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Playing shakesPeare
On 26 February, Shakespeare’s Globe is opening its doors to 
around 20,000 teenagers from London and Birmingham state 
schools, with free tickets to a special production of Othello: 
fast-paced, retaining Shakespeare’s language, and designed 
especially for KS3, KS4 and A Level students. The production, 
running from 26 February to 21 March 2015, is part of Playing 
Shakespeare with Deutsche Bank, an annual project from 
Globe Education. Georghia Ellinas, Head of Learning at Globe 
Education, explains why it’s much more than just a free ticket: 

“ Shakespeare remains a vital part of the nation’s schooling, 
but many teachers confess that engaging students with 
Shakespeare’s plays is one of the toughest challenges they 
face. As a stimulus, there is no substitute for live performance 
when Shakespeare’s language, often seen as a major barrier to 
access, comes alive. 

 With many pressures on teachers and students, it can be hard 
to commit to time out of school. Playing Shakespeare with 
Deutsche Bank was designed to address these concerns. Free 
tickets, multiple performance dates timed to accommodate 
the school day, supporting resources and a dedicated  
team maximise the school-friendly nature of the visit. For 
many students, it is their first experience of live theatre, for 
most, the first time they’ve seen a Shakespeare play. Some 
have never seen the Thames before. The trip itself has huge 
cultural influence. 

Over the last eight years we have learned from our audiences, 
and seen how the project is a vehicle to change the conceptions 
of teaching Shakespeare. The modern approaches allow fresh 
insights and prompt students to think in-depth about the 
issues presented. Feedback each year confirms that students 
return to school continuing animated discussions about what 
they have just seen.

2015’s production of Othello raises many themes to which 
young people will relate: friendship, racism, envy and 
reputation. The play and supporting resources provide a safe 
framework for classroom discussions about these and other 
potentially difficult subjects like domestic violence, honour 
killings, and bullying. 

“ Preparatory Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for 
teachers at the Globe and in-school workshops for students 
support this. Delivered by Globe Education Practitioners, 
activities developed from the Globe stages and rehearsal 
rooms are tailored for classroom use. They encourage active 

approaches to teaching Shakespeare, and help students ‘tune 
in’ to the play before they see it. Essays and ‘teacher notes’ in 
the programme and online facilitate deeper engagement with 
key themes and contextual issues.

 A dedicated microsite, playingshakespeare.org, consolidates 
the wide-reaching project and extends the free resource 
to those geographically too far from the Globe to attend 
a performance. Students can take learning into their own 
hands, exploring backstage interviews and insights, creative 
briefs, character profiles and ‘scene machine’ language tools.” 

Natalie Jim, Drama Curriculum Leader at Sarah Bonnell 
School, says: “It is one thing to get students to experience live 
performance, but to actually help shape the way Shakespeare 
is taught is amazing. The link between teacher CPD, student 
workshops and seeing the play live makes this project so 
successful: Globe Education is thinking almost 360 degrees. 
It is this that makes Playing Shakespeare one of the most 
important schemes out there.”

The Playing Shakespeare with Deutsche Bank production of 
Othello runs til 21 March. Free tickets for state secondary 
schools in London and Birmingham are available til 12 March. 
Other schools can attend at greatly reduced rates between 
13–20 March. Saturday performances offer free tickets to 
encourage families to experience Shakespeare together. See  
shakespearesglobe.com/playing-shakespeare

free membership
Speaking of freebies, if you are not already a member of the 
British Shakespeare Association, now is the time to join! We 
are celebrating Shakespeare’s 450th anniversary with free 
membership for school teachers from Septembers 2014–15. 
Take advantage of the offer at www.britishshakespeare.ws/
education/education-members/
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shakesPeare and citizenshiP education in JaPan

last issue’s focus on teaching shakespeare in Japan 
drew the attention of a research collaboration 
between the universities of hiroshima, nihon, 

oxford and york. the project is looking at drama and 
citizenship education in Japan and the uk. its members 
professor ian davies, dr Velda elliott, professor hiroaki 
fukazawa, professor norio ikeno, catherine shawyer 
and Professor Jun Watanabe, share their discussion of 
Teaching Shakespeare 6, ensuing from a presentation that 
i gave at a recent project symposium. 

Our discussion focussed on the questions: ‘Does the content of 
Shakespeare teaching in Japan raise public issues?’ and ‘Do the 
processes of Shakespeare teaching mirror and illuminate forms 
of social and political engagement?’ Both were answered 
with a resounding ‘yes’, although the absence of material 
suggesting an association between teaching Shakespeare 
and advocacy and rights was noted. We used definitions of 
citizenship education and its objectives by Davies, Elliott, and 
Ikeno. These included citizenship as a subject (or content) 
and process, with its objectives including to foster political 
literacy, social and moral responsibility, social engagement, 
community involvement, democracy and justice, awareness 
of citizens’ rights and duties, identities and diversity. 

Issue 6 (available online at www.britishshakespeare.ws) con-
tained nine articles, six written by Japanese nationals, the 
rest supplied by UK or US foreign nationals working in Japan. 
Eight were written in response to a call for papers distributed 
via international Shakespeare associations, with only one 
of the articles commissioned by the editor. Eight of the 
authors teach in higher education (private universities are  
well-represented), one in lifelong learning, one at a private 
boys school, and two are additionally currently-enrolled 
graduate students. They predominantly work in English 
departments (language and literature), but two work in law 
and global studies.

contentS 

noticeboard 2
editoriaL  Sarah Olive 3–5
girdle round the earth  Connie Loder 6–8
teaching shakesPeare’s theatre through shakesPeare’s texts  Valerie Pye 9–11
Beyond the language Barrier  Saeko Machi 12–13
hey! Who Barded in here?!  Stephanie Foster 14–16

With regards to students’ political literacy, articles by Ken 
Chan and James Tink foregrounded the use of plays to boost 
students’ knowledge of world history generally (p.4) and to 
introduce students to Medieval British politics (including early 
modern representations of statehood) and rulers specifically 
(p. 12–13). Tink emphasises that juxtaposing historical sources 
with Shakespeare’s fictional representations could be used to 
explore bias and the political purpose of drama, rather than 
(mis)reading it as a primary source. 

Studying Shakespeare was implicitly figured as helping 
students to fulfil their social responsibility in respect of 
being global citizens by having an awareness of other nation’s 
histories, culture and nationally significant writers. In the vox 
pop, some students recalled visits to Stratford upon Avon 
as part of study abroad programmes (see pps. 11 and 15) 
and made connections between Shakespeare and Japanese 
writers, such as Soseki Natsume and Ryounosuk Akutagawa 
(p. 11), and genres such as manga and anime (p. 4, 7). Apart 
from acquiring identities as global citizens, students and 
teachers foregrounded their Japanese identities across the 
articles. These were constructed not just through a clear 
affection for local writers, but also for the productions of 
the world-renowned director Ninagawa (p. 14). Moreover, 
Shakespeare was consistently cast as helping students to 
become global citizens by developing their knowledge of 
the English language, considered desirable by the Ministry 
of Education in order to increase Japanese citizens’ ability 
to interact professionally and socially with non-Japanese 
speakers (pps. 4, 10, 14–15). Watching productions on DVD  
and hosting visiting Shakespeareans from Anglophone coun-
tries is portrayed throughout the issue as satisfying students’ 
need to listen to native speakers. 

   editorial

“ Studying Shakespeare was implicitly figured as 
helping students to fulfil their social respon-
sibility in respect of being a global citizen by 
having an awareness of other nation’s histories, 
culture and nationally significant writers.”
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Reference was made to the universality of Shakespeare’s 
themes, including love, violence, friendship, betrayal, loyalty, 
forgiveness, reconciliation, compassion in relation to helping 
students to understand their moral responsibility (pps. 
1, 5 and 7). However, the plays’ ability to achieve this by 
modelling a positive morality was seen by some lecturers 
and students in Japan to be in tension with a teinei (polite) 
style of teaching, given their sexual and scatological humour, 
or shimo-neta, widely considered more appropriate to bars 
than classrooms and sometimes been censored in Japanese 
editions (pps. 9, 11, 18–19 and this issue pps. 12–13).
 
Sometimes themes ‘inherent’ in the plays were cast, not as 
universal, but as representing a historical affinity between 
early modern England and old Japan. For example, duties such 
as honour and allegiance are held up as historically, typically 
Japanese and as mirrored in early modern English politics and 
society. This was illustrated with reference to the turn-coat 
actions of Japan’s Date Masamune and Shakespeare’s Duke 
of York as well as bushido and the chivalric code (p. 12–13).

Content aside, teaching Shakespeare is described in ways that 
resonate with processes at the heart of citizenship education. 
Almost all contributors talked about developing students’ 
skills in critical thinking and enquiry. These students are 
unanimously encouraged to see, discuss and perform a 
range of interpretations of the plays – invoking their own 
response as readers or viewers and those of literary critics, 
sometimes in comparison with historical documents (pps. 

12, 14, 16–18). Yu Umemiya describes students responding to 
each other’s evidence (p. 19). Both he and Daniel Gallimore 
allude to the potential when studying Shakespeare to have 
students momentarily set aside their own beliefs, behaviours  
and experiences to ‘inhabit’ characters’ perspectives (pps. 
16, 17) e.g. shifting perspective from that of a twenty-first-
century, female, Japanese student to that of a medieval, 
British ruler or courtier. However, both Japanese and foreign 
nationals raise fostering critical discussion and enquiry with 
their Japanese students as a challenge. They cited the dearth 
of student questions during sessions (p.19) and the relative 
scarceness (or novelty) of interactive small group teaching in 
Japanese colleges (p. 8) as particularly problematic for and 
typical of Japanese pedagogy. 

Studying Shakespeare is frequently described in terms of 
community involvement. The notion of a learning collective 
is evident in places (p. 15); so too is the idea that, by teaching 
Shakespeare, educators can alert their students to differences 
between the performer-audience relationship in Japan and 
the UK. The former, as cast by the contributors, is typified by 
distance and passivity, the latter by intimacy and activity (pp. 
14–16). The implication is of a wish to foster a Western model 
of audience involvement in more Japanese theatre. 

“ Sometimes themes ‘inherent’ in the plays were 
cast, not as universal, but as representing a 
historical affinity between early modern england 
and old Japan.”
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pedagogy as well as self-motivated enough to write about 
their experiences – must be considered a limitation on the 
generalizability of these conclusions. Our project hopes to 
expand in size and scope on this consideration of drama and 
citizenship in Japan and the UK. This analysis of teachers’ 
self-reported practice has already raised avenues for further 
exploration, not least of which is whether or not the absence 
of linking Shakespeare to the understanding and practice 
of advocacy, representation and rights in these articles is 
representative of experiences of drama and/or citizenship 
education in Japan and the UK. 

Citizenship and/or drama teachers wanting to know more 
and/or who wish to become involved in future project 
activities should contact the authors of this article by writing 
to Ian Davies (ian.davies@york.ac.uk).

shakespeare’s role in contributing to the aims and features 
of, but not exclusive to, citizenship education beyond 
Japan is evident in the articles by this issue’s contributors 
who teach shakespeare in germany, the uk and usa. 
playing shakespeare for social, political and moral 
engagement is also apparent in the globe’s description of 
its annual production for young, often under-privileged, 
students. Valerie pye elucidates the mechanisms of early 
modern theatre in creating a sense of community among 
audience members.

another coincidental but uniting cross-article thread in 
this issue is making more use of our senses to explore 
shakespeare: smell, sight, sound and touch – so far, no 
taste, but we would love to hear from those who recreate 
elizabethan banquets with their students. send your 
contributions for issue 8, on any topic, to
teachingshakespeare@ymail.com.

The Shakespeare teaching featured here mirrors and illum-
inates forms of social and political engagement: firstly, 
in terms of embracing the trading of products with the 
West (economic and cultural) from the late 19th century 
onwards (p. 4). Secondly, Ken Chan’s work in Shakespeare-
inspired singing with students resonates with Japanese social 
activities, such as karaoke, and global, peaceful forms of 
protest (witness Hong Kong in autumn 2014) (p.5). Thirdly, 
although specifically orchestrated for this issue, teachers 
surveyed their students on their knowledge of and experience 
with Shakespeare – echoing political polls and the solicitation 
of consumer feedback common in democratic, capitalist 
societies (pps. 5, 7, 11). These processes model an ideal of 
society and politics along the lines of Antonio’s description of 
the world, in the Merchant of Venice, as ‘a stage where every 
man must play a part’ (p 15).

Students throughout the magazine are shown considering 
informed and responsible action in relation to the content 
of the history plays, the switching of allegiances, as well as 
characters’ weighing up the merits of accepting and resisting 
injustice in The Merchant of Venice and contemporary films 
(pps. 12–13, 15). Moreover, they are asked to take informed 
and responsible action while studying Shakespeare. In these 
articles, students suggest plays they wish to study (p.5, p. 
14); actively participate in theatre games (some informed 
by Augusto Boal’s theatre of the oppressed, intended to 
empower Brazilian citizens to achieve social and political 
transformations in the 1960s p. 14); direct scenes, leading a 
team of actors and making decisions about how to present a 
scene (p. 16) and take the initiative in small group discussion 
rather than relying on cues from the teacher/authority figure 
(with mixed success, p. 11).

While the content of Shakespeare demonstrably raises 
Japanese and global public issues and the processes of 
teaching the plays evidently mirror and illuminate forms 
of social and political engagement, the small sample of 
contributors – usually considering themselves, in some 
respect, innovators with regards to Shakespeare and or 

“ students are unanimously encouraged to see, 
discuss and perform a range of interpretations 
of the plays – invoking their own response  
as readers or viewers and those of literary crit-
ics, sometimes in comparison with historical 
documents.”

“ the content of Shakespeare demonstrably raises  
Japanese and global public issues and the pro-
cesses of teaching the plays evidently mirror 
and illuminate forms of social and political 
engagement.”
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conny Loder has a m.Litt. from the shakespeare institute, stratford-upon-avon. her phd concentrates further 
on the early modern period. she has published articles in shakespeare studies, teaches at the european school 
munich and at several german universities; in July she conducts her yearly shakespeare excursion to london. she 

also directs shakespeare productions with entity theatre.

teaching shakesPeare’s Playhouses and 
documents to german students

F
ull appreciation of shakespeare’s plays requires not 
only close reading, but also experiencing them live 
in a performance. recent increased emphasis on 

“the active role [of] the spectator to make the theatrical 
experience happen” and on theatre studies signals that 
performance analysis and text analysis are equally 
important (balme 2). in addition to putting more emphasis 
on performance analysis, we should encourage students 
to gain a comprehensive understanding of early modern 
theatre at its source. Learning becomes most effective 
when authentic materials are used – play texts as well as 
contextualising documents. this teaching concept is the 
foundation of my yearly shakespeare excursion to London 
(sel) that i conduct for german university students. 

The SEL takes a three-step approach: Step one comprises 
classroom activities in which students present their reflect-
ions on the plays and study the historical context, stage and 
film adaptations. Step two includes activities in London at 
the theatre and in the archives. Step three engages students 
in personal reflection on the seminar and excursion. 

the cLassroom 
Over the course of one semester, the classroom discussion 
focuses on four to five plays, theatre history, text and 
performance. Teams are formed to present topics about 
the plays we will attend. Each student will be on a presenter 
team and on a responder team. The seminar itself and 
the teams include students from years one to four so that 
the experienced students gain leadership experience and the 
newer students learn from the experienced students. 

The classroom part of the excursion is also part of 
the holistic learning in that we prepare the students to 
examine the environment for which Shakespeare wrote his 
plays. Rather than reading secondary sources about the 
theatre landscape of Shakespeare’s London alone, I prepare 
students to find and transcribe original documents about 
Shakespeare, the man, and the world for which he wrote 
his plays. This allows students not only to access historic 

information, but also to own it; they experience Early Modern 
theatre from the same perspective and using the same 
sources that the most sophisticated researcher would use. 
Students learn to draw evidence from the original sources 
and use it to prove what they assert. Evidence is drawn 
from the plays themselves, contemporary literary texts and 
Early Modern pieces: legal documents, maps, drawings and 
paintings and archaeological excavations. 

A one-day workshop on topography and palaeography equips 
students with the skills to locate and utilise this evidence in 
London. Students learn to read maps, as well as handwriting: 
they compare sixteenth century maps and twenty-first 
century maps to locate playhouse sites and try their hand at 
using a topographical glass to draw a building – their institute 
– just as the cartographers Hollar, Vischer and Norden used to  
in London 400 years ago. These tasks encourage students  
to employ social skills, problem solving and critical thinking –  
but most of all, to actively engage with theatre history at  
its source. 

actiVities in London
A theatre’s social and spatial dynamics – the effects of the 
theatre building and the stage on a production as well as the 
effects of experiencing a play as part of a collective audience 
– cannot be reproduced by watching a recording in the class-
room. While in London:

•  we watch several plays performed by various  
theatre companies

•  we engage in acting and directing workshops
•  we attend talkbacks with actors and directors
•  we visit the British Library’s MSS Department  

and the National Archives
•  we find the footprints of Early Modern playhouses.

The acting and directing workshops are hosted by the same 
theatre companies whose productions we will see, and use 
actors from the production to coach students in enacting

   girdle round the earth

“ Students learn to draw evidence from the 
original sources and use it to prove what they 
assert.”
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scenes from the play. This enhances not only the textual 
analysis of the play but also the understanding of how the 
text ‘directs’ the production – the hidden clues within the 
play that are otherwise missed, or the endless possibilities 
for staging a scene. We attend at least five Shakespeare 
productions at various London theatres, fringe and main-
stream. In this way students experience a variety of staging 
techniques and interpretations and actively employ the 
analytical instruments that they were taught in the seminar 
when viewing stage and film productions of the plays. 

The talkbacks prove that students have learned to critically 
assess productions and that they can engage in an informed 
discussion about the plays and their metamorphosis on 
stage. They address specific aesthetic aspects such as genre, 
period, stage, theatre building and acting types. The aim 
is to have talkbacks immediately after every production 
with the actors and directors and another one the next 
day, without actors and directors. In the first talkback 
students gain immediate feedback from cast and director, 
in the second they reflect further on the production and 
on the artistic perspective of the play and its production as 
expressed by cast and director. 

Beyond the playhouse, the cartography of the theatre 
also becomes a significant factor in experiencing and 
understanding theatre history. There are precious few traces 
of Shakespeare or traces of the playhouses from the Early 
Modern time in London. In the spirit of learning-by-doing, 
students use sixteenth- and seventeenth-century documents 
to locate the sites of Early Modern playhouses. Teams of two 
to three students each receive a packet with an assignment 
and evidence with hints to find the site of an Early Modern 
playhouse: the Theatre, the Rose, the Fortune, the Swan and 
Black Friars. What makes these particular sites attractive is 
that we can find them by using sixteenth century documents 
and we can access many of the unique, original documents 
at the National Archives. Students do not use Wikipedia; 
no, they handle and decipher the original manuscripts for 
which they have been coached at the seminar’s workshop. 
To animate students in such a treasure hunt, the information 
offered in the packets must just be enough to make the 

puzzles entertaining, but challenging enough to activate 
students’ problem solving skills, motivate them intrinsically 
and create a lasting learning effect.

At the National Archives students are issued a reader’s card 
and check out documents into the reading room. This is not 
a passing-by-a-document-in-a-glass-case. Each team of two 
to three students is assigned a document, which comes in a 
box full of parchment leaves with handwritten court records 
on them. They must check out the right document and locate 
and decipher specific information in it. These documents 
include wills, court cases, payment orders or the Master of 
the Revels book.

In addition to the National Archives, we have an appointment 
with the Manuscript Department of the British Library where 
Arnold Hunt, Head Curator of the Manuscript Department, 
introduces the students to textual and editorial processes and 
the book market in the Early Modern time. Here, students are 
also able to view precious Early Modern books such as Quarto 
editions of the plays we are about to see at the excursion.

To complement an understanding of the historical dimension 
of Early Modern theatre, we visit the Rose excavation site  
and see a Shakespeare production there. The playhouse called 
The Theatre in Shoreditch was excavated only briefly, but in the 
few short months of its excavation, we got a tour of the site 
from Julian Bowsher, the head of Museum of London. A visit 
to exhibitions is also worthwhile – such as the Early Modern 
exhibition at the Museum of London and the Globe exhibition 
that displays sixteenth-century maps and views of London. 

the post-actiVity 
After the week-long excursion, students return home not 
only with a unique experience of Early Modern theatre, 
but also with an understanding of the social, political and 
religious context of Early Modern theatre and culture. 

With this new insight, they are ready to engage in their 
personal reflection on the seminar and excursion by writing 

“ these tasks encourage students to employ social 
skills, problem solving and critical thinking – 
but most of all, to actively engage with theatre 
history at its source.”

“ this enhances not only the textual analysis of 
the play but also the understanding of how the 
text ‘directs’ the production – the hidden clues 
within the play that are otherwise missed, or 
the endless possibilities for staging a scene.”

Photo ©
 Conny Loder
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a term paper that dwells on a critical analysis of the play’s 
text as well as a performance related reflection. 

In summary the goals for the SEL are that students:
 
•  critically assess Shakespeare’s texts and Shakespeare productions
•  use original documents and maps to locate archaeological 

sites and therefore increase social skills and skills such as 
problem solving and critical thinking

•  experience the history of Early Modern theatre at its source
•  experience bringing Shakespeare’s work to the stage.

The preparation for such a holistic approach to Shakespeare 
is time-consuming. Yet, the reward for all involved is 
immense. The SEL not only takes students back to Early 
Modern times, but entertains students who, intrinsically 
motivated, develop a lasting interest in Shakespeare.

Works cited and further resources:
•  Christopher B. Balme, The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre 

Studies (Cambridge: CUP, 2008). 

manuscripts held by the national archives, London: 

•  Records of the Court of Star Chamber and of Other Courts,  

Stac5/A26/1. 

•  Records of the Court of King’s Bench and Other Courts, KB 27/1362/1. 

•  Record of the Exchequer, Record of the Pipe Office, E 351/542

•  Records of the Exchequer, E 134/44and34Eliz/Mich 18.

•  Records of the Lord of Chamberlain and Other Officers  

of the Royal Household, LC 5/133. 

•  Records of the Lord Chamberlain and Other Officers  

of the Royal Household, LC 2/4/5. 

other printed sources: 

•  Braun, G. Hogenberg, F. Londinum. From: Civitates Orbis Terrarum. 

Cologne, 1572–1618. Reprint.

•  Copperplate Map. 1553–1559. Reprint.

online sources:

•  Chasserau, Peter. Survey of the Parish of St. Leonard, Shoreditch. 

London, 1745. www.british-history.ac.uk.

•  Finsbury Manor Records. LMA: MS CLA/043/01/003.  

www.ereed.cch.kcl.ac.uk. 
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VaLerie cLayman pye is a professional actor, director, scholar, and educator who specialises in shakespeare in 
performance. Valerie holds a phd in performance practice in drama as well as an mfa in staging shakespeare 
from the university of exeter, and an mfa in acting from brooklyn college. she is currently an assistant 

professor at manhattanville college in purchase, new york.

if we asked students today to imagine what a  
theatre looks like, we would not be surprised to find  
that the image in their mind’s eyes bears little 

resemblance to the architecture for which shakespeare 
wrote. most likely, we would see a variety of images 
where the audience sits in an organized fashion in a 
fixed configuration that recedes from the stage space, 
which offers the audience one vantage point. We would 
probably find an image where there are two distinct 
spaces: one inhabited by the fiction, and another by the 
spectator. the dynamics of this configuration – where the 
audience peers in through the invisible “fourth wall” – 
has become such a staple of our theatre paradigm in the 
Western world that it may very well be what our students 
first imagine when put to the task. this “two-room space” 
resembles the auditoria that they encounter in school, it 
echoes their familiarity with the cinema, and it resembles 
the proscenium arch spaces you will find in the West end 
and on Broadway. What it does not resemble, however,  
is shakespeare’s theatre.

When we examine the earliest image we have of an Eliza-
bethan playhouse – the De Witt / van Buchell 1888 drawing 
of The Swan (opposite) we find a performance space where 
the audience and the fiction occupy one room, not two. There 
is indeed a designated stage space, and space assigned to 
audience, yet there is a permeable nature to this division; it is 
a space in which the division is not quite as fixed as it is when 
an invisible “wall” is placed between the participants. Two 
things support this greater fluidity: the environment’s shared 
daylight and the way in which the audience wraps around the 
thrust stage. 

In both of these instances, the audience’s presence is 
heightened both for the player and the spectator. Shared 
lighting enhances the sense that all inhabit one space because 
everyone present can see one another. As a result, communal 
lighting promotes community. This sense of community is 
reinforced simultaneously by the audience’s configuration: as 
they focus primarily on the action that takes place on stage 
(if we assume that to be their primary focus), they also hold 
their fellow audience members in their secondary focus as 
they remain visible beyond the action onstage. 

We have no way to know with any certainty what  
performance was like during the time that Shakespeare 
wrote, but we can assume that he wrote with the dynamics 
of this kind of theatre in mind. If we look closely at 
Shakespeare’s text, what might we learn about performance 
in the Elizabethan playhouse? How can a close reading 
of Shakespeare’s text within the context of his playhouse 
provide a greater understanding of both the text as well as 
Shakespeare’s theatre?

We can use Shakespeare’s text to illustrate points about 
the Elizabethan playhouse, and we can use points about  
the conditions of that playhouse to help our students under- 
stand Shakespeare’s texts. Let’s look at Act II, scene 2 of 

   teaching theatre through textS

“ shared lighting enhances the sense that all 
inhabit one space because everyone present can 
see one another. as a result, communal lighting 
promotes community.”
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Romeo and Juliet, which begins with Romeo’s soliloquy. 
The scene begins with the line, ‘He jests at scars that never 
felt a wound’. To whom does Romeo speak as he addresses 
Mercutio’s behaviour in the previous scene? In hiding, Romeo 
has been audience to that scene, just as the audience proper 
has been. (Of course, it is important to point out that the very 
term “audience” – that today we use so interchangeably with 
the term “spectator” – actually comes from the Latin word 
“audentia”, which means literally “hearing”.) In commenting 
on Mercutio’s actions, Romeo gives voice to the audience’s 
thoughts as well as to his own. This illustrates the porousness 
between the world of the play and that of the spectator. 
Romeo can take action and confront Mercutio (if only 
Shakespeare had written it that way) or he can discuss his 
choice not to take action by confiding in the audience. Romeo 
essentially says that Mercutio doesn’t understand, he doesn’t 
“get it”; he’s never been in love, never been scarred by Cupid’s 
arrow nor felt love’s pangs. We can reduce this line to our 
two-room performance paradigm and imagine that Romeo 
comments to himself, “he just doesn’t get it” or we can locate 
this moment within the shared light of the outdoor play-

house where the actor, “the player”, can speak to those who 
bear him witness. I would suggest that the latter provides us 
with a greater understanding of both the line as well as the 
possible material conditions of performance.

In this one line, we also discover the opportunity to 
introduce students to another aspect of what would have 
been included in the performance dynamics in Shakespeare’s 
theatre: the actor’s liminal state. The Elizabethan actor 
was not bound to a state of mimesis governed by realism 
and naturalism, two movements that hadn’t yet been 
established. Instead, their work would have been located 
within an extensive repertory system. Elizabethan per-
formances would have taken place in the representative 
playhouse without the implementation of design elements 
that were crafted deliberately for a given play (as they are 
today). Elizabethan actors wore contemporary clothing that 
could be suited equally to the world onstage as well as to 
the playhouse (with the exception of characters of royal 
lineage). If we point out these differences, we can introduce 
one of the ways in which the Elizabethans would have seen 
the “player” as one who “plays”: one who is both agent and 
product of the fiction. 

Romeo continues, ‘But soft, what light through yonder 
window breaks?’ Once we know that everyone in the play-
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“ the very term ‘audience’ – that today we use so 
interchangeably with the term ‘spectator’ – 
actually comes from the latin word ‘audentia’, 
which means literally ‘hearing’.”
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house shared the same space, what can “But soft” mean? 
Going to the theatre in Shakespeare’s day was a social event, 
more akin to a sporting event today than our contemporary 
theatre. When we attend a sporting event, we’re watching 
the game, but we’re also socializing with those around us: 
we’re eating, we’re talking, and we’re moving around. We are 
not sitting quietly with our attention rapt for the duration of 
the event. That’s not to say that we are not invested in the 
outcome; but our investment is located within that social 
context. In today’s theatre, the context is most often shaped 
by quiet, invisible behaviour. Shakespeare’s theatre took place 
in the middle of day, six days a week, and it brought people 
together regularly. It would not have been surprising that 
people conducted business, ate, visited with friends, and also 
engaged with the plays.

What if “But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?” 
was Burbage’s way of saying, “Ssh! Be quiet! Pay attention 
now, this is going to be important, do you see what I see?” 
Burbage would have been aware of his audience, and they 
would have been embroiled in the play. In the latter half of 
that line, he could be asking, “What is happening here?” Yes, 
he is asking himself, but he is also not alone on that platform 
stage in the shared light of day; he has confidantes. He 
continues and answers, ‘It is the East and Juliet is the Sun’. 
He is reorienting himself; realigning his world. The day begins 
with the sun rising in the East; his new day is beginning. He 
sees Juliet and he needs to capture his audience’s attention – 
his world is shifting, and so is the play. 

The next few lines are a wonderful way to illustrate meta-
phor and antithesis – not specific to the architecture of 
Shakespeare’s theatre, but these texts engage simultaneously 
numerous teachable moments. It’s worth pointing out the 
ways in which he renames Juliet: “Sun” and “Maid” (and 
we can continue to add to this list as we proceed through  
the speech). 

It is my Lady, O it is my Love, 
O that she knew she were,
She speaks, yet she says nothing what of that?

The first two lines are declarative: if Shakespeare’s audience 
hasn’t been paying enough attention – if they are slow to 
catch up with the instructions from the second line – they can 
join the world of the play rather quickly. The player speaks 
directly to the audience, and they engage and calculate: he 
loves her and something complicates this truth. The final line 
of the trio allows us once again to remind our students of 
the fluidity in Shakespeare’s playhouse; the observation and 
question exists within and beyond the fiction. Romeo (and 
the player himself) is in the fiction and also in the world of the 
playhouse. This is so unlike the paradigm in our contemporary 

theatre that we cannot discount how eye opening this detail 
can be, how influential this is in fostering a deep understanding 
of Shakespeare’s plays and his playhouse.

Next, we can illustrate some inherent stage directions. Romeo 
says, ‘Her eye discourses, I will answer it / I am too bold ‘tis 
not to me she speaks’.

Of course we have the play between the words “eye” and 
“I”, and the thematic journey of “discourses”, “answer”, and 
“speaks”, but something else happens in these two lines. 
There is a bit of business that comes between the decision 
to respond to Juliet, and thinking better of that choice. Both 
of these lines address the audience, yet between them there 
is full engagement within the world of the play. It’s as if the 
actor/character provides a commentary, takes stage action, 
and then responds to the action taken. 

Finally, the next eight lines wax poetically about the 
luminosity of Juliet’s eyes. Here, we can seize the opportunity 
to illustrate how the Elizabethan player would have been 
standing beneath the painted “Heavens”; Romeo would have 
a concrete example from which to make his comparison. 
He would have stood both beneath the open sky in the 
Elizabethan playhouse as well as beneath the painted 
celestial roof that covered the stage. If you are able to share 
with your students an image of the “Heavens” from the 
reconstruction of Shakespeare’s Globe, this is a perfect way 
to tie in the theatre to your examination of the text. I also 
like to point out that the Elizabethans would have imagined 
the playhouse as a representation of the world, literally, the 
Globe – Shakespeare’s world in Shakespeare’s playhouse. We 
have the Heavens above, the stage represents the world itself, 
and a trap door in the stage floor would lead to Hell below. 

There are many opportunities to connect the dynamics 
of Shakespeare’s theatre to the plays he wrote. In fact, 
Shakespeare wrote quite a bit about theatre – the Prologue 
to Henry V, Hamlet’s advice to the players, the Rude 
Mechanicals in A Midsummer Night’s Eve, to name a few. I 
have chosen deliberately to look at a speech that is seemingly 
not about theatre in order to point out how we can make such 
connections in even the most unlikely of places. I urge you to 
find new ones for yourself. 

“ i have chosen deliberately to look at a speech 
that is seemingly not about theatre in order to 
point out how we can make such connections in 
even the most unlikely of places. i urge you to 
find new ones for yourself.”
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Performing shakesPeare at  
a JaPanese university 

in may 2014, the department of english Language 
and literature at Japan Women’s university had 
the honor of watching a performance of Romeo 

& Juliet by the international theatre company London 
(itcL, also known as tnt theatre britain). this was an 
unprecedented opportunity for our students but we were 
concerned about how they would respond to a 150-minute 
live performance in a language they were still learning. 
at the same time, the performance provided a valuable 
intercultural encounter between Japanese students and 
british history and culture, as well as a great opportunity 
for the students to have their ideas about shakespeare 
challenged.

In the English-speaking world, Shakespeare is undoubtedly 
one of the most renowned authors. His works have become 
part of English culture itself, phrases from his plays literally 
changing the English language, and his wisdom still referred 
to and influencing people’s lives to this day. On the contrary, 
the Japanese are unfamiliar with Shakespeare. In spite of 
Japanese film director Akira Kurosawa’s famous adaptations, 
the average Japanese person is unlikely to have had much 
contact with Shakespeare’s work. People might have heard 
of a more famous play such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
Macbeth, or Hamlet, but the Japanese public in general does 
not have many opportunities to see actual plays either in 
the original language or in Japanese translation. Moreover, 
those who take an interest in reading his plays because they 
are famous foreign classics can find Shakespeare’s archaic 
language a hurdle to understanding. Indeed, Shakespeare 
is not a compulsory subject at university, even for English 
majors. Despite this, the production of Romeo & Juliet at 
Japan Women’s University was highly popular, both with 
students and the general public, suggesting a higher level of 
Japanese interest in Shakespeare than expected. 

On the day of the performance, there was great excitement 
in the air as the university theater filled up. For most of the 
students, it was the first time they had seen an authentic 
Shakespeare play. To my great surprise, some of them did 

not even know the plot of Romeo and Juliet, including the 
famous tragic ending. In a sense, this was advantageous, 
however, because it enabled them to watch the play with 
fresh eyes. Along with the excitement, I could also sense 
that many students were worried about whether they could 
understand the play performed in old English. They were also 
expecting the story to be complicated and serious. Contrary 
to their concern, however, once the play started, the 
audience became absorbed in the story without difficulty. 
Interestingly, in their later feedback, many students claimed 
that they were shocked by Shakespeare’s bawdiness; as 
one student commented, “Some scenes were much more 
rude than I had imagined!” Overall, the audience genuinely 
enjoyed the show, and were charmed by the passionate 
couple and the elegant language spoken by the actors.

What was striking about ITCL’s production of Romeo & 
Juliet was that even though the play is originally known as a 
romantic tragedy, there were many comic scenes that made 
the audience laugh. Not only did the performance incorporate 
singing and dancing, but the actors involved the audience by 
talking to them, waving and winking at them, sitting down 
on them, and even throwing water over their heads. Whereas 
this may be normal in English performances of Shakespeare, 
and direct interaction with the audience was certainly so in 
Shakespeare’s day, it challenged many students’ ideas about 

   beyond the language barrier
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“ the Japanese public in general does not have 
many opportunities to see actual plays either in 
the original language or in Japanese translation.”
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what a Shakespeare play should be – and many of them wrote 
in their reports that, consequently they found the play’s style 
accessible and entertaining. Another aspect of the production 
that surprised them was the fact that Romeo was played by 
a black actor, Natey Jones. In Jones’ view, the universality of 
Shakespeare’s tragedy transcends racial boundaries: “There 
could be no denying that there was a level of fascination of 
Romeo looking different to what many students expected,” 
he said, “but (…) it is a story about love and I guess once 
that is believable nothing else matters.” The students said 
that seeing Jones playing Romeo felt a little different at first. 
As they became engaged in the story, nevertheless, they 
admired the actors regardless of their skin colors.

Reading the students’ reports, I became certain that seeing 
an actual Shakespeare play in the original language brought 
many benefits to the students. Even though most students 
found the language difficult to understand (they are not used 
to hearing “Thou art” instead of “You are,” or sonnets instead 
of prose), the play was still accessible to them because of the 
actors’ facial expressions, body language, and tone of voice. 
With the help of these visual and tonal elements, alongside 
subtitles in modern Japanese projected onto screens at the 
side of the stage, the students could understand the play 
fairly easily. As one student wrote, “The performance was 
beyond the language barrier.” Even though the language 
itself was complicated, the students were still moved to hear 
famous lines such as “What’s in a name?” and “Parting is 
such sweet sorrow” beautifully spoken by the actors. They 
were also impressed by the metaphors in individual lines in 
the play, commenting “How they used love as a metaphor 
was so unique and amazing!” Hearing the beautiful lines and 
metaphors, many students were strongly motivated to study 
the English language harder.

In addition to the linguistic aspect, there were also historical 
and cultural benefits. The students could learn how British 
people in the Elizabethan Era dressed and behaved through 
the actors’ costumes, stage props, and movement, and 
thereby better understand cultural differences. Likewise, 

seeing how people danced, kissed and partied exposed the 
students to a different set of cultural norms. Interestingly, 
many students shyly admitted that they blushed when they 
saw Romeo and Juliet kiss, since kissing in public is taboo 
in Japan. The performance also provided the opportunity 
for the students to interact directly with the actors, at a 
tea party afterwards. One group asked Darius McStay, the 
actor playing Lord Capulet, why he carried a cane on stage, 
since in Japan we do not see such canes except as walking 
sticks for elderly people. He responded that it was a sign of 
the character’s wealth and status, which was a revelation to  
the students.

Not only the students but also the actors found the 
performance an educational intercultural exchange. McStay, 
who also played Benvolio, reported that although he was 
delighted by the warmth and attentiveness of Japanese 
audiences, he was surprised that they expected Shakespeare 
to be something very stiff and formal: “Shakespeare isn’t 
formal or serious,” he said. “In fact, Romeo & Juliet is one 
of his rudest plays – especially around sex. Nor are actors 
well behaved.” The actors were even asked to tone down the 
overt sexuality of Shakespeare’s bawdiness for the Japanese 
audience, even though they were often able to connect with 
the audience and break the ice by the very fact that they 
were being rude on stage. McStay commented that one of 
the most satisfying aspects of his experience was challenging 
Japanese audiences’ expectations about the Bard: “I feel 
we broke expectations of what Shakespeare is,” he said, 
“specifically what the story of Romeo & Juliet is as told by 
Shakespeare.” The show certainly worked that way since 
many students found the play accessible and entertaining, 
and even fresh. The actors succeeded in breaking the image 
of Shakespeare as “difficult” and telling us it is all right to 
enjoy his plays in a more relaxed way.

In Japan, Shakespeare is still considered formal and difficult, 
something only educated, “smart” people enjoy. People are 
also intimidated by the unfamiliar language and assume 
they will not understand the stories. What needs to be done 
to change this image is to create more opportunities for 
students and the general public to see Shakespeare’s plays 
actually performed, preferably by British actors. Once they 
know how to enjoy Shakespeare’s plots and language, more 
doors will be open for them. ITCL’s Romeo & Juliet not only 
fascinated our students but also inspired them to learn more 
about the English language and British history and culture. I 
hope more Japanese people will have such inspiring, inter-
cultural opportunities in the future.

“ one of the most satisfying aspects of his experience 
was challenging Japanese audiences’ expectations 
about the bard.”
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it was in the midst of an inspiring miles tandy 
workshop that i first considered the application 
of smell in the shakespeare classroom. our week 

long intensive unit with the education branch of the 
rsc had already supplied numerous creative classroom 
approaches and activities. at one point i was led, eyes 
closed, through a narrated word-carpet tour of prospero’s 
island. the exercise was enchanting, and i felt myself 
caught up in the imaginative play of childhood. I can really 
see it! i thought. I can feel it. I can hear it! I can smell—

But I couldn’t. I couldn’t smell anything. I stopped in my 
tracks (startling my very patient tour guide) and scrambled 
for my journal. In it I wrote: 

Why do we invest so much time equipping students 
to understand Shakespeare’s literary palette (this is a 
metaphor, this is an oxymoron, this is enjambment) and 
so little time equipping them to understand his sensory 
palette (this is a rose, this is sulphur, this  
is rosemary)?

It is a palette from which most students are now very much 
removed. Though an obvious shift away from agrarian sub-
sistence has occurred between Shakespeare’s time and 
our own, some might still expect students to have a basic 
familiarity with the smells of the world around them. Most 
do not. They do not even have the words to describe new 
smells when they encounter them. I know; I’ve checked.

I recently toured the Hey! Who Barded in Here?! workshop to 
fourteen California middle and high school classrooms and 
was disturbed to discover that while the majority of students 
were familiar with the scent of both bleach and gasoline 
(petrol), almost none could identify the scent of rosemary. 
The curriculum of their particular districts makes it likely that 
they will all study Hamlet before graduation, but when they 
read, “There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance” they won’t 
be imagining any plant or smell in particular. That doesn’t 
sound very memorable to me. 

Scent Circles were envisioned as a means to combat such 
sensory illiteracy. One part lecture, two parts performance, 
and three parts “show and smell”, this portion of the 
workshops introduced students to scents they rarely en-
counter – except perhaps when reading Shakespeare. 

Obtaining the materials for the project was sometimes more 
challenging than envisioned. For example, I phoned several 
florists only to experience variations of this same exchange:

“I need the strongest smelling violet variety you offer.”
“Ours are unscented.”
“What?”
“The violets we carry don’t smell.”
“But . . . isn’t smell sort of the point with violets?”

Not anymore, apparently. In order to cater to increased 
reports of allergies and sensitivities, many of the flowers we 
obtain from florists (at least here in California) are now being 
specifically bred or treated to have only a subtle olfactory 
presence or none at all. The same is true for roses. At one 
point in the workshop I shared with the students two scents 
at once: the crimson red and nearly odorless rose petals  
I purchased from a florist and the somewhat pale but sweetly-
scented ones I obtained from a San Francisco apothecary. 
The difference between the two rose samples was striking. 
I had asked students in their pre-workshop survey, “Are 
women like flowers?” and, “What is more important in a 
rose, appearance, or scent?” After experiencing the scent of 
real roses many asked if they could change their responses.

In the end I settled upon purchasing a vial of African Violet 
extract to use in the first workshops. Though somewhat 
anachronistic, this violet variety was a potent sensory 

   hey! who barded in here?!
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around them. Most do not. they do not even have 
the words to describe new smells when they 
encounter them.”
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experience that was new to most students. We discussed 
violet’s unique ability to numb scent receptors so that its 
fragrance seems to linger and depart, and what it might mean 
when Shakespeare’s Laertes compares a lover like Hamlet to 
violets. Students shared experiences from their own social 
lives to exemplify similarly fickle love. One wrote: 

“ A person I care about very much has a  
boyfriend whose love is like violet.” 

Perhaps the most memorable scent agent I shared was sulphur 
(brimstone). I warned the students that they were about to 
endure the extremities of Renaissance Hell, and described 
Lear’s haunting sulphurous pit. Reactions to the sulphur were 
delightfully histrionic as small groups of students gathered 
around to sniff at a tiny bottle and then mimed retching as 
they retreated to their respective rows. Now they know what 
every citizen of sixteenth and seventeenth century England 
likely knew: sulphur stinks.

I believe that revelations of this sort (violets are fleeting, roses 
are heavenly, sulphur is putrid), though seemingly obvious, 
can have a profound impact on the way that students 
understand and relate to Shakespeare’s descriptive language. 
His sensory world was in some ways much richer than our 
own, or at the very least it was different. For example, only 
one student in fourteen workshops (an Armenian) could 
correctly identify Frankincense tears. How many church-
attending teens in early modern England would likely have 
struggled to do so? Shakespeare wrote with a sensory range 

that our students simply haven’t experienced. I’d argue that 
without a full sensory palette of this kind, there is little hope 
of fully enjoying the plays, let alone understanding them. 

Students seemed to agree with me. After the workshops 
several wrote about their new understanding of lines from 
Hamlet, Julius Caesar, and Romeo and Juliet. Many shared 
personal stories relating to the scents we studied, demon-
strating the sort of emotional connection-building that 
suggests they might now have a deeper connection with 
Renaissance poetry when they encounter it. One wrote: 

“ I think it was cool that we got to smell  
the Renaissance.” 

 
Very cool. Also stinky, sweet, odorous, reeking, aromatic, fetid, 
musky, perfumed, rank, redolent, malodorous, and fragrant. 
But very, very cool. 

I am still exploring the Hey! Who Barded in Here!? workshop 
and welcome insight from other educators. For more infor-
mation, please email: stephanieannfoster@gmail.com or visit 
www.stephanieannfoster.com.

“ i’d argue that without a full sensory palette of 
this kind, there is little hope of fully enjoying 
the plays, let alone understanding them.”
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