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Using this resource pack
This resource is designed to assist teachers bringing students for self-led visits to 
the exhibition Shakespeare: staging the world. It provides practical guidance on  
visiting the Museum, background information on Shakespeare and summaries of the 
exhibition sections.

These are followed by suggested activities for before, during and after the visit.
The first set of activities is longer, including questions and discussion points for every 
section of the exhibition, particularly focusing on English literature and Shakespeare’s  
texts. There are also thematic enquiries (on Love, Kingship and History) which are more 
open-ended. It is suggested that you read all of the pack first before tailoring the visit  
for your group.

A PowerPoint slideshow of key images can be downloaded from the Museum’s website 
to use before and after in the classroom.

Using the exhibition
Make sure you have enough adult helpers (1:15 for KS3 and above).
Divide your class into smaller groups with an adult assigned to each group.
On arrival at the Museum make your way to the Ford Centre for Young Visitors which is 
downstairs from the Great Court. The Ford Centre must be pre-booked, allow 20 minutes 
for check-in, depositing bags, toilets etc.

You may be sharing the exhibition with other school students and the general public. The 
resources have been designed to minimise crowding, so please use them as suggested.
If an area gets overcrowded, please advise students to act sensibly and wait their turn or 
move to another section and come back later.

Please note that photography is not allowed within the exhibition, but students could go on 
and visit related objects in permanent galleries where photography is permitted.
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Shakespeare: staging the world

How did his world shape his writing?
Understanding the historical and cultural context of Shakespeare’s plays through the 
objects in the exhibition is a key tool to unlocking the language of his plays. Shakespeare’s 
writing was heavily influenced by the monarchy and changing political landscape of the 
time, his classical education, city and rural lifestyle, and the beginnings of England’s 
colonial forays into other countries and cultures.

Were his plays used as propaganda?
Why is Richard III so unflinchingly evil or Banquo named the father of kings? Many of 
Shakespeare’s plays were written with either the ruling monarch or high-ranking nobles in 
mind, as well as appealing to the general public. They were also often the only opportunity 
audiences had to learn about other countries and cultures. Understanding the political 
landscape behind some of his plays gives us insight into why they were written, what effect 
he hoped his writing would have and what techniques he might have used to achieve this.

What is a play without an audience?
Shakespeare’s plays were never written to be read in books, they were written to be 
performed. Find out what going to the theatre was like in Shakespeare’s time, who his 
audiences were, what their existing knowledge was and how this might have affected the 
structure of his plays.

What was he thinking?
Shakespeare’s writing is full of potent descriptive imagery. However, he sometimes drew 
upon concepts unfamiliar to today’s readers. See the kinds of objects Shakespeare had in 
mind when he wrote, in order to gain a greater understanding of the imagery he invoked 
and the locations and characters he portrayed.

Why are his plays still relevant?
Find out about the different settings of Shakespeare’s plays and how these helped him to 
explore topical concerns of his day. For example, at a time when Elizabeth I was aging and 
childless, Shakespeare wrote Julius Caesar, a play about the overthrow of a ruler. This 
technique of displacement has given his plays a universal quality, acting as a lens through 
which a bigger social commentary can be viewed and allowing his plays to be interpreted 
by cultures around the world for hundreds of years.
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William Shakespeare
William Shakespeare (1564–1616) was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire. His 
parents both came from local farming families and his father, John Shakespeare, was a 
glove-maker who became chief alderman on the town council. Shakespeare studied at 
the local school before attending King Edward VI Grammar School where he would have 
studied Latin, Greek and classical texts; however, he did not attend university. This is 
possibly due to his father’s growing financial woes which meant William was required to 
stay at home. At eighteen, Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, a woman eight years 
his senior, and they had three children, Susanna, and twins Judith and Hamnet, although 
Hamnet died in childhood. Shakespeare left Stratford and moved to London in the late 
1580s to seek his fortune, probably making regular trips back to see his family. Initially he 
worked as an actor for the company The Chamberlain’s Men, later The King’s Men, but 
soon started writing improvements to the company’s scripts and before long was writing 
full-length new plays for the company to perform. His work was performed at a number 
of theatres, as well as at the Royal Court, but is best associated with the Globe Theatre. 
By the early 1600s Shakespeare returned to live with his family in Stratford as a wealthy, 
successful playwright.

Shakespeare’s plays
Shakespeare wrote and collaborated on around 40 plays, 154 sonnets and several poems 
spanning tragedies, history plays, comedies and romances. Shakespeare’s style of writing 
interwove blank verse, rhymed verse and prose, often using iambic pentameter to create 
different effects in the rhythm of the spoken text. His use of prose was very inventive in a 
time when most plays were written in verse.

Shakespeare’s works were not printed and published until 1623, seven years after his 
death, when a group of actors collated 36 of his plays into a collection called the First Folio. 
This was a difficult task as there were no definitive manuscripts in Shakespeare’s own 
hand, thus requiring the actors to collect performance scripts from past productions and 
piece these together.
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The exhibition is arranged in nine sections. The historical context for each section  
is set out below.

Section 1: Shakespeare’s London
In the 16th and 17th centuries London was fast becoming a global city, due to increased 
regional migration, immigration, global trade and exploration. For many Londoners a visit 
to the theatre offered their only window into this expanding world. England had reverted 
to Protestantism under the rule of Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603), who was succeeded on her 
death by James I of England (who was already James VI of Scotland).

In the 16th century, London’s entertainment district was in Southwark, on the south bank of 
the Thames. The area was a hub for theatres, public houses, bear-baiting and dog-fighting 
pits, and was rife with pickpockets and street brawls.

Theatres were generally round or polygon shaped with a raised thrust stage encircled by 
the audience on three sides, in a similar style to a bear-baiting pit or boxing ring. They had 
open roofs to let in sunlight and performances were staged in the afternoon – weather 
permitting. For a penny, poorer audience members could stand in the pit surrounding the 
stage looking up at the action; those with more money could afford seats in boxes around 
the sides; and titled and wealthy spectators had special boxes in pride of place with the 
best views. Actors on stage had to compete with the noise of rowdy, active audiences who 
could buy drinks, snacks and tobacco throughout the performance from roving vendors.
Theatres offered not only a form of entertainment but an opportunity for political debate 
and social commentary for a largely illiterate audience. Many of Shakespeare’s plays 
were watched by the reigning monarch (Elizabeth then James), and contained political 
statements affirming legitimacy to the throne or endorsing particular versions of history.
Only men were allowed to perform on stage in Shakespeare’s time as it was seen as an 
immoral and unseemly profession for women; the parts of women were played by young 
boys and apprentice actors who spoke in falsetto. Most actors carved out a niche playing 
a particular stock role like the fool, the young lovers or the leading man, which would 
invariably provide them with a part in each new play. Sets and props were minimal as the 
plays often spanned huge shifts in time and location, so audiences were expected to use 
their imaginations and listen for characters’ descriptions of the setting in the dialogue.

Section 2: The Forest of Arden
Having grown up in the countryside, Shakespeare had a wealth of knowledge of folklore, 
farm life and the natural world, which feature heavily in his plays, such as As You Like It 
and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In a time when many people never travelled outside 
their own town, a sense of regional identity was very important. Shakespeare often shows 
an awareness of a poetic, idyllic vision of the English countryside, imbued with a sense 
of romance and magic, but he doesn’t completely idealise country life. An interest in 
map-making burgeoned in Shakespeare’s time. These were designed to be decorative, 
commemorative objects rather than navigational tools and they enhanced this celebration 
of rural identity outside of London. Elizabethans had a close relationship with the natural 
world and Shakespeare often drew on the language of flowers and herbs, making 
comments on their meanings and uses, which would have been recognisable to his 
audiences.



7

S
ha

ke
sp

ea
re

: s
ta

gi
ng

 th
e 

w
or

ld
 –

 te
ac

he
r r

es
ou

rc
es Section 3: The medieval past

Shakespeare drew on England’s medieval history to write his history plays, which trace 
English history from the 14th-century toppling of Richard II, the accession to the throne of 
Henry IV, the glory of Henry V, the civil war between the Houses of Lancaster and York and 
the nefarious plotting of Richard III, finally ending in the crowning of Henry VII (Elizabeth 
I’s grandfather), the start of the Tudor dynasty and Henry VIII. These plays served as a 
commentary on contemporary issues of Shakespeare’s day including war-craft, kingship 
and the taboo topic of the line of succession. They allowed his audiences to reflect on 
England’s bloody history and the relative peace of Tudor times, as well as explore then 
current fears that Elizabeth I would leave the kingdom heirless. Through these plays 
Shakespeare created a nationally held mythology of English medieval history: Richard 
III has been cemented in time as a villainous tyrant, and Henry V has become English 
history’s poster boy of a heroic, idealised monarch.

Section 4: The classical world
Shakespeare’s school education drew heavily on the classical world and, like most 
educated members of his society, he would have studied Latin, classical literature such as 
Ovid and Virgil, and honed his skills in rhetoric. Audiences at the time would have been 
familiar with the history of ancient Rome, particularly the assassination of Julius Caesar 
and the suicide of Cleopatra, as well as having an understanding of London’s own Roman 
roots. Because of this assumed knowledge, Shakespeare was able to project London’s 
troubles and controversies onto the classical world in Julius Caesar and Antony and 
Cleopatra. Julius Caesar explores the constant threat of treason and conspiracy, while 
some interpretations compare Cleopatra with Elizabeth I – queens both mythologised as 
strong, self-sacrificing leaders – whose style of rulership and self-presentation is strikingly 
different.
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Despite having never left England, Shakespeare set a number of his plays in Italy and 
used Venice, a city known to Elizabethan and Jacobean audiences as a fast-paced modern 
hotbed of fashionable luxury and loose morals, as the setting for his plays The Merchant of 
Venice and Othello. Venice provided a mirror location to London; it was removed enough to 
allow Shakespeare to explore contemporary issues of concern like morality, religion, virtue, 
vice, and a fear of ‘outsiders,’ which could then be safely reflected back on an English 
audience.

Venice was also seen as centre of commerce and trade, one which relied on credit and 
usury (money-lending) – acts frowned upon in Christianity – from its very visible Jewish 
community. Elizabethan London did not have a very strong Jewish presence, a result of the 
expulsion of the Jewish community in 1290 by Edward I which was not officially reversed 
until 1656. Many of the Jews in London in Shakespeare’s time were public converts to 
Christianity, although anti-Semitic sentiment, which Shakespeare explores in The Merchant 
of Venice, was constantly simmering. By setting the play in Venice, Shakespeare was 
able to comment safely on the hypocrisies inherent in the relationship between Venetian 
Christians and Jewish moneylenders as well as exploring a broader notion of humanity as a 
whole.

Similarly, Othello allows Shakespeare to explore England’s increasing awareness of 
Moorish, Turkish and black African identity which was of public interest at the time due 
to increased immigration and the exploration of new lands, resulting in an influx of new 
cultures into London. While sub-Saharan Africans were mostly known to Elizabethan 
audiences through the slave trade, or as servants of entertainers, the Moors of North Africa 
were potential allies across the sea in England’s war with Spain. This racial ambiguity is 
reflected in the character of Othello – rescued from the slave trade and a convert from 
Islam to Christianity – who begins the play as a respected military general in Venice. 
Shakespeare explores his audience’s fascination, and fear, of outsiders through characters 
such as Othello, who is very much a composite figure, bringing together elements of North 
African, sub-Saharan African and Turkish identity.
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The Tudor period was characterised by religious change and divisions over faith. Henry 
VIII broke England from Rome and the Catholic Church, and his successor Edward VI 
made the country Protestant. This was then promptly reversed by his half-sister Mary 
I who violently persecuted practising Protestants. The reign of Elizabeth I marked a 
return to Protestantism in 1559. Public Catholic worship was forbidden; however, traces 
of Catholicism still remained. Shakespeare was born soon after Elizabeth’s religious 
settlement and his was the first generation of pure Elizabethan Protestantism – although 
hidden Catholic practices would have still made their way to the surface and Shakespeare 
draws on these ‘Old Religion’ concepts in some of his plays.

The accession of Protestant-raised James I to the throne following Elizabeth’s death in 
1603 was a tenuous flame of hope for England’s Catholics, spurred on by the Spanish 
feud with England over the execution of Mary Queen of Scots, James’ Catholic mother. 
However, the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605, a Catholic plot to destroy the king, 
his family, the parliament and the judiciary, dashed any hopes of James improving relations 
with Catholics. After the Gunpowder Plot, anti-Catholic sentiment ran high and the culprits 
were swiftly rounded up and publicly executed.

Witchcraft played a large role in the public imagination at the time and witch trials were 
common, many of which were attended by the king himself who had a fascination and 
fear of the occult. Charms and talismans to protect against curses were commonplace, 
particularly in rural Scotland where tales of magic abounded, explored by Shakespeare 
in Macbeth. Macbeth also served to legitimise publicly James I’s claim to the throne by 
alluding to his ancestry to Banquo, the honourable father of kings.

Section 7: The origins of ‘Great Britain’
James I, being both James VI of Scotland and James I of England, was faced with the 
monumental task of uniting England, Scotland and Ireland, styled by him as ‘Great Britain 
and Ireland’. James attempted to consolidate this unity through plans for a new flag 
and a single coinage for the nations, although Great Britain would not become a reality 
for a further 100 years, and James’ plans were opposed on both sides of the border. 
Shakespeare explored this process of unity and kingdom-making in his plays Cymbeline 
and King Lear. Unlike the history plays which were set in England or Scotland, Cymbeline 
is set in Britain during the period prior to the creation of the individual nations.
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Shakespeare’s time was one of trade and exploration as the world began to open up to 
England. As the New World was being colonised and the foundations of the British Empire 
were being established, London was becoming a global city. Evidence of the New World 
and collectable curiosities, including people, were brought to London. Pocahontas made 
her famed visit to England the month after Shakespeare’s death in 1616. Shakespeare’s 
The Tempest, the last play he wrote, explores these ideas of uncharted new lands, land 
ownership, new customs and faiths, and the dichotomy of civilisation and the ‘wild man.’

Section 9: Shakespeare today
Shakespeare is arguably the best-known playwright in the world and since his death his 
plays have been performed constantly, finding new relevance for each generation from 
the 17th century to today. Many of the words he coined have become part of our everyday 
language, his characters have become cultural icons, and his works have been adapted to 
suit every medium from film to ballet. Shakespeare’s work has followed us well into the 21st 
century, asking us universal questions and offering insight, comfort, inspiration and parallels 
for our own trials and triumphs, however big or small. Shakespeare’s plays were written 
to hold a mirror up to his own society. However, their timeless themes and the depth and 
breadth of the human experience which they explore mean they have been used as a lens 
through which to look at our world and humanity for centuries since.
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Preparation in the classroom

Key Stages 3 and 4:

Set texts and the slideshow
Considering the class set text, discuss how Shakespeare writes about life in England in his 
time as well as the following themes:

Succession  Kingship  Betrayal  Romance
Discovery  The theatre  Loyalty   Religion
Nature   Identity   Nationhood  Legitimacy

Now look at a selection of objects and images from the PowerPoint. How do these objects 
relate to the themes? Ask students to pick an object which they would use in a production 
of the set text.

Portraits
When discussing a portrait, encourage students to think about the skills of ‘reading 
portraits’ – what is the image the sitter wants to portray? How do the clothing, expression, 
objects, posture, landscape indicate this? Who might the audience of the picture have 
been? How lifelike is it likely to be?

Background information
Use paragraphs from the previous section of the pack, ‘Background Information: Exhibition’ 
to encourage students to think about the way the exhibition has been arranged into 
sections. Then look at selected images from the PowerPoint and discuss with students 
where the objects might appear in the exhibition.

Historical context
Reacquaint class with the Tudor and Stuart period, particularly Elizabeth I, James  
(VI and) I, Catholicism to Protestantism and the Gunpowder Plot.

Performing today
Discuss the experience of going to the theatre today. Who goes? Why do they go? What is 
it like? Is the play known in advance? Remember that Shakespeare’s texts were not printed 
in his time.

Speaking text aloud
Some of the suggested activities involve speaking text aloud. Practise different techniques 
in the classroom – loud, soft, fast, slow, to someone, to oneself…

Preparation for exhibition activities
At the start of the exhibition activities, students are asked to think about two ‘big themes’ – 
they should think about these throughout their visit and come back to them when they have 
seen most of the rooms. They should be prepared to have these in the backs of their minds 
as they explore the rooms.
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Throughout the exhibition
While going through the exhibition, keep these two ‘big themes’ in mind. Decide on the 
answers after exploring all the sections.

1.  Throughout the exhibition, look out for three objects to use as props in the set play(s).   
 Describe the object and explain which character might use it and why.

2.  Find a quote displayed in the exhibition from the set play(s) and describe how its place  
 in the exhibition relates to the script. OR, if the set text doesn’t feature, select a quote   
 from it and decide where it would be ideally placed in the exhibition, in which section,   
 near which object.
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London in 1612 was an expanding, global city and the theatre offered audiences a 
window through which they could discover new worlds and exciting ideas.

• Choose one object and one image in the first room. Write what conclusions we can make  
 about what it was like going to the theatre in Shakespeare’s time and who might have   
 been in the audience.

• London was also a dangerous place. Swords were weapons designed to protect but were  
 also symbols of status. Find the rapier (long sword) found by the Thames. Imagine how   
 this might have been wielded in combat. Why was a dagger needed as well?
 What suggests this was a high status object?
 Look out for weapons in the many portraits throughout the exhibition.  
 Think about what they represent in each example.

• Try saying these lines quietly, then out loud:

 All the world’s a stage,
 And all the men and women merely players;
 They have their exits and their entrances,
 And one man in his time plays many parts.

Find each of these objects in this section (two rooms) and try saying the lines to the object:
• The Long View etching of London
• Allegory painting of the Tudor succession
• Portrait of Henry Unton (showing the stages of his life)

 For which object did the lines make the most sense and why? How did the meaning of 
 the words change when speaking to different objects?
 What did Shakespeare mean when he wrote these lines?
 Thinking about the set text, what writing techniques could a playwright use to keep the   
 audience’s attention? Think about the types of language used to convey the narrative.

• Choose one of the portraits in the second room of this section. What objects are used   
 as symbols in the image? What do they tell us about people’s values and what images of 
 themselves they wanted to project?

• Shakespeare’s time was one of exploration and discovery. Find the objects featured on   
 the map of Sir Francis Drake’s journey in the second room of this section and consider   
 how these objects might have seemed unusual or exotic to English people at the time.
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Shakespeare’s writing was influenced by his upbringing in the countryside. His 
audiences would have been familiar with folklore, the meanings of herbs and 
flowers, and the idea of the forest as a place of love and magic.

•  In pairs try saying this text to each other from A Midsummer Night’s Dream where  
 Helena is reminding Hermia of what close friends they had once been.

 We, Hermia, like two artificial gods,
 Have with our needles created both one flower,
 Both on one sampler, sitting on one cushion,
 Both warbling of one song, both in one key,
 As if our hands, our sides, voices and minds,
 Had been incorporate.

 Find the embroidered women’s jacket in this section and now take turns saying    
 this text to each other using the jacket as a prop. How did it help having the object   
 there to speak about?

• Flowers and herbs had particular significance in Shakespeare’s time, and such 
 references in the text would have been immediately understood by his audience.  
 For example, in Hamlet Ophelia presents members of Claudius’s court with flowers  
 and herbs to indicate their true character.

 Here is a list of the herbs and flowers Ophelia mentions and their meanings.
• Sweet violet is the symbol for faithfulness
• Columbine is the symbol for male adultery, ingratitude and faithlessness, and    
 emblem of deceived lovers
• English daisy means innocence

 Look at the watercolours of the flowers and herbs – what do these flowers symbolise?

 Rosemary     Daffodil   Marigold  Gillyflower

 Choose three of the flowers listed above, and decide which character in the set text to   
 give these to.

• In this section find the portrait of Lord Herbert Cherbury, reclining in a woodland glade.   
 Jot down a three-sentence description of him, including three of these words: (cheek,   
 unbuttoned, careless, loving, beard, sunken).

• Look at the huge tapestry in this section which shows a map of Warwickshire (NB north   
 is to the left). Look out for names of familiar towns. They may have a different spelling   
 to today so try saying it out loud to work it out. Some of the towns are marked as  
 different sizes on the tapestry map; how does this compare to how big or small the towns  
 are today?

• Tapestries like this hung against the walls in houses. Imagine being concealed behind   
 one of them in a scene in the set text – which conversation could be overheard?  
 Whose secrets could be revealed which would change the course of the play?

• Look at the label and the drawings of the proposed crest for the Shakespeare family –   
 how does the image relate to the family name?
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Shakespeare wrote history plays about medieval kings which have now become 
well-known but sometimes inaccurate versions of English history. At this time, under 
Elizabeth I, he wrote plays which emphasised the glorious history of England.

• Watch and listen to the speech of Henry V with his own sword, armour, shield and saddle  
 in front. Jot down a three-sentence description of Henry as he would have looked wearing  
 the armour on display.
 Include three of these words: (tiger, rage, height, noblest, dishonour, straining, war, blood)

• Looking at the portrait of Richard III:
  - Think of one word his mother might describe him with
 - Think of one word his arch-nemesis might describe him with
 - Think of one word he might describe himself with on a dating website
 - Think of one word that Richard II (who we can see in the portrait to Richard III’s right)   
   might describe him with

• Choose a portrait in this section and try saying these lines from Julius Caesar out loud:

 Cowards die many times before their deaths,
 The valiant never taste of death but once.

 Now try saying them:
 - mockingly
 - encouragingly
 - mournfully
 Which way worked the best and why?

• Find the painting of Captain Thomas Lee. Before reading the label about him, in pairs,   
 study the landscape and his clothing and pose.
 What first impressions of him does this portrait give?
 Now look at the label – were these conclusions correct?
 Consider how important symbols in portraits – like his clothing or pose – are, how  
 we instinctively respond to them and how quickly we pass judgements based on  
 people’s image.
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Shakespeare was heavily influenced by his classical education and used  
well-known classical stories as a means of talking about contemporary issues.

• Find the case which deals with Shakespeare’s education. What languages and which   
 texts did he study at school?

• Look at the manuscript showing the text from Titus Andronicus with drawings above it.   
 Look at the costumes of the characters – what clothing indicates one of the characters   
 is Roman? Which era do the other characters look like they came from? How does this   
 compare with how productions are staged today?

• Find the painting of Venus and Adonis – a story which Shakespeare knew well. It deals   
 with the opposing desires of a man and a woman – a theme recurring in Shakespeare’s  
 plays. What is Adonis thinking? What might Cupid do (asleep under the tree) when he   
 wakes up?

• Shakespeare drew from both well-known stories and well-known parts of history. Find the  
 Ides of March coin, minted by Brutus in 43 BC to commemorate the day (the ‘Ides’ or 15  
 March) that he and his co-conspirators assassinated Julius Caesar, which Shakespeare  
 then wrote about in his play Julius Caesar.
 Watch and listen to Brutus as he holds the Ides of March coin and explains his actions.   
 Discuss why this token would have been worn by his followers: what does this say about  
 their attitude to assassination and murder (for example pride, shame, guilt)?

• Find the playing cards with pictures of Elizabeth I and Cleopatra – these are powerful   
 and notorious women from history. Think of two more women to put in this set – one  
 from history, one from today, giving reasons.
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Shakespeare set plays in Venice, a racier sister version of London, which gave his 
audiences insight into other places and cultures.

• After exploring this whole room, consider why Venice in Shakespeare’s time would be an  
 exciting city for a young person to live in.

• Find the Spanish sword in this room and consider how it is similar to or different from   
 some of the other weapons already seen in the exhibition.
 In the play Othello, Othello refers to his sword as a ‘sword of Spain’ which would have   
 been instantly recognisable to Shakespeare’s audience as this particular style of sword,  
 almost like a brand name.
 Think of some contemporary brands that a playwright might mention which would be   
 instantly recognisable to the audience as a specific style or type of object.

• In Shakespeare’s time, when England had previously had little contact with other cultures,  
 ideas of and attitudes to race were very different to today. Find an object in this    
 section that works the other way – something that would have been commonplace in   
 Shakespeare’s time but is strange and unfamiliar to us now.

• There are two large maps of the city here. Choose one of them and imagine staging The  
 Merchant of Venice. Sketch the outline of the city. Mark the following scene locations on  
 your map:
- Shylock’s house in the Jewish Quarter (the Ghetto to the north)
- The courtroom where Shylock is put on trial
- The port that Antonio’s ships have sailed from (perhaps in the Arsenal – the shipyard and  
 naval dockyard to the east)
- The dark alleyway in which Portia might put on her disguise

• Come up with an advertising slogan for Venice: ‘Visit Venice: …
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After the death of Elizabeth I, James VI of Scotland succeeded to the English throne 
as James I. Shakespeare’s play Macbeth was written in part as a response to James I 
narrowly escaping the Gunpowder Plot and his serious fear of witchcraft.

• Explore this whole section and find two objects that say something about ‘betrayal’  
 giving reasons.

Now find two objects which are associated with loyalty – necessary to counter the 
temptations of betrayal.

• Find the portrait of James I. What kind of king does he seem in this portrait?  
 What changes could be made to the portrait to make him seem a more commanding  
 or intimidating king?

• In the second room find a dark corner to stand in and try saying these lines spoken by  
 the witches in Macbeth out loud in pairs, speaking together at the same time:

 Double, double toil and trouble:
 Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.
 Fillet of a fenny snake.
 In the cauldron boil and bake:
 Eye of newt and toe of frog,
 Wool of bat and tongue of dog,
 Adder’s fork and blindworm sting,
 Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing,
 For a charm of powerful trouble,
 Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.
 Double, double, toil and trouble:
 Fire burn and cauldron bubble.”

 Try alternating speaking line by line, then speaking word by word.
 Which version sounds the most magical?

• Observe the charms and brooches in the second room and consider the materials  
 they are made out of that give them magic powers. In Shakespeare’s time stones and   
 metals had different meanings and powers in a similar way that flowers and herbs did.
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Section 7: The origins of ‘Great Britain’ (one room, maroon panelling)

In the reign of James I, the emphasis in Shakespeare’s plays had shifted from 
England to ‘Great Britain’. James tried to assert his power over his three kingdoms 
in a number of ways including through Shakespeare’s emphasis on unification  
in his plays.

•  After exploring this whole section choose one object in this room which might have helped  
 James I unify Great Britain and discuss some reasons how it might have been useful.

• Find the map of Great Britain in this room. Shakespeare describes England and Great   
 Britain in a number of his plays.
 Try saying this line out loud describing the map:

   The natural bravery of your isle

 Now say the line six times over, each time with an emphasis on a different word, e.g.

 The natural bravery of your isle
 The natural bravery of your isle etc…

 Which word worked the best being emphasised? Why was this?

• Try saying each of these lines out loud, remembering to keep the punctuation in mind:

 This precious stone set in the silver sea
 This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle
 Hath Britain all the sun that shines? Day? Night?

 Now say each line on its own three times in a row as quickly as possible.
 Which line was the hardest to say quickly? Why was this?
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Shakespeare was influenced by England’s expansion in the Americas, known as  
the ‘New World’, and the newly documented cultures and objects found there.

• After exploring this whole section choose an object in this room and think how to describe  
 it to someone who has never seen one before in their life.
 Now swap descriptions with a partner and try to guess each other’s objects.

• Try saying these lines out loud:

  O brave new world,
  That has such people in’t.
  
 Find an object that best suits these lines, giving reasons.

• Find the narwhal horn in this room. This whale’s horn, brought back from the New World,  
 was sometimes mistaken for the horn of a unicorn. Think of three more things, however   
 magical, that this horn could be mistaken for.
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es Section 9: Shakespeare today (final object, near stairs to exit)

Shakespeare has been constantly reinterpreted time and time again since his death.

• What does Nelson Mandela’s underlined quote in the Robben Island Bible say about:
  - good leadership?
 - taking a risk on love?
 - being in the finals of the World Cup?
 - think of one other situation the quote could apply to.
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Macbeth, King Lear, Richard III, Henry IV Parts 1 and 2, Henry V and Julius Caesar are  
just some of the many plays in which Shakespeare addressed the challenges of kingship 
and leadership. The exhibition shows how Shakespeare not only recounted powerful 
narratives with important historical figures but he also commented upon contemporary 
issues during the reigns of Elizabeth I and James (VI and) I, the two monarchs who ruled 
during his lifetime.

Before the visit
• Make a spider diagram with ‘Kingship’ in the middle with all the different themes and   
 challenges associated with it in the set text – for example, inheriting the crown,  
 leadership in war, ruling justly, securing the succession, battles for power, establishing   
 legitimacy, unifying a nation.

• Look through the text and note down examples where Shakespeare mentions objects as  
 symbols of kingship (e.g. crown, armour etc).

• Establish the rough date when the set text was written, find out which monarch was ruling  
 and any particular political events which occurred.

During the visit
• Take copies of the spider diagram into the exhibition and note down objects which relate  
 to these different themes.

• Look for symbols of kingship and leadership mentioned in the set text – objects on  
 display as well as within portraits – and collect others as well.

• Use the text panels to make a timeline of the key political events and changes during   
 Shakespeare’s lifetime. Note down a few examples in the exhibition where Shakespeare  
 used the medieval or classical past in his text to comment on these events.

Back at school
• Discuss and compare which objects students chose for different themes. What does  
 this tell us about the nature of kingship? How and where would these objects have  
 been used originally? Can they be considered as propaganda?

• Shakespeare needed to remain in favour at the royal court to continue to receive the   
 support of the monarch. Look again at the text and the notes on the political context  
 and discuss how Shakespeare was presenting a positive impression of Elizabeth  
 or James through the plays – for example through language, plot or characterisation.
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Many of Shakespeare’s plays hinge around the human experience of love. The emotional 
feelings, which he expressed so lyrically in his text, underpin the plots of the plays which 
also explore the themes of trust and loyalty upon which true love is based.

The plays and their plots show how love is a basic human emotion but how it also creates 
dangerous tensions and counter-feelings of jealousy, of falling in love with the wrong 
person creating inescapable torments, of knowingly betraying a loved one for the love of 
something or someone else – be that family, a country, a leader. These conflicting emotions 
play out with dramatic consequences within Shakespeare’s plays.

Before the exhibition
• Discuss the set text, taking the theme of ‘love’ in its broadest sense to analyse how it   
 directs the course of action of the play.

• Brainstorm as many of the words related to love and its consequences (e.g. betrayal,   
 loyalty, envy, lust, longing etc). As a class or individually, find six different passages from  
 the set text where these emotions are expressed.

In the exhibition
• Take these six passages of text into the exhibition and find object(s) for each: they might  
 feature in that scene, or be worn by a character at that time, or represent that emotion   
 in the features of a portrait. Be as creative as possible with how the object links to   
 the selected passage of text – say the texts out loud in the exhibition to evoke different   
 interpretations when looking at the objects.

• Look out for other quotes from other Shakespeare plays which are depicted in the   
 exhibition which express different aspects of love.

Back at school
• Compare the objects chosen for different parts of the text and explain the selection –   
 describe the object and the choices as precisely as possible. Imagine updating the play to  
 the contemporary period. How would the objects chosen to represent love change?
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Before the exhibition
• Imagine you have been set the task of creating your own exhibition about the Tudor and  
 Stuart period. It would have four rooms, each containing four objects.

• Select four themes from the list below which will be the focus of each room.

 Kingship Betrayal and loyalty Romance Daily life
 Discovery Warfare   Religion National identity

In the exhibition
• As you go round, choose four objects for each theme. Find a suitable quotation from   
 Shakespeare for each theme.

• You can include an object from anywhere in the exhibition for your themes, as long as   
 you can explain why it helps to explain the theme. Make notes of what the object is and   
 information about it so you can write your own label about it later.

Back at school
• Write short (two-sentence) labels about each object from two or more themes, depending  
 on how big the project will be. Think of an inventive title for the exhibition and each   
 section, perhaps using a word or quotation from Shakespeare. Design the space – the   
 British Museum exhibition is in a big round room, but perhaps your room is square or   
 rectangular. Design a poster to attract people to the exhibition featuring a key object.
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Big themes
- Which objects did students choose as props for their play? Create a prop list from the   
 responses for the whole class for an imaginary production of their text.
- Discuss the placement of citations from the text around the exhibition. Did they make   
 sense? How did the curators try to relate Shakespeare’s text with the objects?

PowerPoint: follow-up discussion
Look again at the objects from the PowerPoint slideshow – did students see them in 
the exhibition? What surprised them about seeing the objects in real life? Did they find 
out extra information? Which was the most memorable unfamiliar object? (i.e. not in the 
slideshow)?

Discussion ideas (KS3/4)
• How does seeing some of the images and objects Shakespeare wrote about help to make  
 sense of the text?

• Are Shakespeare’s plays still relevant today? Find examples of the influence of his work.

• Was Shakespeare’s presentation of other cultures representative of opinions of the time?  
 How is it different today?

• There are differences between learning about other cultures through Shakespeare’s eyes  
 and through the culture itself – find a text or object that might more fairly represent   
 Shylock or Othello.

• Discuss with students how their set texts have changed their writing or view of the world –  
 in the same way Shakespeare was influenced by the classical literature.

• What books/shows/films represent the students’ culture and language right now?

• Should Shakespeare’s plays be recorded on film? What are the challenges and    
 opportunities to filming Shakespeare? (Remember that he had minimal sets so had to use  
 language and the audience’s imagination to create different atmospheres.)

• Choose one of Shakespeare’s plays and research how theatre companies have   
 interpreted it over time. Good examples to begin with are The Merchant of Venice and the  
 Berliner Ensemble, or The Tempest in post-colonial societies.

Discussion ideas (KS5)
• Research the history of actors playing Othello. Should an actor of any background be able  
 to play Othello? How about Shylock? How about Henry V?

• Consider the livery badges and contemporary politics. Are there any politicians or figures  
 who are always presented as a certain animal or character? Look at the work of satirical  
 cartoonists in the newspapers.

• If there wasn’t a strong Jewish presence in London in Shakespeare’s time, where did he  
 find the information on which to base Shylock? How would a writer today find out about   
 another culture? Should a writer write about a culture other than their own? Paradoxically,  
 writers can be criticised when they write about something they did not experience and for  
 limiting themselves to their own background. Find contemporary examples of this.
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• Write a scene using universal themes but written with language/references reflecting   
 the local community/school – reflecting the way most of Shakespeare’s references were  
 identifiable to his audiences at the time.

• Write a blog or diary entry from a character’s point of view in the set text illustrated with   
 pictures of objects from the British Museum collection.

• Write a travel brochure for Tudor England using objects from the British Museum.

• Curate an exhibition about life in the 21st century – what influences the writing? What   
 objects would be included that say something special about what life is like for the student  
 and give others an insight into their writing? What five sections would students select to   
 illustrate this?

• Write an advertisement for a performance of the set text for a Shakespearean audience   
 and an audience today.

Written (KS5)
• Choose an important contemporary figure or major environmental/political event.   
 Research a character or event from history which could be used to tell that story, in the   
 form of a scene or diary entry. For example Elizabeth I and Cleopatra, or Arthur Miller’s   
 The Crucible and McCarthyism.

• Write a scene discussing a contemporary issue but set it in Shakespeare’s time. Perform  
 the scenes for the class and discuss how this technique might be used to shed new light  
 on contemporary issues.

Performance (KS3–5)
• Experiment with different types of cross-casting.

• Experiment with minimal props/costumes using only the action to explain location/ 
 scene change.

• Improvising with an object – what are all the different things it could represent on stage?  
 Try a scene with one object that has to be used to represent every prop in that scene, e.g.  
 can the scene be set in a mechanics garage with only a banana to use as a prop?

• Improvise a scene from the set play, using students’ own language.

• ‘Hot seat’ as a character in the set play.

• Ask students to choose an object from the exhibition, ask them to talk about an object like  
 they are an expert – they don’t have to tell the truth…

• Perform a scene from the set play that specifically refers to objects from the exhibition –  
 how does knowing about the objects help students’ understanding of the scene?

Visual (KS3/4)
• Research more symbols of animals, flowers and heraldry. Design a coat of arms and   
 explain the representation of the animal/flower/colours.

• Design a set for one of Shakespeare’s plays using objects in the exhibition. Experiment   
 with scale: a detail of a painting or a tapestry could be backdrop, or enlarge objects to   
 become parts of the scenery.

• Design a decorative map of the local area – it does not have to be accurate but can   
 emphasise the parts which are important to individual students.
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es  Further resources

Shakespeare’s Britain by Jonathan Bate and Dora Thornton with Becky Allen 
(British Museum Press, 2012)

Shakespeare: staging the world by Jonathan Bate and Dora Thornton 
(British Museum Press, 2012)

Royal Shakespeare Company’s website: rsc.org.uk

William Shakespeare: Complete Works eds. Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen  
(Royal Shakespeare Company, 2007)


