
Brian

Ayres

http://brianayres.

blogspot.it

Actor and specialist in the use of drama as a tool for exploring, using and teaching  

English.

http://brianayres


24 short films for Rizzoli
to accompany the latest text book



1 2
3

4
5 67

8



Looking at a text from different points of view.



Today some suggestions for involving the students.

To help them understand what drama is

using Shakespeare as an example.

It is based on a programme I have developed 

which explores Shakespeare.



But what is theatre, what is drama?

Some answers could be: 

actors, audience/public, play(s), lights,

dance, movement, mime, scenery…

It is also film: film has all the qualities of theatre but it is not live, 

it is filmed/recorded, preserved and then projected. 

Film, video, etc. are probably closer to the students experience.

If we imagine filming we start seeing the world from another point of view. 

Ask the students!





The logical progression is to understand the basic elements, 

work on texts, in groups of 3, 4 0r 5,

and for each group to present their scene to the others.

I will suggest some scenes later, directly connected to Hamlet and Romeo & Juliet but for now…

more preparatory activities: 

Presenting scenes means the students will automatically use dramatic techniques.

A general introduction could be to ask them to create scenes

and present the scenes to the rest of the class.

They should be simple and have a clear beginning, development and end.



The following activities are based on questions. 

It’s best to treat them as a game.

It’s important to wait for an answer 

and accept the answers.

They should activate the students.

Making a summary on the blackboard or LIM could be a good idea 

and a basis to add to, or comment on, later.



SHAKESPEARE

The Shakespeare shelf…

Suggests?



Most people can remember the title of at least one play. 

Most of his plays have a person or people as a title: 

Shakespeare was  fascinated by people.

He is considered to be one of the greatest creators of memorable characters.  

Some suggestions could be…

some of his plays…



suggestions could include

quotations…

Memorable phrases still used today in English and globally.

To be or not to be that is the question…

“Romeo, Romeo why are you Romeo?”

(Actually “wherefore art thou Romeo?”) 

“All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely players…”

“Much ado about nothing…”



WHERE

is Shakespeare?



Some possible answers:

He’s dead, in the tomb!

He’s also in theatres, probably in the town or city you live in…

(he is performed all over the world) look out for a poster.

Films: of his works and others 

(i.e. “Shakespeare In Love”…modern versions of his plays, adaptations of his stories). 

He is quoted continuously, often without knowing it. 

In newspapers, magazines, pubs and bars…(see if you can find examples.)

In schools and universities. 

On T.V

Internet.

Books of his works, criticisms, analyses.



SHAKESPEARE

What’s in a word?



How many words in the word Shakespeare? 

Shake. (He is still shaking and his works are

a cocktail of wonderful stories, 

some of the most memorable characters ever created,

fantastic language, poetry and prose.)

Ear. (He not only has a wonderful ear for language but also the music of language.) 

Spear. (This word reminds us of one of Shakespeare’s major themes,

power. Can the students think of other themes? Love, death, time…)

Speak. 

(Hamlet gives the actors/players specific directions as to how to speak and Shakespeare 

was an actor). Using spoken language to communicate has always been an art.)

This simple game is possible with many different words : English has 26 letters but more than a million 

words. 

1) find words within the word Shakespeare, also by changing the orders of the letters 

2) see if theses words could describe some of Shakespeare’s essential characteristics. 

Some possible answers:



Listen!

Let’s work on a text.

See if you can understand anything.



Ask them to listen again.

See if they can remember any key words.



PROLOGUE

Two households, both alike in dignity,

In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes

A pair of star-cross'd lovers take their life;

Whole misadventured piteous overthrows

Do with their death bury their parents' strife.

The fearful passage of their death-mark'd love,

And the continuance of their parents' rage,

Which, but their children's end, nought could remove,

Is now the two hours' traffic of our stage;

The which if you with patient ears attend,

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.

Sets the scene

Presents the essential action of the play 

Encourages us to participate. 

Leads us into the performance.



The students usually remember some words or phrases after 

hearing the text spoken and more words or phrases 

if they hear it twice.

A word they sometimes get wrong is witch rather than which, 

they sound identical.

Witch is appropriate in terms of Shakespeare’s use of magic (the witches in Macbeth, 

the world of the Tempest and Midsummer Night’s Dream but not this play).

Can the students guess what play it is ???

These words are enough to understand that it is Romeo & Juliet



Why the prologue to Romeo and Juliet?

It’s a brilliant, essential, summary of the play.

It challenges the audience to listen,

pay attention; Shakespeare is continuously 

reminding us that we are in the theatre.

It’s a sonnet, so both poetic and rigorously structured. 



WORKING ON A TEXT:

How?: clear objectives, 1 thing at a time.

1)One student reads one line. 

Then ask the student to reread speaking to everybody.

Reading aloud.

We could use the prologue or a sonnet here I will use Sonnet 18





2) Choose some words and ask the students to speak them aloud.

a) Ask them to work for clarity of pronunciation.

b) Ask them to try and give the word meaning when they speak.  

Reading aloud.





3) Rhythm: iambic pentameter. Clap the rhythm

Reading aloud.

di dum di dum di dum di dum di dum





4) Ask them to read the lines for phrasing, this will help us understand.

Reading aloud.





5) Now read the text in sequence, one line at a time, going all round the class.  

Reading aloud.

Again it’s possible to work in groups and present the poem to the class:

one group presented it as a rap

another as a man writing a letter to his love

another with different voices, splitting the poem into sections with a chorus for the last two 

lines





WORKING with TEXTS:

Objectives:

1) Clarify the story/summarise.

2) Use extracts which reinforce 

the essential plot or the aspect of the play 

you wish to explore. 

Rule: simplify - you can always do more and go deeper but only if the students are ready.

Here are some examples:



HAMLET is very complex so an essential 

storyline is very helpful;

in the video section of the book 

we have “in a nutshell”.

For Hamlet it goes like this:
In a Nutshell

Something is rotten in the state of Denmark. 

It is the story of a young man with problems. His father, the King, is dead. Hamlet’s uncle 

becomes King and marries his mother. 

The ghost of his father appears and tells him the present King murdered him and demands 

revenge. 

He kills his girlfriend’s father, Polonius, by mistake, and she commits suicide. 

He is spied upon, sent away, captured by pirates but escapes to fight a duel with his girlfriend’s 

brother, Laertes.

He is poisoned during the duel, but before he dies he kills Laertes, sees his mother die and finally 

kills the King, his uncle. 

Finally Fortinbras the Norwegian prince arrives and the body of Hamlet is carried out… “Goodnight 

sweet prince”.



From Hamlet the famous soliloquy is 

almost obligatory.

But who is Hamlet? What is he like?

How do you imagine him?

Describe him. What does he wear?

Will your production be modern or historical?

What situation would you imagine that could lead to the question “To be or not to be?

These are all questions the students can answer.

Let’s look at the text :



HAMLET

To be, or not to be: that is the question,

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And by opposing, end them? To die, to sleep-

No more; and by a sleep to say we end

The heart-ache, and the thousand natural shocks

That flesh is heir to; 'tis a consummation

Devoutly to be wished to die, to sleep!

To sleep, perchance to dream, ay there's the rub;

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come

When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,

Must give us pause- there's the respect

That makes calamity of so long life;

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,

Th’oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,

The pangs of disprized love, the law's delay,

The insolence of office, and the spurns

That patient merit of the unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin; who would fardels bear,

To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

But that the dread of something after death,

The undiscovered country, from whose bourn

No traveller returns, puzzles the will,

And makes us rather bear those ills we have

Than fly to others that we know not of?

Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;

And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,

And enterprises of great pitch and moment

With this regard their currents turn awry,

And lose the name of action…

One speech but with a structure 

which builds an argument.

To be or not to be: a simple phrase

which opposes two powerful opposites.
Opposites are dramatic, 

tend to shock us and make us think.

Can the students think of opposites 

and then create phrases using them?

It could be an activity in pairs.

A soliloquy: 

a person speaking alone 

but discussing with himself.

This soliloquy could be presented by two or more 

people, each

representing different sides of the argument.

How can this be presented in class?



Now let’s work on some scenes.
Working in groups, in class the students need about 20 minutes 

to prepare a scene

Objective: perform scenes to the class.

Divide into groups, 3, 4, 5 students in a group.

Prepares.

Shows the result.

Comment on what has been done.

These short scenes are from Romeo & Juliet

Each group chooses a scene.



From Romeo & Juliet
I would suggest these three scenes:

The party scene, shortened, when they meet for the first time 
(do the students believe in love at first sight?)

ROMEO (approachers her)

[To JULIET] If I profane with my unworthiest hand

This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:

My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand

To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.

JULIET

Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,

Which mannerly devotion shows in this;

For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do touch,

And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss.

ROMEO

Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?

JULIET

Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.

ROMEO

O, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do;

They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.

JULIET

Saints do not move, though grant for prayers' sake.

ROMEO

Then move not, while my prayer's effect I take.

Thus from my lips, by thine, my sin is purged.

JULIET

Then have my lips the sin that they have took.

ROMEO Sin from my lips?O trespass sweetly urged.

Give me my sin again.

JULIET                       You kiss by the book.

Party: the party is held to introduce Juliet to Paris,

her future husband.  

ROMEO (sees Juliet)

O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright.

It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night

As a rich jewel in an Ethiop's ear-

Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear.

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows

As yonder lady o'er her fellows shows.

The measure done, I'll watch her place of stand,

And, touching hers, make blessed my rude hand.

Did my heart love till now? Forswear it, sight.

For I ne'er saw true beauty till this night.

Scene 1



Where? At Capulet’s house.

Romeo Montague risks by being there and should be in disguise 

(a mask?)  

Who? Clearly Romeo and Juliet but it is a party scene. So there are others present.

How? The students may not be able to imagine an Elizabethan party scene but a party yes 

(music, dancing, eating, drinking, talking…)

What do we need to create a party?

One of the great strengths of Shakespeare is his ability 

to create essential recognisable situations which are both timeless and continuously relevant. 

Sometimes students have presented the scene with music.

The language is very poetic and specific. 

Remember the rules we applied to speaking single lines 

(punctuation and phrasing, word quality.  



The real problem of the scene is understanding the game that Romeo and Juliet play. 

Romeo endows Juliet as a holy shrine 

and himself as a pilgrim.

Apart from this it is a classic meeting between male and female, 

the man taking the initiative and the woman not being too easily won over.

Both are playful and have an immediate rapport.   

The religious metaphor also reinforces the importance of the meeting, as a religious experience.

Difficulties:



It can be noted that the scene was clear/unclear, 

the actors could/could not be heard,

any use of costume and properties

(this will clearly be limited but even the use of a scarf or jacket,

perhaps a paper mask for Romeo,

changing Juliet’s hair could be options)

use of the body to communicate, in this scene dancing is possible.   

Comments, after the scenes have been performed:

Search for aspects of the presentation that worked and aspects that could be improved.

It’s not an attempt to train actors, more a chance to understand what should be done 

with a dramatic text and a chance for the students to actively present themselves 

and be creative.

Some groups have found music on a cell phone, if this is permitted.

The way the text is spoken is important.

Did they make an attempt to represent the characters?



JULIET appears above at a window

ROMEO

But soft! what light through yonder window breaks?

It is the east and Juliet is the sun!

It is my lady, O it is my love!

O that she knew she were!

See, how she leans her cheek upon her hand!

O, that I were a glove upon that hand,

That I might touch that cheek!

JULIET

Ay me!

ROMEO

She speaks:

O speak again bright angel! 

JULIET

O Romeo, Romeo wherefore art thou Romeo?

Deny thy father and refuse thy name;

Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,

And I'll no longer be a Capulet.

ROMEO

[Aside] Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?

JULIET

'Tis but thy name that is my enemy;

Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.

What's Montague? it is nor hand nor foot,

Nor arm nor face nor any other part

Belonging to a man. O be some other name!

What's in a name? that which we call a rose

By any other word would smell as sweet;

Romeo, doff thy name,

And for that name, which is no part of thee

Take all myself.

ROMEO

I take thee at thy word:

Call me but love, and I'll be new baptis’d;

Henceforth I never will be Romeo.

Scene 2

This is the beginning off the scene

it is only at the end that 

Romeo reveals himself. 

The balcony creates two levels

Juliet is high and Romeo low.

This underlines the obstacles 

they will have to overcome.

Romeo idealises and glorifies her.

What words could the students use 

to express Romeo and Juliet’s feelings?

Juliet is longing for him

and imagines that the impossible is possible.

The scene will continue 

until they promise to marry 

and then they are interrupted.

Again he is in a dangerous situation.



Here it helps to give 

great importance to phrasing

JULIET appears above at a window

ROMEO

But soft! what light through yonder window breaks?

It is the east and Juliet is the sun!

It is my lady, O it is my love!

O that she knew she were!

See, how she leans her cheek upon her hand!

O, that I were a glove upon that hand,

That I might touch that cheek!

JULIET

Ay me!

ROMEO

She speaks:

O speak again bright angel! 

JULIET

O Romeo, Romeo wherefore art thou Romeo?

Deny thy father and refuse thy name;

Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,

And I'll no longer be a Capulet.

ROMEO

[Aside] Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?

JULIET

'Tis but thy name that is my enemy;

Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.

What's Montague? it is nor hand nor foot,

Nor arm nor face nor any other part

Belonging to a man. O be some other name!

What's in a name? that which we call a rose

By any other word would smell as sweet;

Romeo, doff thy name,

And for that name, which is no part of thee

Take all myself.

ROMEO

I take thee at thy word:

Call me but love, and I'll be new baptis’d;

Henceforth I never will be Romeo.

Let Shakespeare help: sounds like O, 

(the English O) and Ay.

The “Aside”: to himself or to the audience?

Key phrases:

It is the East and Juliet is the sun.

What’s in a name?

Take all myself.

Henceforth I never will be Romeo.

What words would the students use 

to describe their love ?

Passionate, powerful, elemental, essential. 

The one great obstacle they have,

their name, is superficial.



It could be made fun of : a comic version.

The scene could be modernised, two young people today.

(One group did it with cell phones and at the end sent selfies of themselves, 

Only two actors but it could be spoken by several people. 

Students who do not act could just speak.

It  could be introduced by a narrator just as Shakespeare introduces the play with the prologue.

Can the students manage to suggest night, secrecy, passion?

The video dealing with the author /biography outlines the main features

of the Globe theatre.

The students should try and find their way of presenting it.



Romeo:

Eyes, look your last!

Arms, take your last embrace! and, lips, O you

The doors of breath, seal with a righteous kiss

A dateless bargain to engrossing death!

Come, bitter conduct, come, unsavoury guide!

Thou desperate pilot, now at once run on

The dashing rocks thy sea-sick weary bark!

Here's to my love!

Drinks

O true apothecary!

Thy drugs are quick. Thus with a kiss I die.

Dies

JULIET wakes

JULIET

……………………where is my lord?

I do remember well where I should be,

And there I am. Where is my Romeo?

What's here? A cup clos’d in my true love's hand?

Poison, I see, hath been his timeless end:

O churl. Drunk all, and left no friendly drop

To help me after? I will kiss thy lips.

Haply some poison yet doth hang on them

To make die with a restorative. (kisses him)

Thy lips are warm.

……………O happy dagger!

Snatching ROMEO's dagger

This is thy sheath.There rust, and let me die.

Stabs herself

Falls on ROMEO's body, and dies

Scene 3, shortened.

Almost the end!

Mercutio dead. Tybalt, dead. Paris dead.

Here Shakespeare gives clear clues to the action

eyes look

arms embrace

seal with a kiss

here’s to my love

where is my lord?

what’s here?

I will kiss thy lips

this is thy sheath

Juliet stretched out on her tomb, apparently dead.

Romeo has arrived with some poison.

The action and positioning of the actors are 

fundamental if the scene is to work.



The simpler the better!

It needs time! time for Juliet to wake, understand where she is.

The punctuation, phrasing and pauses (“Thy lips are warm.(pause)……..

O happy dagger!” 

gives the actress time to move from the kiss to the desperation of seeking death.) 

The death of two young people, star crossed, is enough to create a very moving scene.

Some properties are fundamental (the dagger and container for the poison) but they could be mimed.



SUMMARY
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