience pleasing box. There were a
few adjustments to the narrative that would
need to be made – something to explain
what Edgar was doing wandering about on
the Heath muttering to himself for instance.
But otherwise it was really quite easy to lose
the whole Gloucester story, Edmund being
a right bastard and the sister’s sex lives’
without much major impact. Edgar in fact
just became Poor Tom; actually quite, quite
mad and not even vaguely pretending to be.
Once the text was ready, going into
rehearsals was a hugely rewarding journey.
By isolating the actual story of Lear it
became a domestic drama - the story of
children abusing their father for financial
gain. It was really about the neglect of
the elderly. It had universal themes for a
modern audience and a female Lear gave
it a whole new twist that surely had never
been done before. At least that was the
hope. Everything had been done before

with Shakespeare hadn’t it? This was preGoogle so it was not as easy to research
but it certainly looked that way from the
light digging work that was done. Once the
internet did kick in properly, it was possible
to find out that this was indeed a first. In
fact it still rankles that Kathryn Hunter has
listed in her Wikipedia page that she was
the first actress to professionally play King
Lear in 1997, by which point the Mappa
Mundi production had been revived another
two times and embarked on a national tour.
The overriding priority was always that it
should never feel in any way contrived. The
fact that the idea has begun as a gimmick
was quickly forgotten as the text took over.
This had to be played out as an old person
being abused by his/her children. The sex
of Regan, Goneril and Cordelia also almost
became irrelevant and that fact ended up
having a major bearing on the most iconic
scene in the play. The storm. So well-known
and done in every way possible before, that
it was felt that this had to be completely
fresh as well. One particular rehearsal saw
an improvisation with Lear stumbling about
in the rain trying to get back into shelter
but being physically prevented by Regan
and Goneril. This then gave rise to the
thought of the storm being represented by
a bucket of water, with Lear trying to fight
through the “blow winds and crack your
cheeks” speech while Gonneril and Regan
dunked and then held her head underwater.
The bucket later going on to be re-cast as
a large Perspex box so the audience could
see Lear fighting to stay alive and which
worked really effectively.
And so it was that the production went
up to Edinburgh. Gaining critical credit for
achieving the first female Lear, for taking
out the sub plots and really focusing on a
story with the universal theme of abuse of
the elderly and for a highly memorable and
fresh take on the storm scene. However,
there were clearly many, many things that
could be improved. The actor playing
Poor Tom’s loincloth kept falling off and as
there was no hot water in the digs so he
was getting muddier and smellier as the
weeks wore on. The production needed
to be done again in order to really hone
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it. This happened a year later with a mostly
new cast and fresh ideas and then again
some seven years later when it went through
a complete overhaul and embarked on a
national tour. The essence was still very much
the same. Same themes, same storm scene
but the sexless sisters took on a whole angle
in Kabuki inspired masks and costumes. It
also went out with a schools workshop with
the view that the company wanted young
people to see that Shakespeare could be
adapted to make the work as accessible
as possible. As long as it was never for the
sake of a gimmick and held true to the story
then anything really was valid. A philosophy
that I still hold dear. I was a quirky child with
a love of Shakespeare but one frequently
bored by endless, long productions in ruffs.
Who was then jealous of school parties as
a student because they got to see amazing
modern day interpretations. The Wars of the
Roses trilogy set around the Falklands war
with a helicopter being lowered onto the
stage. Robert Lepage’s A Midsummer Night’s
Dream in water and mud with trapezes.
Anthony Sher’s Richard III. Brian Cox playing
Lear in a wheelchair. The all male productions.
The all female productions. Romeo and
Juliet redone with Kathryn Hunter as an
old woman dying of cancer (it helped me
forgive her Wikipedia page). That’s not to
say that a production with a ruff cannot be a
wonderful thing. Mark Rylance and Stephen
Fry in Twelfth Night at the Globe was ruffed
up to the eyeballs but it felt so fresh and so
different. What they all had in common was
a desire to engage with the audience. We all
know just how beautiful and powerful the
language is and that many of the stories are
better than anything ever written before or
since. Now I know this is entirely subjective
but for me as someone who works in theatre
and education and has children of my own,
I need to be assured that every generation
will be as hooked on Shakespeare as I was
and still am. That is why I really carefully
picked the first introductions to Shakespeare
that my own children would see (Gregory
Doran’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream with
the puppets and Black country accents or
a very funny Comedy of Errors with David
Tennant). And why I still do workshops on
Shakespeare that involve students running
around graveyards as Macb eth’s witches
getting shouted at by angry vicars.
For me it is all about spreading the
love first and foremost rather than having
everyone sitting around a table studying the
meaning of the text. Something that is vital
but which can come later once everyone
is as excited as I was when I first became
involved in that 1990 production of King
Lear. Playing Regan in all three stagings
from Edinburgh to the tour. And if on the
very, very unlikely chance you happened to
be in the audience in Edinburgh all those
years ago then I can only apologise – I was
that Poor Tom who reeked of stale mud and
whose loincloth fell off at eye level.
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Trippingly on
the tongue
– exploring
Shakespeare’s
language
By Helen Leblique
I love Shakespeare’s language every time I read one of his plays I am
astounded by its brilliance. There is his
exquisite choice of, and even newcreation of, words which in the very act
of speaking them lead you to begin
to feel what the character’s feeling
whether it is through a particular
combination of consonants that make
you feel angry or through vowels that
in voicing them feel like they open your
heart, connecting you to a deep primal
emotional landscape. Then there is
the beautiful poetry that through its
detailed imagery conjures up whole
worlds and the subtle rhythm of the
text which drives the plays and gives
the attuned actor crucial clues to the
character’s state of mind. Add to this
mix the witty wordplay and clever
repetition that draws our attention to
the slippery nature of language itself
and through which, in front of our very
eyes, a character can remake a word’s
meaning as he speaks it (Mark Antony’s
use of the word “honourable” in relation
to the conspirators being a great
example) and you have an endlessly
fascinating textual cocktail.
It hasn’t always been this way
though. In some of my secondary
school classes on Shakespeare I was
bored and confused. The characters
were often distant to me, the language
seemed unnecessarily complex
and I could not understand iambic
pentameter at all. My teacher insisted
that every line Shakespeare wrote
was exactly 10 syllables grouped in
unstressed-stressed syllable pairings
but no matter how carefully I counted,
it seemed to me that some lines were

longer than 10 syllables and the “de
dum de dum de dum de dum de
dum” rhythm didn’t always seem to
fit. I began to think that perhaps I just
didn’t know how to speak Shakespeare
properly. It was only much later that
I realised that it was the teacher who
was mistaken and not me. As a result it
wasn’t until my masters degree when I
started exploring Shakespeare’s plays
from an actor’s perspective that I
started to trust my instincts and began
to enjoy his rich use of rhythm.
Now, whether I am working on
Shakespeare with actors, English
Literature students or primary school
pupils I endeavour to ensure that
everyone has a direct and active
encounter with the language. I also
encourage the asking of “stupid”
questions because I find it far more
helpful to foster the idea of the text
as an intriguing puzzle that we will
be exploring together than to insist
that there are certain immutable rules.
Below are just a few examples of some
of the exercises that I use to do this,
many of which derive from the work of
the wonderful Cis Berry at the RSC, to
whom I am hugely indebted, as well as
to the teachers and fellow students from
my masters course at Exeter University
and the many actors and students that I
have worked with since then.
Words, words, words
Words are the building blocks of
language but how often do we really
take notice of an individual word’s full
meaning? More often than not we gloss
over individual words to get straight
to the sense of the overall sentence.
Do this with Shakespeare however

Tanglin Trust School students during the ISTA Shakespeare festival.

and you can miss out on a huge variety of
delicately balanced ideas and images which
are carefully crafted to spark the actor’s
imaginative journey into the character’s
mind. Let us take as an example, an excerpt
from a speech by Leontes in A Winter’s Tale:
Inch-thick, knee-deep, o’er head and ears a
fork’d one!
Go, play, boy, play: thy mother plays, and I
Play too, but so disgraced a part, whose
issue
Will hiss me to my grave: contempt and
clamour
Will be my knell. Go, play, boy, play.
These words occur just after his wife
has left the room with his best friend and
Leontes has been struck by an intense
jealousy. Here are just a few ways of
approaching this rich material:
Exercise: Reverse reading
The group stands in a circle and I
explain that we are going to share reading
the speech with one person saying one
word at a time BUT we are going to start
with the final word of the speech and
work upwards. This inevitably causes some
puzzlement (and of course if you wish you
can just read it round one word at a time
from the beginning). However by starting
at the end of the text, this exercise has the
benefit of de-familiarising the text, halting
any rush for sense and insisting that focus
remains purely on the word itself not the
word plus what has come before it. I am
not asking anyone to make sense of the
whole speech, just to say one word and
broken down like this the speech becomes
less scary. In addition any words or phrases
that may now be clichés are viewed afresh.
For example, when you say “thick” before
“inch” you might notice more the tangible,
sturdy quality of thickness rather than
just seeing it as a measurement and as a
result you might notice that inch suddenly
seems small in comparison to this image
of thickness. This in turn might draw your
attention to the way the measurements
increase vastly in the first line, from inch to
knee to over the head.
Exercise: Word association
You can develop this exercise by
www.ista.co.uk

playing word association with each word
spoken. Once again, read the text round
one word at a time but this time after each
word is spoken, ask the group to share their
associations with that word. For example,
“deep” might bring up words like “ocean”,
“dark”, “drown” and “mysterious”. There
may be some words that the group doesn’t
understand but the great thing about
playing word association is that you can
make educated guesses. You might also
discover that some words have multiple
meanings which multiply the associations.
In this example the word “play” has many
different associations – “theatre”, “acting”,
“games”, “having fun”, “freedom”, “messing
around”, “playing away from home”,
“pretending” etc. By hunting down all the
different associations we have with the
word “play” the text starts to make more
sense. We can begin to understand why
Leontes gets taken over by the word – how
once he speaks that word to his son (the
“boy” in the text) he is essentially playing
a word association game (intentionally or
unintentionally) as his mind is filled with
images of the ways in which people “play”
with one another. A great example of the
way in which Shakespeare’s use of words
takes us on a journey.
Once we have shared a range of
associations with each word, I then ask the
actors/students to go away and read the
whole text through slowly for themselves,
focussing on imbuing the words with the
appropriate associations as they speak
them.
Exercise: Competitive speaking
In a classroom setting I might follow
this with an exercise that encourages a
competition between two participants as
to who can make the words sound most
like their associations e.g. making “grave”
sound dark and deep, making “play” sound
sexual or deceitful.
In pairs, the participants speak small
sections of the text to one another. I
normally suggest switching who speaks at
the punctuation marks so that no-one has
to say too much text in one go. The above
text would therefore go:

A: Inch-thick
B: Knee-deep
A: O’er head and ears a fork’d one!
B: Go
A: Play
Etc
The competition is a fun way to
encourage participants to explore
their vocal range and experiment with
expression. It also often has the effect of
freeing up the speaker and releasing the
energy of the words.
Sound and fury
The combination of sounds in
Shakespeare’s choice of words often
work on a deeper level than the literal,
communicating more than just the meaning
of the word. We have a deep emotional
connection to sound (just consider the
sounds we make when we experience pain
or grief) so another way of gaining an
insight into Shakespeare’s use of language
is to break it down to pure sound. The
following exercise can be a bit tricky at
first but ultimately it can enhance your
experience of the words and connect you
more deeply to the character’s experience.
Exercise: Sounding it out
Take a piece of text (nothing too long
or it will be overwhelming) and try just
voicing the vowel sounds (as they sound
in the context of the word, leaving out
any that are silent). This can take a bit of
practice so I generally suggest people
give it more than one go. As you make
these strange sounds, consider what kind
of sounds they are. Are they long and
drawn out or short and choppy? How do
they make you feel? Sad, happy, agitated?
Are some sounds repeated a lot? In the
Leontes speech above you might feel that
the “oh” sounds of “o’er” and “go” carry a
sense of hurt or despair. You might notice
the repetition of the “ay” sound in “play”,
“disgraced” and “grave” and consider how
it makes you feel. For me, the repetition of
that “ay” sound builds a kind of inevitability
about it, linking the words up in an eternal
cycle of playing and being disgraced,
ending in the grave. However, I use this just
as an example, I don’t think you have to be
SCENE | Issue 1 | 2016-17 September 15

able to explain the experience you have just
voicing the sounds will connect you to the
character’s experience on a deeper level.
You can then try just voicing the
consonant sounds (again as they sound
in the context of the word and omitting
any that are silent). This time you might
be struck by the feeling of disgust in the
mouth with the clash of the “ch-th-ck”
sounds in “inch-thick”. Or you might notice
how the sibilant repetition in “whose issue
will hiss” makes you feel. Just noticing the
feeling of these sounds in the mouth is
worthwhile as again it gives you a sense of
how the character might be feeling as he
speaks.
Finally read the section again speaking
the words fully and slightly overexaggerating both consonants and vowels.
Do you feel any more connected with the
language and the character’s experience in
this moment?
De dum de dum de dum de dum de dum!
I mentioned earlier my dis-empowering
experience with iambic pentameter at
school. I only really gained confidence in
understanding how rhythm in language
works once I experienced it as an actor.
By speaking the words, I realised that they
had their own innate rhythm and that the
rhythm of Shakespeare’s lines was not
fixed or forced on top of the words but
came from within them and could change,
depending on the words he chose to place
alongside one another in the line. Finally,
I understood that the dreaded “iambic
pentameter” was just a way of describing
the most common of these line rhythms.
Exercise: “My heart dances” - feeling the
iambic in the body
To get a feeling for the rhythm that
the term “iambic pentameter” describes,
encourage the group to skip around the
room for a few seconds to raise their
heartrates a little. Then get them to stop
and put their hands over their hearts.
They should be able to feel its rhythm
and you can then explain that this weakstrong (ba-bum) beat is the sound of
the iambic rhythm. It’s the rhythm that
drives us, the regular rhythm at the very
heart of our being which most of the time
goes unnoticed by us. And it is not an
uncommon rhythm in our language either.
We often speak in the iambic rhythm
without realising it. “I want a cup of tea” is a
common example.
Exercise: Changing rhythms
To introduce a discussion about why
not every Shakespearean verse line works
exactly to this rhythm, I sometimes do the
following exercise. In a circle, I start to clap
a regular “de dum” iambic rhythm and ask
everyone to copy it. I wait until we are in
sync and then I wait some more and then
I wait some more. Then I ask how they are
feeling about this rhythm? Usually some
of their responses are that its boring,
monotonous etc. I then start a new rhythm
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which I ask them to copy again but this
time they have to try and sense when the
rhythm has run its course and is becoming
boring at which point someone has to start
up a new rhythm which we all copy until
that runs its course and so on.
After we’ve experienced several
different changes in rhythm I ask the
following questions. How did the different
rhythms make you feel, emotionally and
physically? How did you feel when the
rhythm changed? We usually discuss how
some rhythms are steady and calming
while others skip along and others still are
syncopated and jerky, and how when the
rhythm changes it can be both unsettling
and exciting. I then suggest that this is
perhaps why Shakespeare does not write
every line in 10 syllables of 5 iambs - he does
not want to bore his audience. Instead, he
uses rhythmical changes to have an effect
on both the actor and the audience. To
return to the heartbeat metaphor, if you
think about it, the only time we notice our
heartbeat is when something’s different
about it, when it races due to fear or
excitement or when it unexpectedly skips
a beat or double beats. That makes us
sit up and take notice. And that is what
Shakespeare is doing with his verse.
Exercise: Skipping the text
One way of exploring how rhythmical
changes might feel to an actor is to skip
whilst speaking the verse. If you start
skipping, you’ll notice that a skip has a
rhythm similar to the “de dum” of the
iambic (up on the de, land on the dum).
Try skipping as you say the first four lines
of the prologue in Romeo and Juliet and
you may notice where Shakespeare’s words
change the rhythm as the stress begins to
feel wrong when it clashes with the sense.
You will probably find that the first two
lines skip along fairly easily with the sense
- by that I mean that as you skip you land
your weight on the stressed syllables/most
important words (in bold here):
Two HOUSE-holds BOTH a-LIKE in DIG-niTY
In FAIR Ve-RON-a WHERE we LAY our
SCENE
That is until the middle of the third line,
when most skippers start to trip up over
their words a little.
From AN-cient GRUDGE break TO new
MU-ti-NY
If you were speaking this line for sense
would you really choose to stress the word
“TO” over “break” or “new”? Unlikely. Try
skipping it again and this time try to find a
way to physicalise the stress on the words
that carry the sense in that line. What do
you discover? What does it feel like? And
how does it feel when you continue on to
the next line?
Where CI-vil BLOOD makes CI-vil HANDS
un-CLEAN
When I have run this exercise I will often
find students having to pause after saying

“grudge”, as they work out what to do, then
jumping/hopping/stamping before they are
on their way again with a skip into the next
more rhythmically regular line. When I then
point out that their rhythm was “broken” by
the word “break” it is one of my favourite
examples of Shakespeare’s poetic genius.
Exercise: Forcing the rhythm and trying
the opposite
If you needed any stronger example
of how Shakespeare writes in different
rhythms, another example that I like to use
is from the witches in Macbeth. If you try
making their chant fit to the iambic beat it
is fairly tortuous.
Dou-BLE, dou-BLE toil AND trou-BLE;
Fi-RE burn, AND caul-DRON bub-BLE.
Clearly this piece of text is not
written in the iambic rhythm. However, if
instead you start with the strong stress
(as is natural for the word “double”) you
suddenly find its power.
DOU-ble DOU-ble TOIL and TROU-ble
FI-re BURN and CAUL-dron BUB-ble
The technical term for this rhythm is
trochaic tetrameter but what interests
me is not the name but how different this
rhythm feels. It seems to drive forward in a
much stronger (potentially more menacing)
way than the skipping movement of the
iambic. Again, it can be helpful to put this
rhythm into the body. Try asking the group
to find a way of expressing this rhythm
as movement. I have had groups come up
with all sorts of different movements for
this from hop-scotching to a rather sinister
stomp drag movement (like a monster with
a gammy leg) but the ultimate movement
choice doesn’t really matter. It is the
exploration of this new rhythm in the body
which is key.
A final development of this work
on rhythm could be to contrast the
movements of a regular skipping iambic
line with a regular driving trochaic line. Try
setting up a call and response between
two groups, one skipping as they speak
the line “In fair Verona where we lay our
scene” and the other doing their trochaic
movement whilst saying “Double double
toil and trouble”. I have seen this result
in a powerful representation of the two
different rhythms which was felt and
understood by all involved.
It can sometimes seem that
Shakespeare has become trapped in the
desk-bound English Literature class, the
energy of his language weighted down by
literary terminology. But we shouldn’t leave
the exploration of Shakespeare’s language
to the literature class because he didn’t
write his plays to be studied, he wrote
them to be acted. And it is his rich use
of language, skilfully playing with sound,
associations, imagery and rhythm that
makes his plays so special. So it is crucial
that both drama and literature students
get the chance to actively explore it for
themselves.

Bard bug
bites Beijing
By Hannah Northcott

“Who among you have quoted William
Shakespeare?” I asked a room of eighth
graders. The ticking of the clock echoes in
the black box. A few students raise hesitant
hands but their heads are low, peeking,
checking to see if anyone else raised a
limb or even a finger. I try to fish out more
interest with the question: “Why are we
studying the work of a man who died four
hundred years ago?“.
While the International School of Beijing
may be one of the leading and innovative
schools in the region, when I began here
four years ago, there was no middle school
drama programme. As a pioneer of drama
in our division, I wondered: “How can I
bring an understanding and appreciation
of Shakespeare to a predominant Asian
middle school population, most of whom
have not been exposed to his works?”. After
I engage the students with some leading
questions I project an image that captures
quotes crafted by the Bard himself: “Knock
knock! Whose there?”, “heart of gold”, “love
is blind”, “break the ice”, “fight fire with fire”,
“world is your oyster”, “off with his head”
and “vanish into thin air”. At first, students
scan the list quietly but instinctively they
verbalise and then repeat the words, some
of the English language’s most popular
idioms and expression. “Who has quoted
Shakespeare?” I ask again. This time every
student waves an excited arm in the air.
Exposing students to expert
commentary via Ted Talk on Shakespeare
www.ista.co.uk

sheds even more light on the possibilities
and influences of the Bard to different
generations, race, cultural background and
heritage. The students watch Christopher
Gaze expound on how “Shakespeare
surrounds us” and then Akala, from the
Hip Hop Shakespeare Company, connects
the Bard with popular culture. At some
point both presenters perform Sonnet 18.
Christopher imagines it as a eulogy to the
passing of Shakespeare’s son Hamnet while
Akala performs it as a rap using a variety of
beats and tempos.
The students reflect on these Ted
Talks through a See, Think, Wonder
exercise, a framework I learned at a Visible
Thinking Workshop which focused on
establishing classroom routines to bring
the student’s thinking to the surface. Finally,
the students respond through a group
Micro Lab Process. This protocol provides
each student a minute to share about
their thinking and then they are given 30
seconds to pause and reflect on what they
heard. After each participant shares, the
team is given five minutes to summarise
and synthesise their ideas before sharing
with the whole class. “Before I thought that
Shakespeare was very far from our daily
experience but after learning that we quote
Shakespeare almost everyday, he doesn’t
seem so elusive anymore,” Thalia says.
Being in China, this process has
introduced the Bard to a demographic
who may not have as much access to the

infrastructure of his cultural heritage on
a daily basis. In the succeeding weeks in
the unit, I share the context and stories
surrounding some of Shakespeare’s most
popular works through storytelling such as
Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Sonnet 18 and a
play that both shocks and surprises:Titus
Andronicus.
As an ensemble member of the Diligent
Actors Workshop and the Shakespeare
Unleashed Project, both in Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia, I was a part of a group of actors
that explored the works of the Bard from a
theatrical biomechanic process inspired by
Meyerhold and led by director Chris Jacobs.
Through these workshops, I explored these
plays and learned how I can share the plot
through dramatic actions and physicality.
After the students understand and
analyse the text, I then lead mini-workshops
on vocal technique, physical theatre and
character work. We also invited physical
theatre expert Mark Hill to provide a
workshop as a visiting theatre artist at ISB.
He facilitated a characterisation workshop
utilising the Viewpoints method, a process
founded by Anna Bogart. Students then
rehearse their chosen monologue before
performing it for their peers.
Eight grader Ryan shares: “My favourite
thing about drama class was by far the
Shakespeare speeches. When I started
drama, I, admittedly, had a dislike to it.
I was never able to excel when it came
to incorporating my body into a pose or
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acting etc. But in this unit, especially in the
field of public speaking, I felt that I had
greatly improved… I had acquired an array
of skills from performing Shakespeare.
Mainly it was Shakespeare’s form of writing,
how he integrated many historical events
into his plays. Yet, it was also fascinating
that Shakespeare, a man from four
centuries ago, still lives in the minds of
the people today because of his brilliant
concoctions of romance and tragedy…”
Aside from exposing all eighth graders
to the Bard through a classical monologue
unit, I also directed a few Shakespeareinspired plays. First was a comic adaptation
from Nancy Linehan Charles called A
Midsummer Night’s Dream or the Night
They Missed the Forest for the Trees
(Dramatic Publishing). It is a modern
adaptation of a classic Shakespeare
comedy where four teenagers, fairies,
royalty and workers collided in a fantasy
forest. The teens chased each other in mad
love frenzy while a magical spell made
the fairy queen fall in love with an ass.
Meanwhile, six rude mechanicals attempted
to stage a play while three preppy
storytellers drove the story in breakneck
speed toward a heartwarming conclusion.
I wish I could say that I whistled my way
through it, however, I had a lot of doubts.
For example, one of the things I struggled
with was the idea of the “changeling
boy”. Taken out of the full play, it doesn’t
make sense that a boy is causing the rift
between Oberon and Tatiana. Why? How
can a shortened version justify that? What
can I use to represent a boy? I emailed
my questions to Chris Jacobs, director of
the Shakespeare Unleashed Project who
generously corresponded with me from
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. He noted: “It’s all
a ‘dream’; it’s ‘magic’ – and in dreams and
with magic, anything is possible!! Don’t be
suppressed and restricted by words! After
all, is said and done, the word is the final
expression of a physical action, not the
initiator. The ‘changeling boy’ is extremely
important to Titania. He is the son of a great
friend of hers, the Indian Votaress who died
giving birth to him. According to European
folklore from which the Bard sourced this
character, a changeling is a dangerous and
malevolent entity which would not think
twice to killing anyone who gave offence…
Perhaps Oberon wants the boy for his own
malicious reasons or sees him as a threat in
view of his argument with Titania. Whatever
you decide, it would be a mistake I think to
make too much of a character which affects
the journey of the narrative so very little.”
There upon I realised that I was allocating
too much energy into a character that
didn’t have much bearing on the plot and
therefore proceeded to focus more on
the conflict and journey of the lovers. It
was very helpful to correspond with Chris
regarding questions like these that affected
the play.
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Since Shakespeare’s works were mostly
inspired by the culture of his time, I wanted
the play to have a modern look and feel.
Thus Glee, High School Musical, Wicked,
Bring it On and The Big Bang Theory were
a few of the pop cultural shows that I drew
inspiration from for costumes to depict
stock characters in this modern adaptation
of a classic play. As for the set, we had a
resident guest artist Anne Webber who
created big abstract sculptures cut from
cardboard. I used some of her pieces to
represent flora and fauna in a constructivist
forest. In the treatment of the play, I drew
much inspiration from physical theatre.
“Acting is first and foremost a physical
business, not a speaking business. If it were
a speaking business, actors would be called
‘speakers’, not ‘actors’,” shared Jacobs.
Thus, I gave physical theatre workshops
to help students understand the text and
portray their characters.
I must admit that there was still much
to learn - from the rhythms to the nuances
of the text - but, alas, at the end of the
day, I wanted a play that was fun both for
the cast and for the audience. After all, A
Midsummer Night’s Dream has been one of
the most popular comedies written to draw
laughter not only about being human but
also one that mirrors the mirth and folly of
the human condition. As Puck proclaims:
“What fools these mortals be”.
The fun was encapsulated by Curtis’
show stopping delivery of the following
lines as Bottom the Weaver:
“Now am I dead.
Now am I fled;
Tongue, lose thy light!
Moon take thy flight.
Now die, die, die, die, die.”
Curtis projected the lines in a
thunderous volume that reverberated in
the theatre as he flung himself downstage,
collapsing in various poses that brought
the house down in roaring laughter. These
lines were also echoed in the cast party as
the ensemble impersonated Curtis in his
dramatic flare, repeating lines by the Bard
like a Greek chorus. Not only did the cast
learn their own lines but some of them
also managed to memorise their co-actors’

parts from the play as well.
The energy level backstage - during
rehearsals and the performances proved
a certain symptom - the theatre bug
has struck, inflicting the cast with an
unquenchable thirst for more theatre.
“I have recently discovered this passion
through my participation in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream… In the beginning, the play
was just something that I had to go to on
Mondays and Fridays but later on, it became
a burning urge to go after school… to hang
out, rehearse, and to be myself. Drama
has boosted my confidence level… and
now theatre and drama have become my
passion,” shared Chris who played Oberon.
Yuna who played the fairy queen
Tatiana added: ”I proved to myself that I
could be more than just a swimmer or a
basketball player. Acting was a category
that I never came in contact with until
MSND. I was always engaged in sports since
primary school and I never imagined myself
to be doing anything else. So this was new
for me. But it turned out that trying new
things can be challenging but at the same
time very rewarding. I do love acting and
although it probably won’t be a career for
me when I grow up, I definitely will use the
lessons that I learned from this production
for the rest of my life…”
A couple of years after that play, I
continued on the Shakespeare train and
directed The Seussification of Romeo and
Juliet by Peter Bloendel. The play fused
two elements that proved to be a theatrical
smash. About 100 students signed up to
audition and the play eventually had three
sold-out performances.
Next year, I will ask a fresh group of
eight graders: “Who here has quoted
Shakespeare?”, I expect hands and heads
to remain low as they maintain eye contact
with the floor. Little do they know that I
would soon plant the Bard bug into their
system, hoping that they too will walk away
from the year, transformed.
Sources:
Christopher Gaze@Ted Talk: www.youtube.
com/watch?v=LsESSyMnwmU
Akala @Ted Talk: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DSbtkLA3GrY

Not of an age
but for all time
By Steven Elliot

William Shakespeare, voted the “man
of the millennium” in the year 2000 (even
though he died in 1614), is known as the
world’s greatest dramatist. His plays are
studied by young and old, from school
curriculum to academics and his work holds
a unique fascination. What is it that makes
him so popular and still relevant to today’s
students and audiences? And how does one
approach his work if you are studying or
performing his plays? Not easy questions to
answer but as an actor who has performed
in many of his plays, a teacher who has
taught his work in a classroom environment
and a director who has adapted and
directed some of his most popular plays, I
would like to give my personal approach to
Shakespeare for ISTA and Scene.
I first came across Shakespeare, like so
many other people in the United Kingdom,
in a classroom at school. I was 16 years
old and studying Shakespeare for an
English Literature course. The play we were
studying was Macbeth and, despite my
teacher enthusing about various lines that
he thought were “brilliant”, I could barely
understand what was going on, let alone
what was being said. The class was taken
along with other schools to a matinee of a
film of the play, directed by Roman Polanski
and this seemed to make the play easier
to follow. Here lies a valuable lesson in
any approach to Shakespeare – his plays
were written to be performed. Macbeth
is one of my favourite Shakespeare plays
and certainly one of his most popular. It’s
also the play I have seen more than any
other and, with adaptations on stage and
screen, I must have seen the play over a
dozen times. Each time something new
and different comes across in a production
and each time I find an interesting
interpretation that I’d not come across
or even thought of before. Most recently
I saw the film in the cinema with Michael
Fassbender playing Macbeth. The film was,
in my opinion, packed with some great
performances but cut a lot of the language
of Shakespeare and lacked some intensity
because of that.
This takes me back to the classroom
approach that was used when I was
studying Shakespeare. Perhaps if my
teacher had not been enthusing about
the language but getting the students to
relish those words instead, the approach
would have led to me engaging with
the play more directly. I recently worked
with the theatre director Iqbal Khan who
directed Othello at the Royal Shakespeare
Company. He is passionate about bringing
www.ista.co.uk

Shakespeare to the younger generation and
told me of his experiences in a classroom
environment. He gets the students to
engage in Shakespeare’s language and
delight in the words he chooses for
particular moments. When talking to a
group of students of all ethnicities and
backgrounds he found great success in
students responding to words they may
not come across in everyday language. For
example the speech from Hamlet:
O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!
Is it not monstrous that this player here,
But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,
Could force his soul so to his own conceit
That from her working all his visage wann’d,
Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect,
A broken voice, and his whole function
suiting
With forms to his conceit? And all for nothing!
This is one of many Shakespeare
speeches which contain words rarely used
in a modern context but which can be
relished when spoken. By getting children
to say and use words such as “monstrous”,
“visage”, “rogue and peasant slave” and
“dream of passion” I believe it would
awaken their vocabulary and entice the
children’s mind to enquire and learn more.
Many of the Shakespeare workshops I
have done have used the Shakespearean
language but also harnessed the
imagination of the children. Shakespeare
doesn’t give us much to go outside his
prose and blank verse. Nearly all of his
stage directions are concise and to the
point e.g. “exit pursued by a bear” from
The Winter’s Tale being a prime example
(many of our finest directors and scholars
have struggled with how to stage that
one!). However, in a workshop environment
this gives us an opportunity to fire the
imagination. By asking questions; How
would you stage “exit pursued by a bear” if
you were the director?
Another example: Shakespeare gives
us - Twelfth Night (act one, scene two)
- “The Sea Coast of Illyria. Enter Viola, a
Captain and Sailors”. Not very much to go
on, however, in response the students can
flesh out the bare bones of the information
given here. What does the sea coast look
like? What is the weather like? What are
Viola and the Sailors wearing? Once the
students start to fill in the details of this
basic information you have a platform to
build the next level upon.
This may be a classroom approach
but it is also something very much used
when approaching Shakespeare as an
actor or for a performance. When training

to be an actor I studied for three years
at the Royal Welsh College of Music and
Drama in Cardiff. We were introduced
to Shakespeare in the second year and I
performed in a production of The Tempest
in the third and final year. My teacher,
and the director of the production, gave
me a great grounding and introduction
to Shakespeare and I went on to join the
Royal Shakespeare Company where I
worked with some amazing directors on
fantastic productions. I also worked with
Cis Berry, the legendary Head of Voice at
the Royal Shakespeare Company whose
approach to Shakespeare is still held in high
esteem by the Company. Cis would always
use the language of Shakespeare in her
voice sessions and one of her approaches
to Shakespeare would involve using the
sonnets. Many people question whether
Shakespeare, who didn’t have much of an
education could have written such fantastic
and complex plays. Scholars, actors and
highly thought of celebrities think that
maybe someone more educated and from
a different background is the real author
of the plays. This is partly because little is
known of Shakespeare’s early life. However,
I believe Shakespeare did write the plays
and the reason I am convinced that he did
is because of the sonnets. Only a genius
could have written them, such is their
precision and beauty in each word, phrase
and line. This leads me on to think that
the same genius is responsible for the 37
plays written in his name. Anyway, on to the
approach to the sonnets.
Sonnet session
A sonnet is a poem of 14 lines.
When speaking a sonnet notice the structure.
The first part can be called the title.
Title – first line or 2? First 4? Last 2? Last 1?
Think of the sonnet as speech for a play,
not dialogue or poetry but talking to
someone.
Who are you (or Shakespeare) talking to?
Dark lady? Handsome young man? Wife?
Structure of the 14 lines – broken usually
into 8 4 2.
First 8 paint a broad picture.
Next 4 focus more in depth on the subject.
Last 2 have a laser like focus and usually
sum up what the sonnet has been saying.
Pace fast – slow depending on piece.
Pick out words to feed the feeling of the
poem.
Meter of the poem and structure – enough
breath to aim towards the end of lines.
Put in thoughts.
This is an approach to Shakespeare that
can educate and give insight into the
genius mind of one of our greatest writers.
In this year 2016 which is the 400th
anniversary of Shakespeare’s death,
Shakespeare still resonates around the
globe. Shakespeare’s plays hold a wealth of
riches - the stories themselves, dramatised
with incredible ingenuity and potency,
the use of language and poetic image,
the scenes of high comedy and the small
touches which make characters and
moments human and recognisable, all will
shine in different lights for different people.
He was not of an age but for all time.
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Blindly tackling
Shakespeare
By Allyn Rathus
As I write this piece Lin-Manuel
Miranda’s Hamilton is the hottest ticket
on Broadway. It has already garnered a
Pulitzer Prize and is poised to sweep the
2016 Tony Awards; get on line for a seat
sometime in 2017, if you are lucky. The
rap-genre musical subverts expectations
in more ways than one but Miranda’s
“colourblind casting” has become the
overarching symbol of his outsider
approach to theatre and his commitment
to challenging the conventions of historical
narrative. When the audience is introduced
to the characters of Aaron Burr (the man
who killed Alexander Hamilton in a duel)
and Thomas Jefferson, played by black
actors, the irony - and hypocrisy - smart.
Particularly in the person of Jefferson who
owned and did not free his slaves upon his
death in spite of the fact that he produced
the draft document for a Declaration of
Independence that famously espoused
equality - the audience is compelled to
come face-to-face with the privileged,
patriarchal ideology that framed American
history. Even as the rap vehicle affects
Miranda’s lyrics - contemporising the
arrogance and angst of the protagonists
and doing its part to “demystify” history the content essentially remains true to the
biography of Alexander Hamilton by Ron
Chernow that inspired it.
At the same time, as I write this piece,
the Repercussion Theatre of Montreal is in
rehearsals for its first staging of The Tragedy
of Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare - a
2016 summer tour in which women will play
all of the roles. Just as Miranda’s casting
model was also intended to spotlight
the discrepancy between opportunities
for white actors and actors of colour so
does the Repercussion’s casting of Julius
Caesar draw focus not only to the dearth
of Shakespearean roles for women but
also to the reality that on the Elizabethan

“Using Shakespeare to explore themes of
race or gender in the school classroom is
certainly not new.”
stage, those roles were performed by men
and boys. The intent of the Repercussion
Theatre production is not to rewrite
Shakespeare, according to a 3rd June 2016
blog post on the theatre’s website (http://
repercussiontheatre.com/2016/06/03/
an-all-female-julius-caesar-gender-in-thespotlight/), but rather “to prompt audiences
to think about gender disparity” and
perhaps “confront their own expectations
and preconceptions”.
These two productions are wildly
different from one another in many ways
and yet they both place societal views of
“other”, past and present, centre stage. In
Miranda’s Hamilton, the audience is directed
- perceptibly or subliminally - to consider
the longevity of racial (and ethnic) disparity
and discrimination in America. In the
Repercussion’s staging of Julius Caesar, the
audience is confronted with the tenacity
of the perception, in the words of Simone
de Beauvoir, of woman as the “other” and
as “the second sex.” These productions
tap into contemporary conversations
(and push the envelope) regarding race,
gender and identity - topics that most
certainly appear over and over on students’
media landscape in the politics and social
environment of the 2016 presidential
election cycle in the United States. As the
tenure of America’s first black president
comes to a close and the possibility of
its first woman president looms on the

“These productions tap into contemporary
conversations (and push the envelope)
regarding race, gender and identity...”
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horizon, for me there is no time like this fall
to bring Shakespeare into the mix.
Using Shakespeare to explore themes
of race or gender in the school classroom
is certainly not new (is there any other
way to make meaning in Othello or
the gender-bending Twelfth Night?).
But in the cultural moment of Caitlin
Jenner’s I Am Cait and well-publicised
controversies surrounding gender-neutral
bathrooms, I have grown more interested
in considering gender identity and roles
and expectations in Shakespearean plays
that are traditionally seen as overtly
“masculine”. In previous pieces I have
contributed to Scene, I have shared with
my colleagues topics ranging from my
teaching philosophy as an arts educator
and my experiments with provocative
theatre, to reflections on integrating the
classic and contemporary by meshing
Shakespearean scripts and selections of
relevant pop music. This time I want to
“think out loud” with you - to brainstorm
ways in which Shakespeare might be
used in the classroom to prompt students
to think about gender identity, gender
fluidity and disparity and to confront their
own expectations, preconceptions and
stereotypes concerning gender. Against
this backdrop, I cannot help but think
about what I may have done differently to
prepare my student actors for their March
2016 production of Macbeth and how I will
frame the play the next time I mount it.
I make no pretence to scientific method
but I do think it would be interesting to
tease out perceptions of gender difference
by presenting students with a list of traits
associated with femininity and masculinity
that one might find in a psychology
textbook (table 1) and asking them to
associate each trait with their views on
gender roles and expectations.

Table 1: Stereotypical masculine and feminine
Masculine		
Adventurous
Hard headed
Aggressive
Independent
Assertive
Intelligent
Capable
Pleasure-seeking
Confident
Scientific
Courageous
Rational
Determined

traits
Feminine
Affectionate
Agreeable
Cautious
Dependent
Emotional
Fearful

Fickle
Gentle
Kind
Patient
Sensitive
Talkative

Then in it would be interesting to follow up with a collection of lines from the
Shakespearean play being taught and staged - in this case Macbeth (table 2) - and ask
students, with their trait assignments in mind, to speculate whether the lines were written
for male or female characters.

Table 2: Lines from Shakespeare’s Macbeth
Lines

Man?

Woman?

(When considering whether to kill the innocent King Duncan)
I have no spur
To prick the sides of my intent, but only
Vaulting ambition

_____

____ (“Macbeth”)

(Questioning the would-murderer’s courage and ambition)
Was the hope drunk
Wherein you dressed yourself?

____

____ (“Lady Macbeth”)

(Worrying about whether the murder attempt will be successful)
If we should fail?

____

____ (“Macbeth”)

(Calling on the would-be murderer to be courageous and carry through)
But screw your courage to the sticking-place,
And we’ll not fail.

____

____ (“Lady Macbeth”)

____

____ (“Macbeth”)

(Expressing regrets about the murder)
I am afraid to think what I have done;

(Chiding the murderer for fearing the spirit of the deceased)
‘Tis the eye of childhood
That fears a painted devil.

____

____ (“Lady Macbeth”)

(Criticising the murderer for allowing his deeds to haunt him)
My hands are of your colour, but I shame
To wear a heart so white.

____

____ (“Lady Macbeth”)

____

____ (“Macbeth”)

(Pleading to be left alone by the spirit of Banquo)
Never shake
Thy gory locks at me.

(Berating the murderer for fearing the consequences of his actions)
Are you a man?
____
____ (“Lady Macbeth”)
(Scared of revenge)
It will have blood, they say. Blood will have blood.
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____

____ (“Macbeth”)

“The creative options
clearly are many.”
Student responses could be
discussed in terms of their gender-related
expectations of men and women and, just
as important, the limitations of the gender
binary when it comes to communicating
the complexity of Shakespearean
characters, their sentiments, behaviour,
dilemmas and contradictions. Here the
concept of psychological androgyny
can also be introduced - the idea that
it can be psychologically healthful for
individuals to possess a combination of
so-called masculine and feminine traits. It is
compelling to think how being comfortable
with a combination of traits may have
made the stories of “Macbeth” and “Lady
Macbeth” end differently. Imagine e.g.
where more independence and confidence
might have steered “Macbeth”.
Once students have considered the
limitations of typical, prescribed gender
roles, how might they apply their findings
to the roles of “Macbeth” and “Lady
Macbeth”? The creative options clearly are
many. One possibility is to cast the roles
with students of the opposite sex. As is
the Repercussion Theatre, the teacherdirector can subvert the traditional casting
model by assigning all of the main roles in
Macbeth to girls (or boys, for that matter).
Or, like Miranda in Hamilton, can exercise
“casting blindness” whichever students,
male or female, seem able to bring the
emotional journeys of the two leads to
life are the ones who will be cast. The
overarching goal for students is to bring
perspectives to the character they render
that are enriched by a reassessment of
their predispositions about gender and
revised through a more empathic lens.
I have to admit that challenging
gender preconceptions and stereotypes
as a strategy for deepening my students’
understanding of the characters in Macbeth
did not stand out to me when I last
directed the play. Next time, it certainly will.
In the meantime, if any of you reading this
would be interested in exploring some of
these exercises, I would be eager to hear
from you about your experiences.
One of the lessons we can impart to
our students as they tackle Shakespeare
is that all is never revealed at once - that
the richness and relevance of Shakespeare
unfolds with each subsequent encounter
that we may have with those plays that
become most familiar to us. As time
goes on and they return to his writing in
different contexts or at different life stages,
it will speak to them too in different, more
meaningful and even more glorious ways.
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The bloke of Avon
By Will Kerley
I am writing this the day after
Shakespeare died. It’s the 24th of April. Well,
when I say the day after he died, of course I
mean four hundred years and a day after he
died. Yesterday was also his birthday. Not
necessarily the best birthday present, poor
Will, to die on the day you were born.
Self-centredly, I’ve always tracked
Shakespeare’s life along with my own. He
was born in ’64 and I was born in ’65 – so,
wherever I am my life, he’s always been
about the same age – yes, yes – albeit in a
different century. Shakespeare was born in
April 1564 and I was born in April 1965.
I’ve always known that if I was going to
die at the same age as Shakespeare – he
died in ’16 – then I would die in ’17. Which
means I’ve got less than a year to live, if
I’m to die next year, in 2017, at the age
Shakespeare was when he died. Gulp!
Truth is, I’m really nowhere near ready to
die, just yet. I’ve got young children and a
marvellous wife who – luckily - still loves
me. And I’ve got a lot more work to do.
Four hundred years ago. Sounds
a flipping long time, doesn’t it?
Four hundred years. But, so often, if things
seem remote and concepts hard to grasp,
we’re just not playing the right game,
not using the best thought-experiment.
Four hundred years ago is really just four
people away. Imagine if you’d been held
as a baby (I don’t know how old you are
but in, say, 1995) by someone who was a
hundred years old. Let’s call that person
Tom. And imagine if Tom had been held
as a baby (in, say 1895) by an old man
who was a hundred years old, let’s call him
Richard. Then let’s imagine Richard was
held as a baby (in say 1795) by another
centenarian called Henry. And imagine if
Henry was held as a baby (in, say 1695) by
another hundred-year-old person called,
let’s say Elvis – then Elvis would have been
born in about 1595 and, as a boy, could
have met Shakespeare and seen his plays
performed at the Globe Theatre in London
(I’m not sure how many Elvises there were
in Elizabethan London but hopefully I’ve
made my point). So it really doesn’t take

many grey-haired baby-holders – just four
in fact: Tom, Dick, Harry and Elvis - to get
us back to the time when Shakespeare was
around and doing his thing.
People say that Shakespeare was
a genius. That he had a godlike gift for
writing. That he was able to sum up
the human condition, that his plays are
masterpieces, that his words transcend all
sorts of other works of literature in their
divine inspiration. Yes. Of course. All of the
above. But, look – I know this will come
as no great revelation but Shakespeare
was – well – just a bloke. Yes, he was a
phenomenal playwright, actor and theatremanager – but he was still, well – just a
bloke. A baby, then a boy who grew up
to be a man. He was a son. A brother. A
husband. A dad. A grandfather. He was as
human as we are. He was born, he lived and
then finally, as we all must: he died. And
now, all that’s left of his body is a collection
of bones under a gravestone in a church
in England. His tomb bears an inscription
warning potential graverobbers to keep
away: “Blessed be the man that spares
these stones/And cursed be he that moves
my bones!” The man William Shakespeare
is as dead as a doornail. But through his art
he lives on because he left behind a whole
lot of words he scribbled to a rehearsal
deadline, that, over the years, people have
come to value very highly indeed.
Shakespeare was born in Stratfordupon-Avon, in the English county of
Warwickshire. It’s thought he was a student
at Stratford Grammar School. When he
was still a teenager, he had to get married
in a hurry because his girlfriend Anne
(who was eight years older than him)
was pregnant. When he was nineteen, his
daughter Susanna was born. When he was
twenty-one, his wife gave birth to their
twins Hamnet and Judith. The twins were
named after close family friends, a Stratford
baker, Hamnet Sadler, and his wife,
Judith. Shakespeare went off to London,
worked in the theatre. Acted, wrote plays,
ran theatre companies. We don’t know
how many times a year he came home to

“I know this will come as no great
revelation but Shakespeare was –
well – just a bloke.”
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Stratford. Tragically, his son Hamnet died at
the age of eleven. So William Shakespeare
knew what it felt like to have a young child
die. Poor Will. Shakespeare made a huge
amount of money in London, came back
to Stratford as an older man and bought
the second biggest house in town for
£60 – several million pounds in today’s
money. And, on his 52nd birthday, he died.
Sometimes, if I get confused by
biographical dates, or they seem distant, I
play this game: just take away the first two
digits of the year a person was born and
died. So Shakespeare lived from ’64 to ’16.
Unhappily, Amy Winehouse lived from ’83
only as far as ’11. Beyoncé was born in ’81
and, thankfully, is still with us. Justin Bieber
was born in ’94 and will hopefully live to
be one-hundred-years old in 2094. Which
reminds me that there’s another game that
makes historical dates come alive a little
more. It’s this thought experiment: what
if he or she had lived to be a hundred?
When were you born? Think of the year.
Let’s say you were born in 2000. If you
live to be a hundred, that means you’ll
die in 2100. Simple. If Shakespeare had
lived to be a hundred, he’d have died in
1664. Fifteen years earlier than that, here,
in England, we cut off the King’s head.
Yes, that’s right. Executed our monarch.
In London. In January, 1649. In a building
that’s still standing - and that you can
visit - near the Houses of Parliament in
Whitehall: the Banqueting House. They
built a wooden scaffold at the front of the
building and the King walked out through
a window casement and onto that scaffold
and a crowd of thousands watched as the
executioner swung his axe and chopped
off King Charles’s head. If Shakespeare had
lived to be 100 years old – he’d have been
alive to see the King executed. What would
he have written about that momentous day
and the bloody Civil War that preceded it?
The famous Irish playwright Oscar Wilde

The execution of Charles I.

Richard Burbage

lived from 1854 to 1900. What if he’d lived
to be a hundred? Imagine what Oscar
might have written about the senseless
slaughter of young men in World War
One. If the composer Mozart had lived to
be a hundred, he wouldn’t have died until
1856. If the poet John Keats had lived to
be a hundred and was still alive in 1895
– what would he have written in his old
age? (Thomas Hardy, who was a very good
young writer, wrote much of his best poetry
as an old man.) A centenarian Charles
Dickens would have still been alive in 1912.
The artist Vincent van Gogh, instead of
dying in 1890, would have lived all the way
until 1953 – perhaps he’d have met your
grandparents or parents. What if van Gogh
had lived long enough to know that he
wasn’t a failure? To know that the paintings
he couldn’t sell in his lifetime would come
to be seen as priceless masterpieces?
Shakespeare had a company of actors
he wrote for. Actors he knew well and
loved. There was an actor called Richard
Burbage who played all the great parts like
Hamlet, Othello, Richard III and King Lear.
There were players like Robert Armin who
would have taken on the comic characters
like Touchstone in As You Like It, Feste in
Twelfth Night and The Fool in King Lear.
When we are putting on a performance,
there is nothing like the confederacy we have
with other actors, musicians and technicians.
Shakespeare would have known very well
what it was to be part of such an ensemble.
During Shakespeare’s lifetime, only
some of his plays were published - in little
books called quartos. Some of them were
bad copies of the plays – since there was
no copyright law, a grumpy actor could
leave one company and then go and
join another theatre company and try to
remember the lines of a play that had done
well. There’s a bad pirate copy version of
Hamlet which, we think, has been largely
misremembered by the actor who played
the small part of Marcellus. In this “bad
quarto” the famous speech “To be or not to
www.ista.co.uk

be/that is the question” is rendered as: “To
be or not to be/Aye! – there’s the point!”.
After Shakespeare died two actors
from his company, his good friends John
Hemmings and Henry Condell, decided
to put together a big book of all the
Shakespeare plays they could find. It’s
called the First Folio and it was published
in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s
death. There were only about 750 copies
printed. There are 234 still in existence
today. Thank goodness Hemmings and
Condell did collect the plays together and
publish them, though – because if they
hadn’t, half the plays Shakespeare wrote
might have been lost to us. We know from
accounts that have survived from the time
that Shakespeare wrote other plays such as
Cardenio which have not survived. It would
be amazing if one day, in some dusty attic,
a copy of this play turns up.
In the last year of Shakespeare’s
life, his new son-in-law got into terrible
trouble. Thomas Quiney married Judith
Shakespeare but he had been having
an affair with a woman called Margaret
Wheeler. Now Margaret, pregnant with
Quiney’s baby, died in childbirth. Quiney
was in disgrace. He had to make a public
penance in church and pay a fine. Poor
Margaret and her baby suffered a far
worse fate. We can only imagine how
Shakespeare’s daughter Judith must have
felt. So Shakespeare knew what it was like
to have a scandal in the family. He was as
human as you or I. He had bad days and
good days. He had personal problems and
business worries. One of his theatres was
burned to the ground when a stage cannon
set fire to the thatched roof. So much for
Elizabethan theatre special effects. People
were jealous of Shakespeare’s successes.
Another playwright and critic, Robert
Greene, described Shakespeare as an
”upstart crow” who had stolen the beautiful
feathers of other writers by stealing their
ideas. The Cambridge-educated Greene
may also have been furious that this
bumpkin from Stratford, who’d never even
been to university, was making such a
success of himself in the Big City.
Shakespeare wrote hundreds of sonnets
- poems about all sorts of subjects – about
being elated or depressed, being lucky or
unlucky in love, about being young, about
growing old. Yes, he had an extraordinary
talent but don’t ever forget, in the midst of all
the Bardolatry of this 400 year anniversary
that he was also just a bloke who loved
theatre and who loved to write.
There was a time when none of
Shakespeare’s plays existed. The time
before he dreamt up those words and
wrote them down. They aren’t tablets set
in stone, delivered by some deity. They are
words that come to life when actors seize
them and give voice to them on stage. Of
course, sometimes Shakespeare’s language
can seem a bit archaic. But usually that’s

because we’ve been alienated by a poor
introduction to his work. Sometimes we
are given the false impression that we have
to approach Shakespeare’s writing purely
as literature. Now, a literary approach can
be very useful to theatre-makers. There’s
plenty to be learned from academic
studies that can inform the work we do
in the rehearsal room. But every one of
Shakespeare’s plays was written to be
performed, with a company of actors
waiting for their lines, with an audience
coming along, in great anticipation, to
opening night. And there’s no better way
to unlock those old-fashioned words than
by just having a go at speaking them. I
find it helps to read them out loud with
other actors and not, initially, worry about
what they mean. It’s good just to guess
how Shakespeare’s words should sound.
We don’t after all have a 400 year old
tape recorder, so it’s up to us to decide the
“correct” pronunciation for today.
This approach might best be summed
up as: energy first, analysis later. Once, as
a performer, you’ve had a practical go at
something and tried to give it the energy
to make it work, you can always go back
and consult the dictionary, encyclopedia
or academic notes. Shakespeare never
published an authorised version of his
collected plays. He didn’t live to see that
First Folio published in 1623. And because
the plays exist in several versions, when
we are rehearsing them, it’s up to us, the
performers, to form our own opinions
about how to play them, about which
selections to make from the textual
variations we find in the different editions
of those quartos and folios.
Shakespeare is nothing without people
like you. People who love theatre. People
who love acting. Without actors, those
words Shakespeare wrote are just squiggles
of ink in an old book. A play doesn’t
become a play until an actor speaks the
lines and gives them life. Too often, we see
plays in performance that have no sense
of “play” about them. Our job is to take
those words and to make them speak to
audiences for our time, four hundred years
after they were written.
I wish you luck and every success as
you make Shakespeare’s words your own.
And a thousand thanks for all those wise
words, Will Shakespeare, you inspiring,
fellow theatre-maker – we salute you: that
talented bloke from Stratford-upon-Avon.
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Shakespeare
in Hong Kong
– touchstones
for teachers
By Clayton MacKenzie
This year marks the 400th anniversary of
Shakespeare’s death and that anniversary
has been marked assiduously around
the world. China has a particular love
of Shakespeare and his anniversary
celebrations have been in full swing since
the start of the year. The celebrations will
culminate at Shanghai Dramatic Arts Centre
in November with the performance of a
Chinese version of Henry V developed in
collaboration with the Royal Shakespeare
Company. As a teacher in Hong Kong for 19
years I had the wonderful task of teaching
Shakespeare to local 17 and 18 year old
students who were eager and excited by the
prospect of studying the plays of the Bard.
The enthusiasm Chinese students have for
Shakespeare sometimes surprises people
but there are reasons for it and the purpose
of this essay is to elucidate some of them.
One of the advantages of teaching
Shakespeare in China generally is that
students have a very strong sense of family
and fealty. These qualities connect usefully
with plays like King Lear and Macbeth.
While I was brought up to think of King
Lear as a failure of kingship, a Chinese
student will often view the play more as
a failure of family - of a father to manage
his household adequately, of daughters to
tender appropriate respect to their parents
and of the absence of a moderating
motherfigure. When Lear claims that he is

“China has a
particular love of
Shakespeare...”
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“a man / More sinn’d against than sinning”
(King Lear, III.ii.59-60)1, the family angle
puts a whole new spin on the argument
and has led to some thoughtful debates.
Equally, Macbeth is often read as a breach
of what may be called a generational code.
When Duncan says of Macbeth “I have
begun to plant thee, and will labor / To
make thee full of growing” (Macbeth, I.iv.2829), he articulates a very firm generational
bond between the two and Chinese
students are very quick to recognise it.
Macbeth’s murder of Duncan - his elder, his
patron, his teacher - jars horribly against
the framework of loyalty and hospitality
that Chinese students would hold as
axiomatic to such a relationship. This has
invariably provided a valuable gateway into
the text and equally it has made me think
much more carefully about my personal
assumptions with regard to the play.
There were some problems though.
Not only were my students operating
in a second or third language but they
were moving in a second, and highly
differentiated, culture as well. When I
teach Richard II, sooner or later I reach
the idea of “England”. It intertwines with
notions of kingship, civil war, foreign
conquest and also paradise. Paradise in the
classical notion of Hesperidian paradise.
Many English writers of Shakespeare’s
day believed that the British Isles were
indeed the Blessed Isles, the Islands of
the Hesperides. But also paradise in the
biblical sense of that word - the sense of
a beauteous enclosure, one which was
lost because of human transgression.
Gaunt’s English panegyric, with its Edenic
references, is seminal to all of this: “This
blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this
England” (Richard II, II.i.50). A host of
images, corresponding to paradise and the

 ll references to Shakespeare’s text are from The Riverside Shakespeare, 2nd Ed. Ed. G.
A
Blakemore Evans et al. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997.
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fall of paradise, appear throughout the play.
If you are to understand the biblical fall of
paradise, you have to know a little about
chapter 3 in the Book of Genesis. I have
met very few British or Australian students
who don’t know about Adam and Eve, who
don’t know that they were expelled from
the Garden of Eden, who don’t know that
their crime was to eat the forbidden fruit.
There tends to be occasional confusion
about the role of the snake and the exact
nature of the fruit but the bare facts of the
story, deeply ingrained by Sunday schools
and primary teachers, are there.
Amongst my Chinese students, that
sense of embedded biblical myth is usually
missing. Few of my Hong Kong students
were ever able to recount to me the
story of Adam and Eve with any kind of
accuracy. And many simply appeared not
to have heard of it. I don’t suggest that as
a criticism, if you asked Australian students
about Confucianism or Buddhism or Taoism
you would surely encounter a similar wall of
silence. For the most part then, the biblical
resonances of Shakespeare’s work are
foreign territory for Hong Kong students.
It wasn’t possible to make them a part of
the personal mythology of the individual
student in the space of a single course and,
as a consequence, I could not draw on their
intrinsic power of association to heighten
and emotionalise the conflicts of the play.
This is a loss - both to the literature and to
the students. Yes, we can enjoy Nabakov’s
Christmas or Conrad’s The Secret Sharer or
Joyce’s Ulysses without having more than
an inkling of the kinds of pagan or biblical
archetypes that underpin each but how
much richer the literature becomes, how
much more discernible its achievement
when we understand the intricacies and
delicacies of subterranean resonances.
That said, there is a bright side to all
of this. British and Australian students,
having picked up the biblical inferences
in Richard II, tend next to fit the events of
the play into the mythological schemata
that has been provided. Richard becomes
at once the decimator of paradise and the
murdering Cain who transforms into the
murdered Abel in the last act. Bolingbroke
becomes a god-like force for good, a
saviour figure, over whom a gloomy pall
settles at the play’s end. The murder of
Richard, effected by Sir Pierce of Exton
benefits no-one more than Bolingbroke but
his righteous rejection of the act and its
perpetrator, couched in the most penitent
of religious terms, seems to redeem him in
the eyes of the average Western student.
Hong Kong students are noticeably less
forgiving on this score. They tend to regard
the imprisoned Richard with considerable
sympathy and his murder with great deal of
distaste. Part of this is to do with a cultural
valuing of fealty, of which I have spoken
already, but it may also have something
to do with the absence of a dense biblical

contextualisation. The association between
Bolingbroke and Christ was all part of
Tudor propaganda, designed to mollify the
force of his crime and to validate the line
of succession that led to Elizabeth I. It is a
connivance - but it relies on an audience
psyche predisposed to messianic innuendo
and association. Could it be that the
Hong Kong student, arriving without the
mythic baggage that the Tudor historians
promulgated so adroitly, and which was
dutifully repeated by Shakespeare, is saved
from the connivance by the fact that he or
she carries only hand luggage, so to speak,
and is not lured into a formulaically positive
interpretation? Wishful thinking perhaps...
but maybe.
What’s also intriguing is that some
portions of Shakespeare’s world picture are
actually more accessible to Chinese students
than they might be to Western students. It is
sometimes surprising how cultures overlap in
their knowledge taxonomies—and with that
thought in mind, consider these lines from
Antony and Cleopatra:
I am fire and air; my other elements
I give to baser life (Cleopatra, V.ii.289-90)
The reference here is to the four
elements (air, fire, water, earth) which, it
was believed in Shakespeare’s age, formed
the basic composition of all human beings
- the ratio of the mixtures determining
various personal characteristics or
“humours”. This is a concept that appears in
some shape or form in every Shakespeare
play and in the sonnets as well - from Viola
being caught “Between the elements of air
and earth” (Twelfth Night, I.v.265) to “these
quicker elements” (line 5) in Sonnet 45 to
Antony’s lament for the dead Brutus:
His life was gentle, and the Elements
So mix’d in him that Nature might stand up
And say to all the world, “This was a man!”
(Julius Caesar, V.v.73-75)
If a perfect balance of the elements can
be achieved the result would be godlike
immortality. That takes a bit of explaining
to western students because, although we
have contemporary understanding of terms
like “elemental” and “the elements” the
science of the elements, as Shakespeare
understood it, is not widely known today.
Chinese students, on the other hand, take
to the idea with comparative ease because
they are able to draw an immediate
association with the penta-elemental
construct of Chinese astrological theory.
The five Chinese elements (metal, water,
wood, fire, earth) are central to the Chinese
zodiac and define a universal balance.
This is a construct well known to Chinese
students and so comprehending the
Shakespearean version of the elements is
relatively straightforward for them. More
than that, the students entirely understand
the nuances of elemental imbalances,
understanding how a combination of
elements can lead some people to be
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ecstatic (like the airy, fiery Cleopatra)
and others to be somewhat morose and
obstinate (like the earth-bound Malvolio).
I’ve mentioned Twelfth Night a few
times in passing and should say that I’ve
always found it to be the easiest and
the most rewarding Shakespeare play to
teach to students both in Britain and in
Hong Kong. But the reasons for this are
different. British students tend to look at
the play as a study in power relationships,
their arguments often framed in terms
of gender – and there is a lot to be said
in that respect. This whole idea of Viola
dressing as a man in order to access a
patriarchal culture; the notion of Olivia as
a woman who is holding out against the
familiar establishment pattern of marriage
and oblivion, the sensitivity of femalefemale relationships and of male-male
relationships, and the desensitisation of
male-female interaction. These seem to
me to have been issues that were regularly
raised and written about by my British
students in the late 80s-early 90s. And they
generated valuable, wholesome debate.
For Hong Kong students Twelfth Night
is first and foremost a comedy. I always
raised the issue of gender and sometimes
students picked it up and ran with it.
Usually they didn’t. The Hong Kong student
tends to be more attracted to the themes
of “disguise” or “deception”, exploring them
as theatrical mechanisms which contribute
ultimately to the denouement of the play.
When I raise issues of homoeroticism,
there is a considerable interest on the part
of my students but a rather embarrassed
reluctance to engage in the debate.
Diffidence about sexual matters can create
awkward silences. With regard to the play’s
comedy though no such reservations
prevail. I personally find the crossgartering of Malvolio very funny and so
did my Hong Kong students who laughed
as uproariously as I still do each time I
teach it. In fact, Hong Kong students find
amusement everywhere in the play which is
exactly as it should be. And how rewarding
that is for someone teaching it. British and
Australian students are apt to smile wryly
rather than laugh openly. I am not exactly
sure why this is - perhaps they have greater
theatre-going experience which leads them
to demand something extra or something
different from comedy.
Yet, while this lack of theatrical
experience on the part of my Hong Kong
students may have worked in one sense to
my advantage, in another it occasionally

proved a liability. The best illustration I
can offer for this arose the very first time
I taught Hamlet. Taking the story as far as
the end of the fourth act, I then showed the
concluding twenty minutes of the Laurence
Olivier masterpiece. If any final act of any
film of any play is more atmospheric than
this one, I’d like to know about it. You have
that marvellous memento mori moment
when the head of Hamlet’s shadow
overlaps a graveside skull and he becomes,
figuratively, a living death’s-head, and you
have the facial subtleties of Gertrude as
she realises the deadly game Claudius is
playing, the bold sweeping stone staircase
down which the royal entourage processes,
the brilliantly choreographed fight scene.
There seems no end to the things that the
Thespian aficionado could get his or her
teeth into. But my Hong Kong students
were nonplussed. The film I had used was
old, a point clearly revealed by the fact it
was in black and white. Could I not have
found a more up-to-date version? As a
city, Hong Kong emphasises newness and
modernity. Once an apartment building
is twelve years old people start thinking
about tearing it down and once it reaches
twenty years old, it becomes difficult to
secure a mortgage on properties within
it. Hong Kong presents a conundrum. In
a very real way, it values tradition and the
accoutrements of wisdom and reverence
that accompany age. But, equally, there is
a shard of unsentimental pragmatism that
runs throughout this jewel on the edge
of the South China Sea. Technology, in
whatever guise – be it an Apple iPhone or a
Hamlet DVD – is expected to be as new and
shiny as a morning-fresh pineapple bun.
It is a wonderful privilege to teach
Shakespeare to young people who are
meeting him for the first time and who find
in his words a humour and a pathos that
is both raw and real. The Bard’s plays have
been translated into almost 80 languages
and there can’t be many countries where
audiences have not been mesmerised by
the magic of his plays. Whereas once I used
to think in terms of Shakespeare bringing
something new and different to Asian
audiences, I increasingly come to realise
that the true life of a Shakespeare play
comes as much from what an audience
brings to it. Shakespeare’s plays have the
genius of finding relevance to global lives.
By some magical shimmy they have cut
themselves free from the confines of time
and place, and have become the property
of all people in all times.

“Shakespeare’s plays have the genius of
finding relevance to global lives.”
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“Are you sure that we are awake?
It seems to me that yet we sleep, we dream.”

Dream a little
Dream
By Cath Rankin

I have always wanted to direct a version
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream and
when I first came to International School
Manila and saw the high school courtyard
I thought it would be the perfect place
to create a dream. A Midsummer Night’s
Dream has always been my favourite
Shakespearean play as I remember playing
Puck as a young person and all the fun
I had. I wanted the young people of the
middle school to enjoy the challenges of
Shakespeare in ways that excite, engage
and inspire them. I believe that young
people get the most out of Shakespeare
when they “play” - with the language, the
characters and the action. The power of
ensemble was vital, I hoped to foster a way
of working together - for both the cast and
crew - that enabled everyone’s ideas and
voices to be heard.
This production was very interested in
the transformative nature of dreams. It is
through dreams we can deal with our fears,
overcome obstacles and, more importantly,
become the people we want to be; for,
as the Bard himself said: “We are such
stuff that dreams are made on”. For me, I
believe this is the true essence of the play.
Middle school is a time of finding yourself,
having fun, challenging perceptions and
learning to believe in yourself. If the play
was able to touch a few hearts, generate
laughter, create dreams and make people
believe in what they are capable of, then
our job was done.
To achieve this vision, I had a few key
approaches:
Set
The set was outdoors in the high school
courtyard. Apparently a challenging choice
as it had never been used for a performance
since the school moved here twelve years
ago. It is a circular formation and originally
I wanted to build a bridge across the circle
and work in the round. That was not to be
but as usual with a production, blockages
turned into wonderful opportunities. In
the end we built a series of platforms that
followed the curve of the pathway and a
high tower where Oberon would look down
on the world of the humans. The platforms
allowed for a myriad of levels - including a
great jumping off point for when Hermia
went to attack Helena. There were holes in
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the platforms where the Players could lodge
their curtain for their section. At the back of
the platforms, we had stylised trees which
allowed the fairies and the pucks to peak
through. The stone seats in the courtyard
were transformed into rocks whilst the
circular path became the dance space for
the beginning and end of the dream.
Double cast
The script was adapted by Christine
Westberg into a wonderful one hour show.
Christine was able to choose the key
moments of the story whilst still keep the
beauty of Shakespeare’s language. It was an
adaption I would use again for both middle
and high school. As it was middle school
and because of my vision of engaging as
many students as possible, we double cast
the play. The beauty of the script allowed
the key characters of Hermia, Helena,
Lysander, Demetrius, Oberon and Titania to
be assigned particular scenes. The Players
were divided into two groups as well. Three
girls played Puck and as they were on stage
most of the time, they divided the lines
between them and developed into a chorus.
We wrote a prologue for the audience to
explain that we had students playing the
same character and this would be signalled
by the same costume and props. It seemed
to work well. Christine has a website called
Rust and Stardust and you can also contact
her, via her email westberg.christine@gmail.
com for some of her wonderful adaptations.
Teams
In order to build the ensemble we did
a lot of work around the four teams: the
Fairies, the Friends, the Royals and the
Players. The first couple of weeks were
all about building a bond with their team.
They created chants, dances, movement
pieces, still images and more, all designed
to build their commitment to their group.
The first six weeks had team rehearsals,
with a couple of Saturdays thrown in.
We had a group of high school student
assistants assigned to each team and
it was wonderful to watch them create
warm ups that related to specific groups.
The testimony to the ensemble building
came from parents and teachers who have
commented on how closely the students
bonded throughout the process. Lysander
is leaving the school and five months down

the track, the cast is throwing a “Farewell to
the Dream” party.
Working with text
At the beginning of our time together,
we spent three to four sessions getting to
understand the language. We used videos
to help with the understanding of the text
and students were asked to paraphrase
what their character was saying beside
their actual text. Working with my assistant
director Paul Bongiovanni we went through
a series of voice exercises including
tongue twisters which became the basis
for the vocal warm up carried out through
the rehearsal and performance process.
Sessions also focussed on annotating
using pausing, emphasis and teaching
the students how to identify the “thought
phrases” in their text.
Physicalising the text
In order to make a connection between
the text and their characterisation skills,
we really tried to physicalise the text. Each
character pinpointed three gestural motifs
for their characters. These were repeated
throughout their performance and if they
were double cast, they ensured that both
the actors did the same gestural motifs for
the same character.
I used lifts and jumps throughout the
piece but especially for the fight sequence
between Helena and Hermia in act 3, scene
2. The actress who played Hermia was
quite a bit shorter than Helena, Lysander
and Demetrius, so it ended up being easier
for the boys to lift her. Hermia was lifted
many times, from being held between the
boys as she pretended to be running as she
starts to attack Helena to when Lysander
calls Hermia a ”dwarf”, he said it as he
was carrying her and threw her away. My
favourite sequence was when Hermia starts
her “Puppet” speech where she used the
blocks and platforms to add height as
she went closer to the boys and Helena.
Then when she said “but that my nails can
reach unto thine eyes” (act 2, scene 2) she
jumped outward to Helena as the boys
came in to catch her in a Superman-like
pose. Scratching Superman. It worked and
the actors loved the gasps they received
from the audience.
Another memorable section was
using the fairies to symbolise Lysander
and Demetrius being lost in the forest.
Originally I had ideas of using sticks to
symbolise trees with lights on the end.
This did not come to pass, instead we had
a group of ten grade five students who
were the fairy band. We adapted the game
of Streets and Alleys, so as the fairies’
wings had a slight fluorescent tinge, their
outstretched arms and changing position
created the maze for the character to pass
through. It was also fortuitous that the
leaves of the overhanging trees were falling
creating a truly mystical moment.
To encapsulate the essence of a dream,
the performance ended as it began. It
was bookended with Puck’s speech and a
dance. At the beginning the three Puck’s
stood in the tower and uttered: ”If we
shadows have offended, think but this and
all is mended, you have just slumbered here,
while these visions have appeared”. Then
as the music played the students went

Cymbeline,
empire and
now
By Matthew Godfrey

Applying Shakespearian text to
contemporary history
My approach to directing Cymbeline
was that art should reflect society. Artists
can and should make society look at itself
and see its triumphs and flaws. They should
be able to see how they fit into the grand
scheme of things: gain knowledge, empathy
and understanding of the human journey in
the context of its time.
Hamlet said: “Suit the action to the
word, the word to the action, with this
special observance: that you o’erstep not
the modesty of nature. For anything so
overdone is from the purpose of playing,
whose end, both at the first and now, was
and is to hold as ‘twere the mirror up to
nature…” It is generally accepted that this
line of Hamlet’s speaks directly to actors,
then and now, cautioning them as to how
they should approach the art of playing
upon the boards. The line, of course,
continues: “…to hold the mirror up to nature,
to show virtue her own feature, scorn her
own image, and the very age and body of
the time his form and pressure.” Hamlet’s
advice to the players, in its entirety goes
beyond just speaking to actors. Here the
Upstart Crow speaks to all theatre artists
and even the audience. He sets up the
expectation of the contract between
theatre practitioner and patron and speaks
of playing and players on an even deeper
level. Challenging them, as he did himself
and his contemporaries, to use their art
to reflect back on society and engage in
societal and political discussion.
In my teens, I saw Cymbeline on stage
in Stratford, Canada, and loved the show. I
had two opportunities to be cast in other
productions but conflicts prevented me
from accepting the roles. When I was asked
to direct Cymbeline at Write Act Repertory
Theatre in Hollywood, California, I thought:
right this is a story that will not leave me
alone until I play with it.
Prior to moving to the United States I
had the great good fortune to work with a
master director whose specialty happened
to be Shakespeare. Robin Phillips taught
me a great deal as a performer but what
he taught me as director lifted me up and
inspired me to fully embrace this play that
had been haunting me for so many years.
www.ista.co.uk

He was very clear about how to approach
classical texts. There are three questions
every director should answer for himself or
herself when mounting a production, in this
case Cymbeline:
1) Why was it written and when it was?
2) Why was it written in the time it is set?
3) Why are we producing it now?
It was 2004 and I was living in the
United States during the Bush era. His
re-election cycle was in full swing as we
started rehearsals and the mood in the
country was definitely very polarising. As a
Canadian ex-pat, I wanted to move back to
a country that was not engaged in nation
building. However, that was not to be. My
then girlfriend (later wife) Emilie suggested
that instead of just leaving the chaos and
insanity of the instant that I should do
something to make my voice heard.
William Shakespeare wrote about a
great deal of subjects, more often than
not at the same time. They are laced
with political and social commentary,
they have ulterior motives and are full of
personal attacks, jibes and accolades. The
individuals and specifics of his references
have passed into antiquity but the patterns
and archetypes remain unchanged.
Shakespeare was very much of his time
and constantly employed analogous
eras to illustrate his opinions. My take on
Cymbeline was directly connected to the
times. Art is fluid and should show the “very
age and body of the time, his form and
pressure”. If I were to mount a production
of Cymbeline in 2016 it would be very
different from the one we staged years
ago. In 2004 the United States invasion of
Iraq was the news and ISIS did not exist,
Syria was not the new proxy war and
the Arab Spring was years away. As our
world leadership changes and shifts, I am
reminded again of the power of allegory
and storytelling as a way of keeping the
populace informed and connected.
The following are my director’s notes
from that production of Cymbeline that
was also sent out as part of a press
release. I knew what I wanted to say and I
knew that the Artistic Director and I were
not on the same political page but I had

Queen

been hired to direct a play about empire
and betrayal so rehearsals commenced.
Conversations ensued between each
actor and myself and the themes of
Shakespeare’s words lifted themselves
off the page, encouraging, bolstering and
strengthening our voice with each and
every rehearsal.
I knew I had made a “statement”
when the Artistic Director refused to
release the press release as written due
to the connections we made to the (then)
current political climate. Due to his political
differences, he black-lined any connection to
current politics and instructed my publicist
(who also happened to be Emilie/future
wife) to delete most of the information. She
decided to release the “actual” black-lined
version as an example to the public of how
an overreaching person/leader could quiet
opinions and disregard my artistic direction
to “produce this play and make it relevant
to our times”. We knew our voice had been
heard (the cast was all on board) when the
press got it and ran with it.
Cymbeline is one of those plays that
most theatrical companies stay away
from. The general public does not really
know it and more than likely wouldn’t even
recognise that Shakespeare wrote it. It is
one of those pieces in the canon which is
considered a problem play. It is epic in scope,
has central characters arriving half way
through the piece, the verse is irregular and
we have to deal with the appearance of the
Roman God Jupiter who conveniently solves
a major plot point in the blink of an eye.
Cymbeline was written, it is generally
agreed, in 1609. The earliest date places it
at 1604. What is common to both of these
dates is that Elizabeth I had died in 1603
and James I had ascended the English
throne soon thereafter.
First question: Why was the play
written when it was? What if Shakespeare
wrote it as homage to the recently
deceased Queen Elizabeth I? Like the
Virgin Queen, Cymbeline’s central character
(Imogene) is the “pure” daughter of the
great king Cymbeline just like Elizabeth
was the daughter of Henry VIII. In order
to supposedly secure her succession
SCENE | Issue 1 | 2016-17 September 27

Guiderius, Arviragus and Belarius

Imogene is faced with the prospect of
marriage to Cloten (James I, formerly
James VI of Scotland) who is the son of
Cymbeline’s deceitful second wife who has
aspirations to the throne (Mary Queen of
Scots? - Shakespeare even goes so far as
to not actually name the character of the
Queen – thus leaving her identity open to
interpretation by the audience). However,
Imogene refuses to wed on the grounds
that she is already married to Posthumus
(People of England: P.O.E.). Posthumus
(P.O.E.) must find his inherent greatness,
defeat the pretender Cloten (James I)
and be worthy of the love of his Queen by
defending her honour and remaining loyal.
As we can see today, Elizabeth’s death
effectively brought to an end an important
phase in England’s emerging golden era.
The Tudor line died with her and James
I inherited the throne. The recent period
of exploration and art slowly ground to a
halt, Elizabeth’s hero Sir Francis Drake was
dead, the colonies received less and less
assistance and eventually even the theatres
were closed in 1642. Halfway through
Cymbeline we are introduced to Guiderius
and Arviragus, the long lost heirs to the
English throne who inadvertently kill Cloten
(James I) and are returned to their rightful
place. I can’t help but wonder therefore
whether this play was perhaps a cry for
a bygone era and a historically veiled
condemnation of the new court of James I.
Second question: Why did the
author set the play during the time it is
set? Cymbeline is set in Roman Britain.
Historically, Cymbeline was one of the first
British leaders who stood his ground and
forced the Roman Empire to reevaluate
their attitude towards its British subjects.
Similarly in 1588, the reputably invincible
Spanish Armada was soundly defeated
by Elizabeth’s buccaneer navy and a new
Cloten

world power took command of the seas;
thus forcing Phillip II of Spain to re-evaluate
his island rival.
An absolute in history, according
to archaeology, is that all empires
will eventually fall. Is it possible that
Shakespeare, living in an era in which
England was considered well on its way
to empire, was warning of this eventuality
by telling the tale of the beginning of the
end of the Roman Empire? Cymbeline
(based on the actual Cunobelinus) reigned
circa 5-40 AD and paved the way for
his two sons (Guiderius and Arviragus in
Shakespeare’s Cymbeline) to provoke the
Roman Empire (under Caligula) to invade
in 43AD. It may not have resulted in a
decisive victory that would have banished
the Romans outright but it appears to
have exposed the over-reach of the Roman
military power and therefore signalled the
beginning of the eventual end to come.
Even though the Romans would
continue to occupy Britain as a declining
presence for another 400 years, it was
during this time that the legends and tales
of Boudica and Arthur would arise as an
echo of longing for self-rule, a King would
arise to liberate and unify his people in a
common goal. Consider as well that some
400 years after the death of Elizabeth I, the
English Empire after the death of Queen
Victoria, would also decline and cease to
dominate the globe.
A Pax Britannica of such global
reach had been created by a “vast
empire on which the sun never sets, and
whose bounds nature has not yet (be)
ascertained” (1773): that is until thirteen
American Colonies successfully rebelled
against their oppressors and presaged
the vulnerability of that vision. There is
of course no way for Shakespeare to
have seen beyond his own life span but
as we know, he did have a profound
understanding of people, of history and
how they interact. Perhaps he sensed the
rise of a new empire and felt compelled
to write about the dangers of this destiny.
Is Cymbeline then a warning against the
hubris of a nation or a leader? Set in an era
where the hubris of the previous empire
was beginning to be tested?
Third question: Why are we producing it
now? (N.b. – this question was directed at an
American audience.) As we explore the Pax
Romana and Pax Britannica, which ultimately
led to the rebellion of subjugated peoples,
we must acknowledge that we too have
been attempting to spread a Pax Americana
Imogene at war

across the globe. Perhaps the answer to this
third question is that it may well be timely
to be reminded as Americans, “if we do not
learn from history we will be doomed to
repeat it”. As with Rome, the Barbarians have
been knocking at the gates; as with London,
the subjects are rebelling. They will not stop
as long as we continue to act like the familiar
imperialists of old and assume our beliefs to
be supreme.
Brutus, the first king of England
according to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
The History of the Kings of England
(1137), wrote in a letter to the Greek
King Pandrassus: “It is the natural aim of
everyone in captivity to strive to return to
his former dignity.”
This is why I am drawn to direct
Cymbeline now (2004). The United States
of America may not have a geographic
empire like those of old but we do have
an economic one which holds a great deal
of the world “captive” as we pursue our
way of life. The rest of the world wants
and will increasingly insist on restoring
their dignity, and like millennia of people
before them, they will be willing to fight
for it. Perhaps a relatively few already are;
all anti-Americanism is not just based
on simple envy. The barbarians then are
already banging on the walls, and like
Rome, our infrastructure is crumbling, as we
have to spend more and more money and
resources on defending them.
Do we continue to persevere on this
course and take our place in the long line
of fallen empires which future societies
can dig up and ignore the lessons of; or
do we like Posthumus (P.O.E. – the people)
find a separate peace and pronounce (in
Shakespeare’s words) “live and deal with
others better”.
The time and place we live in will and
must transform the art we create. The joy
of working with Shakespeare’s text lies
in his profound understanding of human
behaviour. By examining the text through
these three questions one is able to
connect the long line of human histories of
which we are just the newest chapter, spot
their patterns and apply them to our own
time and place. The allegory is rooted in the
constant and therein lies the through line,
which connects our times and his.
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Imogene and Posthumus

Shakespeare toolkit:
The magpie
approach
By Kate Friend
I am a great Shakespeare enthusiast, so
much so that I read every one of his plays
while studying him at university (please
don’t test me on plot points now). My
award for most entertaining plot definitely
went to Pericles: incest, shipwreck, brothels
and pirates! I have directed several
Shakespeare plays including Twelfth Night
for the BBC One Night of Shakespeare. I
am also lucky enough to have trained with
some awesome companies (RSC, Globe
Education, The Map Consortium) and have
learnt some nifty techniques for exploring
Shakespeare with my casts. As both a
director and a teacher, I’ve used these
exercises time and again so I would like to
share some with you now. Ever the magpie,
I feel I have accumulated a treasure trove
of Shakespeare trinkets and here are some
beauties for you to feather your own nests…
Introducing plot
Ensemble statues
Introduce students to key characters
by asking them to create various statues:
a king, a murderer, a grieving widow, loyal
subjects, a young prince etc.
Grandma’s footsteps
Play with key characters e.g. everyone
is Macbeth creeping up on Duncan or
Grandma is Macbeth, paranoid that
everyone is coming for him.
Make me a …
Students create still images showing
key locations/events/props e.g. a throne, a
dagger, a castle, a battle etc.
Key quotes
Select key lines, full of imagery, for
small groups of students to transform into
one still image. They should share these
with each other and the audience should

consider what the image shows before the
quote is revealed e.g. they smile at me who
shortly shall be dead (Richard III), lovers
and madmen have such seething brains
(A Midsummer Night’s Dream) or a pair of
star-cross’d lovers take their life (Romeo
and Juliet).
Whoosh
Students sit in a circle and the teacher
tells the story of the play. Students are asked
to jump up and help create the characters/
places etc that are being described. If
the circle gets too crowded, the teacher
“whooshes” everyone back to their places
before introducing the next scene.
Point of view
Students in groups of four. Label
themselves ABCD. A has to tell the story of
the play. After a while, the teacher calls stop
and B takes over. But B is now a character
from the play and tells the story from their
point of view e.g. Macbeth justifying his
actions or Bottom telling his story. The
rest of the group can ask questions. Then
C takes over (from the point of view of a
different character) etc.		
(RSC)
Truffling
Brainstorm aspects of the world of the
play as a group: the physical environment,
the social structure, the people etc. As a
group, take a walk around the room and let
images come into your mind. What do you
see in this world (think beyond the script)?
Who is in this world? What are they doing?
What can you see? Individuals describe the
images they can see e.g. I can see a small
child, sitting alone in a cold, dark room
or I can see a group of fairies dancing.
The group listens to each image as it is
described.
(The MAP Consortium)

Exploring power relationships
Fox and grape game
Divide students into pairs. A and B. A
has a piece of paper that B desperately
wants. A’s objective is to keep B from
getting the paper. Discuss how this game
makes either feel. Do they enjoy having the
power (the paper)?		
(RSC)
Yes no maybe
Divide students into pairs. A and B. A
has to convince B to do something using
only the word YES. Use different tactics e.g.
flattery, manipulation, bullying, pleading. B
refuses using only the word NO. Play in a
variety of ways:
• no movement allowed
• both constantly moving
• A trying to make eye contact, B avoiding
• free rein
Repeat but A and B can now both say
MAYBE as well. How does this change the
dynamic?
(Globe Education)
Both the above exercises can be used
as a lead in to a dialogue that shows
a power struggle e.g. Richard III and
Buckingham, Oberon and Titania, Juliet and
The Nurse.
Follow my leader
Select a short dialogue between two
characters e.g. Lady Macbeth trying to
persuade Macbeth to kill Duncan. Play
dialogue but with one character always on
the move and the other character following
them. Reverse leader, how does this change
the dynamic of the scene? Play again but
the follower can choose to stop and refuse
to follow at any point. How does this effect
the power dynamic?		
(RSC)
Chairs
A technique for exploring movement

“I am also lucky enough to have trained with some awesome
companies... and have learnt some nifty techniques for
exploring Shakespeare with my casts. ”
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and positioning on stage.
Everyone sits. Two actors read the
dialogue aloud while two more actors hold
a chair each to represent each character
e.g. act 2, scene 1 in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream where Helena is pursuing Demetrius.
Chair 1 = Helena, chair 2 = Demetrius.
After Demetrius’ first line is read, the
actor holding the Demetrius chair must
move it to represent how they think the
character would move on stage e.g. could
move away from the Helena chair to
show how indifferent he is or could turn
to face the Helena chair directly to show
him threatening her. The student holding
Helena’s chair should also move to show
her reaction e.g. Helena could follow
Demetrius everywhere he goes but she
could wait behind him or stand directly in
front of him. Both chair holders should be
invited to move following every line. The
students should be encouraged to play
with the movements and the audience can
be invited to make suggestions too. Or
the scene can be played multiple times to
explore alternative interpretations.
I find this a really useful method to
explore movement and power dynamics
in a scene without students having to
worry about speaking dialogue. The next
stage is for students to explore the scene
without the chairs but replicating the same
movements.			 (RSC)
Character journeys
Sculptures
A technique for observing a character’s
overall journey.
Divide students into pairs. Each student
represents one character e.g. Romeo and
Juliet. Ask students to choose three crucial
points in the story for their character and
sculpt their partner into three separate
statues that demonstrate their character’s
state of mind at each of the three points.
Students should then find a meaningful
way to transition between each statue,
considering tempo and emotion. Observe
the journeys in slow motion sequences.
Compare related journeys side by side e.g.
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth or Beatrice
and Hero.
(The Map Consortium)
Speech comparison
Select two speeches by a key character
that represent a shift in mindset/emotion/
mental state e.g. Richard III.
Act two
Was ever woman in this humour woo’d?
Was ever woman in this humour won?
I’ll have her; but I will not keep her long.
What! I, that kill’d her husband and his
father,
To take her in her heart’s extremest hate,
With curses in her mouth, tears in her eyes,
The bleeding witness of her hatred by;
Having God, her conscience, and these bars
against me,
And I nothing to back my suit at all,
But the plain devil and dissembling looks,
And yet to win her, all the world to nothing!
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“Ever the magpie, I feel I have
accumulated a treasure trove of
Shakespeare trinkets...”
Ha!
Act five
What do I fear? myself? there’s none else
by:
Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I.
Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am:
Then fly. What, from myself? Great reason
why:
Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself?
Alack. I love myself. Wherefore? for any
good
That I myself have done unto myself?
O, no! alas, I rather hate myself
For hateful deeds committed by myself!
I am a villain: yet I lie. I am not.
Fool, of thyself speak well: fool, do not
flatter.
My conscience hath a thousand several
tongues,
And every tongue brings in a several tale,
And every tale condemns me for a villain.
Perjury, perjury, in the high’st degree
Murder, stem murder, in the direst degree;
All several sins, all used in each degree,
Throng to the bar, crying all, Guilty! guilty!
I shall despair. There is no creature loves
me;
And if I die, no soul shall pity me:
Nay, wherefore should they, since that I
myself
Find in myself no pity to myself?
Methought the souls of all that I had
murder’d
Came to my tent; and every one did threat
To-morrow’s vengeance on the head of
Richard.
Task 1: Punctuation walk
Individuals walk through each speech
and change direction whenever there is
punctuation:
• a comma/semi colon = 90 degree turn;
• a full stop = 180 degree turn;
• question mark = 360 degree turn;
•	compare your experience of the two
speeches. What does it suggest about
character’s development?
Task 2: Last words of lines
Two teams face each other. Throw the
last words of each speech back and forth.
What do you notice? (E.g. Act two speech:
hate/eyes/me/looks/nothing versus
act five speech: me/me/myself/myself/
murder’d/threat/Richard) This is a pretty
cool exercise. The two teams then create
10 second statues, one to capture the spirit
of Richard in the 1st speech and the other in
the 2nd. What have we discovered about his
journey?				 (RSC)

Playing with text
Opening speech/prologue
Take an opening speech or prologue
e.g. the Romeo and Juliet prologue. This
works well with any long speech but does
lend itself to chorus type speeches. Give
each student a line.
•	Go round the circle and read the
speech, each student speaking their
line.
•	Now, everyone chooses a key word
from this line. Go round circle again, just
saying key words.
•	Each student thinks of a simple action
to represent their word. Go round circle
performing key words with actions.
•	Now do whole speech again,
incorporating the action.
The students should now have a real
sense of what the speech is about.
(Globe Education)
As ifs
Perform speech/prologue in various
styles: whisper/declamation/telling a
secret/a bedtime story/a news report.
Perform a section of dialogue using
as ifs e.g. as if Richard III is a spoilt child
and Buckingham is his schoolmaster or
as if Richard is joking and Buckingham is
nervous etc. (RSC)
Perform as if spoken in various
locations: outside in a crowded place/
under a stair well/in a religious building/in
a rowdy pub/a massive formal court. (The
Map Consortium)
Owning a scene
Read a short dialogue e.g. Macbeth
and Lady Macbeth at start of act two,
scene two. Then repeat trying the following
techniques:
•	Overlap dialogue. Interrupt your partner
two words before their lines is finished.
But they must still finish their line. This
will add pace and tension to the scene.
•	Repeat key words from previous line,
this focuses your attention on what
your partner actually says. Pick out a
key word from your partner’s preceding
speech and repeat it before your line.
Macbeth: I am afraid to think what I
have done.
Lady Macbeth: (afraid) infirm of
purpose! Give me the daggers.
•	Use gestures to indicate people. On
every “I” point to yourself; every “you”
point at the relevant person. This should
add clarity to what you are saying.
(Globe Education)

Shakespeare’s
hidden stage
directions
By James Copp

Is the verse worth it?
When working on a Shakespeare play
with young students, an early decision
that we make is whether to spend time
exploring the verse or not to bother. Very
often, and especially with students who
don’t have English as a mother-tongue, the
best thing to do is to leave the verse, focus
on the story and ensure that the actors
understand what they’re talking about.
However, occasionally rehearsal time
and a strong cast allow time to connect a
little more closely with the playwright and
the way in which he might have wanted the
lines to be delivered. It’s well worth it – it
only takes a few simple steps to unlock
the teenage mind from the initial blankfaced refusal. The blank-faced refusal, all
too often, comes from an overly worshipful
approach by teachers to Shakespearean
texts that confines the writer to a big
historical dustbin in the relevance-obsessed
teenage mind.
Don’t worship the play
I don’t believe in mystifying playwrights
nor do I believe that any text (least of all
Shakespeare) should be treated like it is
a precious Ming vase. At the end of the
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day about half the work is provided by the
playwright and half of it by the production
company and together they are going
to create an enjoyable production for a
specific audience.
Shakespeare, like many playwrights,
wrote and re-wrote, workshopped his plays
which were then updated in performance
many times. Scholars continue to argue in
detail over what the original texts actually
contain so I don’t spend time or energy
getting too worried about textual purity.
What I do try to do with students is try
to encourage communication with the
playwright about the story (the minute
story in each moment and the overall story
of the whole play) by exploring exactly
what stage directions are.
What are stage directions?
The Galician author Ramon del Valle
Inclán wrote some of the most outlandish
stage directions. Film companies blessed
with gargantuan CGI budgets would
struggle to realise moons and suns rising
and setting and action taking place on
the set whilst a shepherd winks in the
far distance and a herd of horses gallops
across the near distance, hurling up a cloud

of dust. When reading his plays you begin
to question what stage directions are really
for. I see them as a conversation between
the writer and the company. The writer is
trying to communicate what they wish to
happen and how they wish the story to be
told, be it in the delivery of the line by the
actor or the design or the way the director
encourages the growth of the characters.
In many cases, the things that they are
communicating are abstract, suggestive or
representative.
In the early 20th century the playwright
would specify set designs down to the
tiniest detail which modern playwrights
tend to avoid – leaving ideas for the
designer to build upon. Among modern
playwrights, stage directions have taken
the form of simple punctuation; Sarah
Kane’s plays feature words suspended in
empty spaces on the page.
When you consider stage directions
from a traditional, “instructions” standpoint
we usually think that Shakespeare hardly
included any at all – apart from the few
famous ones such as “exit pursued by
a bear”. This has given us plenty of free
rein to conceive imaginative readings and
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“...the structure of the verse is Shakespeare’s
way of giving us stage directions.”
productions. However, I find the way to
gain interest from young students about
the verse is to simply demonstrate that the
structure of the verse is Shakespeare’s way
of giving us stage directions.
Equipping students to find the stage
directions
Verse is a bottomless pit, or better, a
glorious web that spins further and further
outwards the more you follow it. It is
important therefore to encourage students
to explore a manageable amount so that
they gain satisfaction from what they find
and don’t feel overwhelmed.
Firstly: the context. Remind students
what verse was for in its purest form: it
was developed to help oral storytellers
remember their stories and to make
them catchier. The same is true with
Shakespearean texts, so it is important
to remind students that the Elizabethan
audience expected verse, recognised it and
listened to it in a different way. They would
have noticed the things that Shakespeare
did with the verse straight away, so we have
to dig up those things and incorporate
them into our productions. Also, briefly,
remind students that Elizabethan audiences
were rowdy, drunk, ill and regularly came
and went, the writers had to go to great
lengths to make the story clear (which
is how we can justify the long recapping
sections of Shakespeare’s plays today).
I explain to students two things: the
rhythm and the number of syllables.
With these two simple things, there is
plenty to discuss and explore and once
students start to get it, it will start to
be quite exciting. I use two examples
from Twelfth Night and The Comedy of
Errors. Firstly, explain the lilting rhythm of
iambic pentameter (perhaps leaving out
that term…). I get everyone in the room
- everyone - to tap the table and say the
words out loud in an over-the-top “de dum,
de dum, de dum, de dum, de dum” way. It
is clunky to begin with but they get into it.
Twelfth Night gives us an example of how
the rhythm is used:
De –dum, de-dum, de dum, de dum de dum
Sebastian:
This is the air, that is the glorious sun.
I explain that this line is spoken in
excitement after young Sebastian, to his
great surprise, has just spent the night
with a beautiful older woman and cannot
believe his luck. Because of the rhythm
Shakespeare wishes the line to be delivered
in a certain way. An actor should not start
bellowing “THIIIIS, is the air! THAAAT is
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the glorious sun”’ as if he worshipping the
air/sun but should be reassuring himself
by hitting the “this is the air, that is the
glorious sun” as set out in the rhythm. The
line becomes far more real, far less “acty”
and gives us an indication of Sebastian’s
mental state. Read on a few lines of this
speech, allowing the students to get used
to how the rhythm matches our natural
speech patterns.
An early speech from The Comedy of
Errors gives us examples both of rhythm
being broken for effect and extra syllables
being added for effect.
Antipholus
I, to the world, am like a drop of water
That in the ocean seeks another drop.
Who, falling there, to find his fellow forth,
Unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself.
So I, to find a mother and a brother,
In quest of them, unhappy, lose myself.
If everyone in the rehearsal has got
used to the over-the-top rhythmic speaking
out loud, as a group starting going
through this speech in the same way and
try to find the “speed bumps”; moments
where the rhythm forces you to deliver
words in an unnatural way. The first word
will be “water”. There is an extra syllable
in this line and the natural stress in the
word water means it clunks up against
the rhythm. Everyone underlines it – no
huge discussion, just underline. The next
word that causes a speed bump should be

“another” (you could point out that three
syllable words often cause problems).
Again, underline. By line four (unseen…)
you and your group will start to notice that
speed bumps are coming thick and fast
here. “Mother” and “brother” contradict
the rhythm and again there are eleven
syllables. Now you can start to show the
students the detail that exists here: mother
and brother rhyme with another in line two:
the audience should know here that this
speech has key plot information in it and
Shakespeare needs to use everything at his
disposal to ensure that his audience follow
the very complex plot. Mother and brother
are the “another drop[s]” that Antipholus is
looking for. Finally, the “unhappy” is a speed
bump (three letter words), and crucially,
Shakespeare wants the actor to stress the
very last syllable of the speech, showing
that Antipholus realises how ironic his
search is. Even though he is searching for
others he ends up losing himself as a result.
The underlined words at the end of
this process give us a basis for discussion.
It may be that they need simple verbal
emphasis or perhaps something more
creative. Either way, we feel we’ve
communed with the writer.
Whether Sarah Kane or William
Shakespeare, the playwrights that
have shuffled off this mortal coil are
unfortunately no longer here to tell us
precisely what they meant by their stage
directions. It is up to us to interpret, argue
and settle on what works best for our
context. I tell students: you must never
ignore a stage direction. You can choose
to cut it or to replace it with something
else that may have the same effect but you
must honour the playwright’s decision to
write it in the first place and give it some
thought.

Alien or ally?
By Caitlin Beresford-Ord
“Miss, the stories are good but why
didn’t he talk in English?” This question
was first posed to me about four years ago
whilst teaching a Macbeth master class
in Carnarvon in the far north of Western
Australia. It’s a great question, not because
I agree or have found myself wondering the
same thing but because of the opportunity
it presents.
The boy who asked me this question
was greeted with enthusiastic nods from
many of his fellow students so it was pretty
apparent that he wasn’t alone in his views.
To be honest, there’s nothing particularly
surprising in the question either – except
that it was asked at all. It’s those wonderful
moments when a student gives voice to
their thoughts, isn’t satisfied with what
they’ve been told, is sufficiently engaged
enough with the ideas to challenge them
- that’s where the real learning, on both
sides, takes place.
I had been working as an Arts Educator
for Bell Shakespeare Company for a few
years by this stage and had had many
wonderful experiences conducting master
classes for students all over the state. I was
enjoying the work so much, learning huge
amounts about myself as an artist and
educator that it took me several years to
recognise that more often than not it was
the same schools I was returning to each
year. The same teachers invited me back,
the same master classes were requested,
all of which is wonderful and exactly what
one would hope. But it got me wondering
about other schools and other areas. With
very few exceptions these schools were
affluent private or independent public
schools with specialist programmes.
Schools where the teachers had a love of
Shakespeare and the school an embedded
cultural understanding of the importance of
the arts for literacy, history, ethics, empathy
and the development of creativity and
curiosity. But were these representative
of the wider school population or were
they, as I suspected, pockets of excellence
amongst a wider group for whom the
arts, and by extension dramatists such as
Shakespeare, struggled to gain a foothold
in the application of the curriculum?
The very next year I took on a

position as Artist in Residence at a local
government high school in Perth as part of
a terrific initiative run by the Department
of Culture and the Arts and the Education
Department – Arts Edge. Through my work
as a Teaching Artist at Black Swan State
Theatre Company, we were given a grant to
develop a comprehensive theatre studies
programme at a school struggling with
literacy, numeracy, truancy and other social
issues which were deeply affecting some
student’s ability to engage and further their
potential. There were a lot of indigenous
students at the school, many of whom
experienced a high degree of “shame”, a
feeling of overwhelming embarrassment in
certain situations which prevented many
of them from participating in anything
that put them at risk of ridicule or censure.
But they were there that first day, some
quiet, some not so quiet but present and
so I began with whatever tools I had – I
just started to talk about theatre, this most
ancient form of storytelling, its place in
almost every culture on earth and why
we still have it today. There’s so much
I could talk about with regards to this
particular group of wonderful students
who eventually placed so much trust in
me but it was when I began talking about
Shakespeare that it got interesting. Most of
them had never heard of him – or thought
they hadn’t. A couple had but no one had
seen a Shakespeare performed on stage
or film; it felt as alien to them as quantum
mechanics does to me.
I began with what they already knew but
didn’t know they knew. When I told them
that Shakespeare had already crossed their
paths, that they had already spoken words
and possibly lines of Shakespeare, that for
anyone in command of the English language
or anyone learning to command it, he was
inescapable, they didn’t believe me. Truth
be told, there were eye-rolls. But when I
mentioned words such as “assassination”,
“addiction”, “cold-blooded”, “fashionable”,
“uncomfortable”, “ladybird” – they sat up
a bit. When I mentioned phrases such as
“catch a cold”, “laughing stock”, “wild goose
chase”, “heart of gold” and “green-eyed
monster”, they sat up even further. Some of
these expressions felt a little unfamiliar to

“Shakespeare is meant to be performed
aloud and moving.”
www.ista.co.uk

their daily vernacular but they had all heard
them, knew their meaning and use. This led
to an energetic discussion on the notion
of legacy and language. If approximately
12,000 new words entered the English
language between 1500 and 1650, about
half of which we still use today, what might
be their linguistic legacy be? Hilariously,
most of the more “colourful” words they
came up with they assumed were invented
sometime in the last decade only to have
me burst their bubble and show them a few
choice passages from Ben Jonson which
put paid to that theory. Then there were the
obligatory “LOLs”, “whatevs” and “totes” –
which, although wince-inducing, provided a
way into the life and works of this revered
writer they had once thought had no part to
play in their lives – if they thought about him
at all. What made him so special? Why has
he lasted so long? What could they possibly
do with him? Now, they wanted to know.
What was true for this group of
students is true for anyone – Shakespeare is
meant to be performed aloud and moving.
There is much merit in the academic rigour
applied to studying his works but nothing
trumps a student clutching a battered, dogeared script in one hand and wielding a
cardboard sword in the other yelling: “Turn,
Hell-Hound, Turn!”.
The muscularity of his language, the
expansive imagery, where we hear our own
innermost thoughts, feelings and desires
given back to us in unimagined ways, all
require a physical, as well as emotional,
intellectual and spiritual embodiment if we
are to come anywhere near understanding
him as we understand ourselves. Harold
Bloom in Shakespeare – The Invention of
the Human writes that: “Shakespeare will
go on explaining us, in part because he
invented us…”
There are so many wonderful ways into
the stories and language that I’ve drawn
on. Everything from using Shakespeare’s
Insult Generator (a fantastic game which I
absolutely stand by, particularly for students
who are unfamiliar with the language… the
unbridled joy on a teenager’s face when he
or she is given permission to call a teacher
a “corpulent, beslubbering, maggot-pie”
never loses its power to delight) to detailed
analysis of individual character journeys and
narrative arcs. I’ll mention just one of the
memorable ones.
Whilst delivering a six week
Shakespeare unit at a Western Australian
university a few years ago, I had a Chinese
student in one of my classes. She was
incredibly intuitive and talented but
she was still in the beginning stages of
learning English and so Shakespeare
presented yet another challenge for her.
The students each had to perform a three
minute monologue as part of their major
assessment and although this student
had learnt hers by heart very early on and
worked very hard to gain an intellectual
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understanding of the imagery at
play, she struggled with delivery and
performance. Her own natural speech
rhythms were so much shorter than
ours, too short to accommodate the
emotions contained within the vowels.
She had chosen the opening chorus
monologue from Henry V “O, for a muse
of fire…”. From the first syllable, she
found it hard to let the flow of ideas and
imagery find its way through her voice.
It was choppy and disconnected. To be
honest, she wasn’t entirely alone. Many
students find elongating vowels beyond
their natural inclination very confronting
because of the emotion contained
within them – it can feel exposing. But
we persisted until one day I had the
idea of bringing in a large ball of soft
wool. I gave her one end to hold whilst
I held the ball and asked her to slowly
unwind it, pulling it towards her, hand
over hand. But she could only move to
the next word when she had finished
pulling that length of wool towards her,
moving slowly away from me as she did.
The effect was instant – that famously
evocative opening line – “O for a muse
of fire, that would ascend the brightest
heaven of invention…” - there it was. She
painted the picture with her words, the
image I knew she had in her mind rose
up instantly in ours, her thoughts, breath,
voice and the text became one. She
continued to use the wool as part pf her
daily rehearsal as a way of exploring the
imagery through a different use of the
vowels and consonants and blitzed her
performance assessment.
The wonderful acting teacher
Ivana Chubbuck has said: “We listen in
our own stories”. If I could encourage
anything with students and teaches
of Shakespeare today it would be to
see these plays not as something fixed
and immoveable, as part of a deified
“cannon” but as plays that ask, invite
and challenge us to discover ourselves
in, year and after, generation after
generation. To find our own ambition
in the heart of Macbeth, discover our
mirth in Beatrice, our wit in Rosalind,
our young love in Romeo and Juliet, our
broken hearts in Hamlet, our own folly in
Lear. All our stories matter, these stories
we listen in – it’s these stories that show
us to be not simply ”aging and dying”
(Bloom: The Invention of the Human) but
developing and reconceiving ourselves.
“We know what we are but not what
we may be” – (Hamlet 4:5)

“We listen in our
own stories”
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Taking a
closer look at
Shakespeare’s
Bottom
By Ben Vardy
One of William Shakespeare’s best
loved plays is A Midsummer Night’s
Dream. Written towards the beginning
of his career as a playwright, its tangle
of befuddled lovers, set against the
mysterious majesty of the forest spirits,
creates a rich world that is both familiar
in its humanity as well as mesmerising in
its sense of magic. However, aside from
the lovers and the various members of
the fairy kingdom, there is another set
of characters in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream whose sub-plot runs parallel to
the other two main storylines: that of the
Mechanicals. The Mechanicals are a group
of skilled tradesmen who throughout the
action of the play rehearse and perform
a piece of theatre of their own called The
Most Lamentable Comedy and Most Cruel
Death of Pyramus and Thisbe. They are
rehearsing this play in order to perform it
as part of the celebrations for the wedding
of Duke Theseus of Athens and Hippolyta,
the Amazonian Queen. The production
of Pyramus and Thisbe is an example of a
device often referred to as a “play within
a play” and this convention can be found
in several of Shakespeare’s other works,
such as the performances acted out by the
players in Hamlet and the rustics in Love’s
Labours Lost.
These Mechanicals (so called because
when they are not acting, they work as
skilled labourers: carpenters, weavers
and tailors etc) are very earnest in their
attempt to put on a tragic play for the
royal wedding. However, in their rehearsals
and final performance, they are often
laughably and loveably amateurish, their
lines filled with mistakes and mix-ups,
and their rehearsals laden with obscure
and absurd worries. There is, however,
one Mechanical who I have always found
particularly interesting and his name is
Nick Bottom, the weaver. Bottom, as he’s
usually referred to, is not a particularly

Shakespeare had a lovely Bottom

intelligent man, he frequently gets his lines
jumbled up, he is stubborn and naive, and
he wants everybody else’s parts for himself.
Audiences often find this combination of
traits rather amusing and critics generally
characterise Bottom as the main source
of comic relief within the play. However,
there are two considerations when it comes
to Bottom that mean we might need to
take him slightly more seriously than we
originally thought. Firstly, he is the only
character that fully traverses both the
human and fairy realms, he is as at ease
discussing theatre with the Mechanicals as
he is talking of bumblebees with Titania, the
fairy Queen. Secondly, with over 250 lines
he is (to many people’s surprise) the most
prolific character in the play, delivering over
12% of the dialogue which seems like quite
a lot of lines for a character that is simply
there to relieve the tension from the rest of
the play.
So, what’s going on here? Has
Shakespeare just decided to provide a lot
of comic relief within A Midsummer Night’s
Dream? Or - if you’ll be so kind as to excuse

my turn of phrase - perhaps we should take
a closer look at Shakespeare’s Bottom and
see if there might be more going on here
than first meets the eye.
A closer look at Bottom
Bottom’s journey throughout the play
runs something like this: he is an amateur
actor alongside the other Mechanicals. Half
way through one of their forest rehearsals,
a mischievous sprite called Puck transforms
Bottom’s head into that of a donkey
and his companions flee into the forest,
petrified of what they think is a monster
that has invaded their rehearsal. Bottom
doesn’t understand what’s going on and so
assumes that his friends are playing a prank
on him. In protest, and to show them that
he is not afraid, he sings a song about birds.
Nearby, the noble and powerful Queen of
the fairies Titania, awakes from her sleep.
She has recently been anointed with a
potion that means she will fall in love with
the first person she sees on waking who, in
this case, is Bottom. Bottom barely blinks
an eyelid in response to his new admirer
and quickly becomes accustomed to being
the object of Titania’s adoration.
Let’s look in a little bit more detail at
one of Bottom’s scenes to see if we can
unpack what sort of character Bottom
might be. A good place to start, as is
often the case, is at the beginning. A lot
can be gleaned from Bottom’s first scene,
indeed we can get quite a strong sense of
his personality from his very first line, at
the beginning of act 1, scene 2. Here, the
Mechanicals have just arrived in a forest
clearing, ready to begin their first rehearsal:
Quince: Is all our company here?
Bottom: 	You were best to call them
generally, man by man, according
to the script.
Quince, a carpenter by trade, is the
director of the play to be put on by the
Mechanicals, and he has asked of his
company a simple question: namely
whether all the members of the cast are
present. Rather than giving a quick answer,
Bottom interjects with a piece of advice
that Quince should take a register. Now this
may seem a little abrupt but Shakespeare
undermines Bottom’s authority here by
jumbling up the meaning of his words.
When Bottom says “generally, man by
man” what he really means is “specifically,
man by man”. By contrasting Bottom’s
conviction in his own opinions, with his
misuse of simple words, the audience can
see, even in this first line of dialogue, that
Bottom is someone who thinks they are
very clever but doesn’t actually have the
intellectual vigour to back it up.
Bottom continues to give unsolicited
advice: “First, good Peter Quince, say what
the play treats on, then read the names of
the actors”. He is full of opinions of what
other people should do and is not shy
about sharing these opinions. He is even
more assured about his own ability to make
www.ista.co.uk

the audience cry with
the gravity of his
performance as the
lover Pyramus: “That
will ask some tears in
the true performing
of it. If I do it, let the
audience look to
their eyes. I will move
storms.” However,
as soon as the next
Mechanical is given
their part, that of
Thisbe, Bottom wants
to play that part too:
“Let me play Thisbe
too!” As if that wasn’t
enough to show
Bottom’s enormous
enthusiasm, he even
goes on to attempt
to hijack the part of
the simple-minded
Snug who by his own
A ceramic, Victorian tile depicting Bottom with a donkey’s head, which
admission is “slow of
hung on my kitchen wall when I was growing up.
study” and whose only
role is to roar as a lion.
Bottom says: “Let me
mock and generally laugh at those in power
play the lion too. I’ll roar so well that it’ll be
in a similar way. In short, Shakespearean
an inspiration to anyone who hears me.”
fools give us permission to laugh at those
This behaviour is clearly egotistical
with authority.
and driven by self-interest but there is
Bottom it seems then is not a fool,
something amusing and endearing about it
not in this traditional sense. He is not
too. The enthusiasm to perform as much as
knowingly inviting us to laugh at authority
possible and the naivety that it would even
figures. Although we as an audience find it
be possible for him to play all those parts,
amusing when Titania, the fairy Queen, falls
is on the one hand greedy but on the other
in love with Bottom, he doesn’t encourage
childlike in its optimism. Bottom wants all of us to laugh at her but rather he himself
the parts because he is deluded in thinking
is part of the joke. Whether his head is
he is extraordinarily talented, however, his
being transformed into a donkey’s, or a
self-assurance is belied by his muddled
supernatural monarch is falling in love
language and naive grasp of theatre. This
with him, he is equally oblivious as to why
mismatch is something that can be played
the situation might be found amusing in
three different ways, either as annoying or
the slightest. There is something loveable
loveable or as a combination of both.
about this, doing something wrong while
Perhaps then, Bottom could be best
thinking he is right, thinking he is amazing
characterised as falling within the tradition
while in fact the audience can see all of his
of the Shakespearean fool, a character that
flaws. In many ways Bottom is an anti-fool
is there to make the audience laugh as
(© Ben Vardy 2016). Rather than being a
much as possible. Let’s take a look at the
fool - a genius hidden behind a disguise
role of the fool and see if Bottom fits the
of incompetence - he is in fact utterly
bill.
incompetent and tries, unsuccessfully, to
The role of the fool
disguise himself as a genius. This pattern
There are many fools in Shakespeare’s
of behaviour can be seen in a whole host
plays. Some of them, such as the one in
of modern British comedies; Blackadder,
King Lear, are simply called Fool while
David Brent and Alan Partridge, in their
others have more colourful names such
own special ways think that they are God’s
as Launcelot Gobbo in The Merchant of
gift to planet Earth and yet they struggle to
Venice. The fool was a character who
understand why the rest of the world can’t
often hid great wisdom behind a facade
see how brilliant they are but this is why
of silliness. They are often portrayed as
we love them because of their enduring
peasants or people of lower social standing
optimism, delusion and naivety. Bottom
who possess an intelligence that allows
then, as far as I’m aware, is the original antithem to mock, question and ridicule kings,
fool: self-aggrandising and deluded yet
queens, dukes or anyone else with power or loveable in spite of - or perhaps because
social standing. Their modern equivalents
of - his flaws. However, if anyone else can
would look a lot like what would today be
think of more anti-fools, either from before
called satire: South Park, Private Eye or The
the time of Shakespeare or since, I’d love to
Daily Show, all encourage us to question,
hear about them.
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