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Bell Shakespeare is Australia’s national theatre company specialising in Shakespeare 
and the classics. The company was founded by John Bell AO in 1990 with the aim of 
making Shakespeare and live performance accessible to all Australians, regardless 
of geographic location or socio-economic disadvantage. Bell Shakespeare is proud 
to deliver Australian theatre’s most comprehensive and wide-reaching education 
program, which operates in 89% of Australian electorates and is delivered to more 
than 80,000 students and teachers face to face each year. 

The national program includes in-school performances by The Players, student 
workshops, Artist in Residence, community and outreach work, the Regional 
Teacher Mentorship, scholarships for regional students, work experience, and a 
renowned Juvenile Justice program. Bell Shakespeare uses Shakespeare as a 
vehicle for self-reflection and transformation: as Ophelia says in Hamlet, “We know 
what we are, but know not what we may be.”

To this day, Shakespeare remains unrivalled in his ability to understand humanity.  
By holding up a mirror to nature, he shone a light on our glories and flaws,  
and explored what it means to be human. This powerful show for senior students 
uses key speeches and scenes from across Shakespeare’s canon  
to chart representations of individual and collective human experiences.  
Shakespeare: The Human Experience connects students’ own experiences with  
the universality of Shakespeare’s characters, and the wider world around them.

Shakespeare: The Human Experience does not follow the course of one 
Shakespeare play or character, rather, the play takes one fictional character on a 
journey through the human experience in all its forms, through Shakespeare’s plays.

This means that we witness one character experiencing the full range of the  
human experience, from youthful wonder, innocence and first love, through to 
extreme experiences of guilt, grief, loss, hate, prejudice, persecution and rebellion. 
Though the journey is not all dark, as we know the human experience is one of  
light and shade. Within this journey the character also experiences empathy, 
courage and mercy. Throughout, we witness how individual and collective  
human experiences differ. We are able to see the complexity and anomalies in 
human behaviour, and the paradoxes existing often within the same experience.  
The journey ends with facing the end of life, as we must all do one day.

Ultimately, the show asks the question – what makes us human? How is human 
behaviour represented and interpreted across a range of Shakespeare’s plays?  
And how can we connect personally with the human experience, through 
Shakespeare’s characters?
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We know that humans are complex beings, and that no human experience  
is the same. What we can rely on is that during our lives, we will encounter  
significant experiences that shape our identities, influence our behaviours  
and our way of thinking. Some of these experiences will be positive, some  
will be negative, and some experiences will be both positive and negative  
in various ways (often paradoxes and inconsistencies of human behaviour  
and experiences). Some may be very individual experiences, and some  
may be collective, in that they are shared with others.

Some significant human experiences are:

• Friendship

• Growing up

• School and study

• Falling in love

• Losing a loved one

• Getting married

• Relationship breakdown (friendship or romantic)

• Getting a first job or dream job

• Leaving home

• Becoming a parent

• Moving to a different town or country

• Hurting another, or being hurt

• Betraying another, or being betrayed

• Bullying

• Forgiving another

• Ambition

• Being a leader

• Defeat 

• Triumph, success

• Prejudice

• Crisis

• Ageing

• Facing death, end of life

And yet, this list does not encompass the entire human experience, nor does it 
speak to a universal human experience. Humans may encounter some, many, or  
all of these things, or experiences outside of this list. And within each experience, 
humans will feel a range of emotions.

Psychologist Dr Robert Plutchik proposed that there are eight primary emotions  
that serve as foundations for other emotions. He believed these to be:

• Joy
• Trust

HUMAN 
EXPERIENCES
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• Fear
• Surprise
• Sadness
• Disgust
• Anger
• Anticipation

In addition to these primary emotions, humans also experience secondary  
and further emotions as a direct result of the experience. For example, a  
person may feel annoyance and aggression as a further extension of anger. 
Comparatively, a person may feel serenity and optimism as a further extension  
of joy. Plutchik created the Wheel of Emotions in 1980 to demonstrate how he 
believed emotions are related. There is, of course, a myriad of different emotions 
that humans can experience, in addition to this chart.

Every character in Shakespeare’s plays, whether in a comedy, tragedy, history  
play or other, has their own unique human experience. In living these experiences, 
each character feels a range of emotions. In writing Shakespeare: The Human 
Experience, we have selected excerpts from 13 of Shakespeare’s plays, 
demonstrating the vast breadth of experiences available to us, through  
these incredible characters.

Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions (1980)
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Shakespeare wrote about characters from across society — from Kings, Queens,  
and nobility, to those of much lower social stature. What is clear from his vast 
breadth of work, is his determination to show that one’s status in society does  
not affect what one experiences. Kings and Queens are just as susceptible to  
the full range of human experiences and emotions as those occupying a lower  
rung in society.

Shakespeare was revolutionary in the way he represented human beings  
on stage. Before Shakespeare’s plays, writers often presented characters as 
two-dimensional and audiences were very familiar with this. In Shakespeare’s  
time, audiences would be able to easily identify which characters were ‘good’  
and which characters were ‘evil.’ Plays were often didactic, conveying a message  
or moral. These ‘Morality Plays’ were often performed on church steps to further 
emphasise religious messages. Through their writing, playwrights made it very  
clear what they wanted the audience to think or feel. There was no room for  
nuance or interpretation. This is not to say that humans in Shakespeare’s day  
were less complex than they are now, but the way they were depicted on stage  
by other writers was incredibly simplistic.

Consider then the writing of Shakespeare, introduced into this audience’s frame  
of mind. From black-and-white portrayals of good and evil, suddenly audiences 
were presented with characters like Hamlet and Macbeth. These characters deliver 
soliloquies about moral dilemmas, right and wrong, asking questions and debating 
themselves within the same speech. They decide to act a certain way and then do 
the complete opposite. These characters are flawed, inconsistent, and remarkably 
‘human.’ Shakespeare delivered to his audience a true-to-life depiction of humans  
in all their complexity. His characters are driven by a range of emotions, often 
competing emotions, making for engaging and complex drama. Shakespeare’s  
plays cover a range of themes and ideas, but he was an expert in leaving his  
stories open to interpretation and debate, rather than telling us what to think.  
That is a reason why, to this day, Shakespeare’s plays are still discussed and  
studied and hotly contested in terms of subject matter and meaning.

We often think that Shakespeare’s great legacy is his language, however his  
ability to write three-dimensional humans also had a revolutionary impact on  
modern literature and art.

HUMANS AS 
REPRESENTED  
BY SHAKESPEARE
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There are many plays featured in Shakespeare: The Human Experience,  
giving insight into the vast scope of the human experience as represented  
in Shakespeare’s work. The plays are featured in the order below, and some  
have more than one excerpt:

As You Like It

The story: Rosalind is the daughter of a Duke who has been usurped and banished 
by his brother and who now lives in the Forest of Arden. Rosalind remains in court 
until she too is banished. Her cousin Celia decides to run away with her to the 
Forest, with Rosalind disguised as a man named Ganymede. In the Forest they 
encounter many characters including Orlando, the man Rosalind is in love with,  
who doesn’t recognise her. Stories collide, confusion is rife, and eventually  
Rosalind reveals her true identity. She and Orlando marry, Rosalind’s father  
reclaims his crown and order is restored.

Important characters: Rosalind, Orlando, Celia, Duke Senior, Jaques, Touchstone

Famous line: 

All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
Act 2, Scene 7

The Tempest

The story: Prospero, the former Duke of Milan, has been shipwrecked on a remote 
island with his young daughter Miranda. Sent helpless to sea by his brother Antonio 
who usurped his position as Duke, Prospero plans to take revenge. Whilst on the 
island for many years, Prospero becomes a sorcerer with magical powers, and 
commands Ariel, his servant, and Caliban, his slave. He arranges a huge storm,  
or tempest, to shipwreck his brother Antonio, the King of Naples, the King’s son 
Ferdinand, and others on the island. Ferdinand meets Miranda and the two fall in 
love, while the other characters get caught up in plots of their own and Prospero’s 
tricks. Prospero eventually reveals his true identity to them and renounces magic, 
sets Ariel free, and returns to Milan and his dukedom. A magical mix of romance, 
revenge, wizardry, comedy and drama.

Important characters: Prospero, Miranda, Ariel, Caliban, Ferdinand, Antonio, Alonso  

Famous line: 

We are such stuff as dreams are made on
Act 4, Scene 1

Romeo and Juliet

The story: Set in Verona, Italy, Romeo and Juliet from the feuding families of 
Montague and Capulet, fall in love and marry in secret. Juliet’s Nurse and the  
local Friar are the only two other characters aware of the marriage, and make  
plans to help the young lovers be together. However, in the ongoing feud,  
Juliet’s cousin Tybalt murders Romeo’s friend Mercutio. In revenge, Romeo  
kills Tybalt and is banished from Verona. Juliet’s parents, unaware of her marriage  
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to Romeo, arrange her immediate marriage to Paris. The young couple plan to 
escape Verona with the help of the Friar. When their plans fail, they take their lives, 
prompting the two families to promise to reconcile and end the war between them.

Important characters: Romeo, Juliet, Mercutio, Tybalt, Nurse, Friar, Lord Capulet, 
Benvolio, Prince Escalus

Famous line: 

O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?
Act 2, Scene 2

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The story: One of Shakespeare’s classic comedies, the play follows three 
interconnecting stories about young lovers, fairies, and a group of mechanicals  
or tradesmen who are amateur actors. The human world and the fairy worlds 
combine with hilarious and magical results, when a group of people head into  
the forest one night. Oberon, King of the fairies, and his servant Puck, play tricks  
on Titania, Queen of the fairies, some unsuspecting young lovers, and Bottom the 
weaver (a mechanical). After much confusion, all is set right in the end. The pairs  
of young lovers marry, and Bottom, now reunited with his theatre troupe, performs  
at the wedding celebration.

Important characters: Titania, Oberon, Hermia, Helena, Demetrius, Lysander, 
Bottom, Quince, Puck

Famous line: 

The course of true love never did run smooth.
Act 1, Scene 1

King John

The story: King John is challenged for the throne by his young nephew, Arthur,  
who joins with France and leads a rebellion against him. Arthur’s mother Constance, 
the widow of King John’s brother Geffrey, believes her son has the right to the 
throne. While a peace settlement is initially made between the two armies, the  
war continues. During one battle Arthur is captured, and when he tries to escape, 
he falls to his death. King John is accused of murder and loses his crown, before 
reclaiming it under the Pope’s control. Conflict between England and France rages 
on, before John is poisoned and succeeded by his son, King Henry III.

Important characters: King John, King Philip, Arthur, Constance, Cardinal Pandulph 

Famous line: 

Grief fills the room up of my absent child
Act 3, Scene 4

Hamlet

The story: Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, discovers that his father, the King, has 
died, and his uncle Claudius has married his mother Gertrude, becoming the new 
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King and Queen. When the ghost of Hamlet’s father visits him, the ghost tells him 
that Claudius murdered him to take the crown. Hamlet sets about a plan for revenge 
on his uncle and pretends to be mad. However, Hamlet faces many personal and 
philosophical issues that delay his plan, and he only kills Claudius in the final scene 
of the play, before he is killed himself.

Important characters: Hamlet, Gertrude, Claudius, Ophelia, Laertes, Polonius

Famous line: 

To be or not to be, that is the question.
Act 3, Scene 1

Macbeth

The story: Macbeth, a general in the Scottish army, is given a prophecy by  
three witches that he will one day become King of Scotland. With the help of  
his ambitious wife, Lady Macbeth, he speeds fate and murders King Duncan, 
becoming King himself. After Duncan’s murder, Macbeth is plagued with fear,  
guilt and doubt, leading him to commit more dark deeds. He arranges the murder  
of his friend Banquo, and his rival Macduff’s entire family. Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth’s relationship breaks down, and one night she is reported dead. Macbeth 
revisits the three witches to gain more knowledge, and they give him a new series 
of prophecies that warn of his demise. Macduff and Malcolm, Duncan’s son and the 
rightful King, lead an army against Macbeth and storm his castle. Macbeth is killed 
and order is returned to Scotland.

Important characters: Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Macduff, Banquo, King Duncan, 
Weird Sisters (Witches)

Famous line:

Is this a dagger which I see before me?
Act 2, Scene 1

Richard III 

The story: Set in England, Richard III is brother to King Edward. He was born  
with physical deformities and is mocked by his own family and those around  
him because of them. The play follows Richard’s ruthless plan to take the  
crown, murdering almost everyone in his path. He woos and marries the widow,  
Lady Anne, despite her knowing that Richard murdered her husband, and later 
arranges her murder. He arranges the murder of his brother Clarence, a number of 
noblemen, and even his young nephews who he imprisons in the Tower of London.  
Richard eventually becomes King of England, but not longer after, an army rises up 
against him in the Battle of Bosworth. He is killed and order is restored, with peace 
between the houses of York and Lancaster.

Important characters: Richard III, King Edward IV, Duchess of York, Queen Elizabeth, 
Clarence, Lady Anne, Buckingham
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Famous line: 

A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse!
Act 5, Scene 4

Othello

The story: Othello is a general in the Venetian army, and the husband of 
Desdemona. Othello has promoted a member of his army, Michael Cassio,  
to Lieutenant, which angers the Ensign Iago. In revenge, Iago constructs a  
plan to deceive Othello into thinking Desdemona has been unfaithful to him  
with Cassio. As Iago unravels his plan, he enlists the help of his unwitting wife, 
Emelia, Desdemona’s friend and gentlewoman. Othello is convinced of the lie,  
and racked with jealousy, he murders his innocent wife. Iago’s wicked plot is 
uncovered, and Emilia realises that she unwittingly helped her husband. Iago 
murders Emelia and Othello kills himself. Iago is captured and refuses to speak.

Important characters: Othello, Iago, Desdemona, Emilia, Cassio, Brabantio

Famous line:

  O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; 
It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock 
The meat it feeds on.
Act 3, Scene 3

Sir Thomas More

The story: Sir Thomas More is a play credited to a number of playwrights, of which 
Shakespeare was one. The play is based on events in the life of More, the Lord 
Chancellor of England during the reign of Henry VIII. Shakespeare wrote scenes in 
the play that deal with foreigners arriving in London, sparking violent public protests. 
More is engaged to restore order to the populace, and he chooses to speak directly 
to the rioters, calling out their disgraceful behaviour as rebellion against the law and 
God. More is eventually executed, for opposition to King Henry VIII.

Famous line:

  This is the strangers’ case; 
And this your mountainish inhumanity.
Act 2, Scene 4

The Merchant of Venice

The story: Antonio is a wealthy merchant in Venice. His friend, Bassanio, wants  
to borrow money from him so he can win the hand of Portia, a much-admired 
woman with many suitors. Antonio, out of love for Bassanio, promises to lend  
him the money even though his wealth is tied up in investments at sea.  
Antonio borrows the money from Shylock, a Jewish money lender who agrees  
to the loan, even though Antonio and Shylock have long despised one another. 
Shylock proposes a bond of a ‘pound of flesh’ from Antonio, should the loan not  
be repaid. Bassanio wins Portia’s hand and heart, but Antonio’s ships are lost and 
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he cannot repay Shylock’s loan. A court case takes place where Portia, in disguise 
as a lawyer, wins the case against Shylock.  Shylock is forced to bequeath his 
fortune to his daughter, renounce his Jewish faith and convert to Christianity. 
Antonio receives news that his ships are in fact safe, returning to him his wealth. 

Important characters: Shylock, Antonio, Portia, Bassanio, Jessica, Lorenzo, 
Gratiano, Nerissa

Famous line: 

The quality of mercy is not strained
Act 4, Scene 1

Titus Andronicus

The story: Titus Andronicus is a general in the Roman army, who returns home  
after ten years of war. Out of 25 sons he has four remaining. He captures Tamora, 
Queen of the Goths, her three sons, and her lover, Aaron the Moor. Titus kills 
Tamora’s oldest son as a sacrifice to his dead sons, and she swears revenge. 
Tamora urges her sons Chiron and Demetrius to rape Lavinia, Titus’ daughter, and 
they violently cut off her hands and tongue so that she may not tell her father who 
her attackers were. Lavinia finds a way to reveal who they were, and Titus captures 
and kills Chiron and Demetrius and cooks them into a pie. He then invites Tamora to 
a feast, feeding her the pie. After they have eaten, Titus reveals the pie’s contents 
to Tamora’s horror. The play then ends in more murder and bloodshed, in what is 
Shakespeare’s bloodiest play by far.

Important characters: Titus Andronicus, Tamora, Lavinia, Saturninus, Aaron, 
Bassanius, Chiron, Demetrius

Famous line: 

Hark, villains! I will grind your bones to dust.
Act 5, Scene 2

Henry V

The story: This play is part of a series of plays in which Shakespeare wrote about 
King Henry V of England. This particular play follows Henry’s successful conquest of 
France at the Battle of Agincourt. It features some very famous speeches including 
when Henry rallies his troops for battle, and the prologue performed by the Chorus. 
Shakespeare shows how Henry has changed from a wild young man in Henry IV 
Parts I and II, to him as a mature man capable of leading his country. After the 
 battle, he woos and marries Princess Katharine of France.

Important characters: Henry V, Gloucester, Bedford, Princess Katharine, Falstaff

Famous line: 

Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more
Act 3, Scene 1
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DUKE SENIOR   Thou seest we are not all alone unhappy: 
This wide and universal theatre 
Presents more woeful pageants than the scene 
Wherein we play in.

JAQUES   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, 
His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 
Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms. 
And then the whining school-boy, with his satchel 
And shining morning face, creeping like snail 
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 
Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier, 
Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard, 
Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, 
Seeking the bubble reputation 
Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice, 
In fair round belly with good capon lined, 
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws and modern instances; 
And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts 
Into the lean and slipper’d pantaloon, 
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side, 
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide 
For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.

 Re-enter ORLANDO, with ADAM

DUKE SENIOR  Welcome. Set down your venerable burden, 
And let him feed.

ORLANDO I thank you most for him.

ADAM   So had you need: 
I scarce can speak to thank you for myself.

Jaques’ speech is very well known as a standalone piece, outside of the  
play. The opening line itself is certainly one of the most famous lines from 
Shakespeare’s entire canon.

As You  
Like It 
Jaques
Act 2, Scene 7 
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It can be read myriad ways: whether a lamentation on the futility and insignificance 
of a life, a rejoicing at the freedom that acceptance of that can bring, or maybe an 
observation of both the beauty and tragedy inherent and intertwined in every stage 
of life.

In the play so far, Jaques has proven himself to be a very melancholy character.  
At the beginning of this scene there are reports of him being in good spirits, which 
worries the Duke because he thinks it is a bad omen that someone so glum should 
suddenly appear happy.

When Jaques arrives he explains that he has been enlightened by a conversation 
with a fool and he has decided that he should quite like to become a fool because 
then he could speak his mind freely. He seems oblivious to the irony of his words.

The scene is interrupted by Orlando who is aggressive and upset. Orlando is 
surprised that the Duke and Jaques treat him gently, and after he leaves the  
Duke cites Orlando as an example for Jaques of how they are not the only  
ones who feel sadness, and that there are countless human stories unfolding 
concurrently to theirs. Jaques responds with one of the most quoted lines 
Shakespeare ever wrote.
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PROSPERO  [Aside]
  They are both in either’s powers; but this swift business
  I must uneasy make, lest too light winning
  Make the prize light.

  [To FERDINAND]
  One word more; I charge thee
  That thou attend me: thou dost here usurp
  The name thou owest not; and hast put thyself
  Upon this island as a spy, to win it
  From me, the lord on’t.

FERDINAND No, as I am a man.

MIRANDA There’s nothing ill can dwell in such a temple:
  If the ill spirit have so fair a house,
  Good things will strive to dwell with’t.

PROSPERO Follow me.
  Speak not you for him; he’s a traitor. Come;
  I’ll manacle thy neck and feet together:
  Sea-water shalt thou drink; thy food shall be
  The fresh-brook muscles, wither’d roots and husks
  Wherein the acorn cradled. Follow.

MIRANDA I might call him
  A thing divine, for nothing natural
  I ever saw so noble.

The tempest 
Miranda, 
Act 1, Scene 2

MIRANDA O, wonder!
  How many goodly creatures are there here!
  How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,
  That has such people in’t!

PROSPERO ‘Tis new to thee.

Miranda arrived on the island with her father, Prospero, when she was very young. 
She has almost no memory of a life before the island and has therefore had a very 
sheltered upbringing. Not only has she never seen another human being, but she 
doesn’t seem to have a sense that other human beings exist.

The first excerpt is from when Miranda sees Ferdinand for the first time. It becomes 
clear that it is part of Prospero’s plan that the two should fall in love, but he wants  
to make sure they do not fall in love too quickly. So while Prospero attempts to 
intercept their love, Miranda is dismayed that her father could possibly think 
anything bad about a creature as beautiful as Ferdinand.

The second excerpt is in a similar vein but comes from much later in the  
play. Miranda and Ferdinand have committed to each other in a ceremony.  
Suddenly the curtain is pulled back and the happy couple are revealed to  

Act 5, Scene 1



17Online ResourcesShakespeare: 
The Human Experience

ONLINE RESOURCES SHAKESPEARE: THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE © Bell Shakespeare 2022, unless otherwise indicated. 
Provided all acknowledgements are retained, this material may be used, reproduced, and communicated 
free of charge for non-commercial educational purposes within Australian and international schools.

King Alonso, Ferdinand’s father. Both Ferdinand and Alonso believed the  
other had perished in the sea, causing much surprise. At this same moment, 
Miranda is overcome to see so many other human beings for the first time.
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ROMEO [To a Servingman]
  What lady is that, which doth enrich the hand
  Of yonder knight?

SERVANT I know not, sir.

ROMEO  O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright! 
It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night 
Like a rich jewel in an Ethiope's ear; 
Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear! 
So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows, 
As yonder lady o'er her fellows shows. 
The measure done, I'll watch her place of stand,

  And, touching hers, make blessed my rude hand.
  Did my heart love till now? forswear it, sight!
  For I ne'er saw true beauty till this night.

ROMEO [To JULIET] 
  If I profane with my unworthiest hand
  This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:
  My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
  To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.

JULIET  Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
  Which mannerly devotion shows in this;
  For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch,
  And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.

ROMEO Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?

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

ROMEO  O, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do; 
They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.

JULIET  Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake.

ROMEO  Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take. 
Thus from my lips, by yours, my sin is purged.

JULIET  Then have my lips the sin that they have took.

ROMEO  Sin from thy lips? O trespass sweetly urged! 
Give me my sin again.

JULIET  You kiss by the book.

This is the first scene and dialogue between the star-crossed lovers, Romeo  
and Juliet. It is a scene of incredible romance yet danger at the same time.  
Romeo is wearing a mask to disguise the fact that he is attending a ball at his 

ROMEO AND 
JULIET 
Romeo, Juliet
Act 1, Scene 5
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enemy’s house. For this reason, Juliet does not know that he is from the rival 
Montague family. Juliet is the only daughter of the Capulet house, all eyes are  
on her, making this a very risky exchange for her. Juliet is also supposed to be 
giving attention to County Paris, a man her parents approve of for her hand in 
marriage. This brief scene takes place before they are interrupted by Juliet’s  
Nurse, and Juliet is whisked away. Yet the young couple has already fallen for  
each other, and soon they discover they are meant to be enemies.

Significantly, Shakespeare structures Romeo and Juliet’s first words to each other  
as a sonnet. It takes 14 lines, all in iambic pentameter, from Romeo’s first words to 
their first kiss. The fact that the young couple instantly speak to each other in an 
incredibly difficult verse structure, is Shakespeare’s sign that their union is meant  
to be, despite its tragic end.
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 Enter DEMETRIUS, HELENA, following him

DEMETRIUS I love thee not, therefore pursue me not.
  Where is Lysander and fair Hermia?
  The one I’ll slay, the other slayeth me.
  Thou told’st me they were stolen unto this wood;
  And here am I, and wode within this wood,
  Because I cannot meet my Hermia.
  Hence, get thee gone, and follow me no more.

HELENA You draw me, you hard-hearted adamant;
  But yet you draw not iron, for my heart
  Is true as steel: leave you your power to draw,
  And I shall have no power to follow you.

DEMETRIUS Do I entice you? do I speak you fair?
  Or, rather, do I not in plainest truth
  Tell you, I do not, nor I cannot love you?

HELENA And even for that do I love you the more.
  I am your spaniel; and, Demetrius,
  The more you beat me, I will fawn on you:
  Use me but as your spaniel, spurn me, strike me,
  Neglect me, lose me; only give me leave,
  Unworthy as I am, to follow you.
  What worser place can I beg in your love,--
  And yet a place of high respect with me,--
  Than to be used as you use your dog?

DEMETRIUS Tempt not too much the hatred of my spirit;
  For I am sick when I do look on thee.

HELENA And I am sick when I look not on you.

DEMETRIUS You do impeach your modesty too much,
  To leave the city and commit yourself
  Into the hands of one that loves you not;
  To trust the opportunity of night
  And the ill counsel of a desert place
  With the rich worth of your virginity.

HELENA Your virtue is my privilege: for that 
  It is not night when I do see your face, 
  Therefore I think I am not in the night;
  Nor doth this wood lack worlds of company,
  For you in my respect are all the world:
  Then how can it be said I am alone,
  When all the world is here to look on me?

DEMETRIUS I’ll run from thee and hide me in the brakes,
  And leave thee to the mercy of wild beasts.

A MIDSUMMER 
NIGHT’S DREAM
Helena, Demetrius
Act 2, Scene 1
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HELENA The wildest hath not such a heart as you.
  Run when you will, the story shall be changed:
  Apollo flies, and Daphne holds the chase;
  The dove pursues the griffin; the mild hind
  Makes speed to catch the tiger; bootless speed,
  When cowardice pursues and valour flies.

DEMETRIUS I will not stay thy questions; let me go:
  Or, if thou follow me, do not believe
  But I shall do thee mischief in the wood.

HELENA Ay, in the temple, in the town, the field,
  You do me mischief. Fie, Demetrius!
  Your wrongs do set a scandal on my sex:
  We cannot fight for love, as men may do;
  We should be woo’d and were not made to woo.

 Exit DEMETRIUS

  I’ll follow thee and make a heaven of hell,
  To die upon the hand I love so well.

This is the first scene between Helena and Demetrius in the play. We already know 
of Helena’s love for Demetrius, and his professed love for her best friend, Hermia. 
Helena has told Demetrius that Hermia has run away to the woods with Lysander, 
and Demetrius has pursued her, with Helena hot on his heels.

Despite Demetrius’ constant rebuffs of Helena, she cannot stop loving him even 
though it goes against her better judgement. She is drawn to him like a magnet,  
and her love is as joyful as it is painful for her, a great paradox. Demetrius’ language 
turns dark and threatening towards Helena, and in turn her language turns from 
longing to defence of herself and attack on his own behaviour. Yet when Demetrius 
exits the scene, Helena vows to keep chasing after him, even if it ends in her death. 
This is unrequited love in the extreme, a stark contrast to the love between Romeo 
and Juliet in their first scene together.
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KING PHILIP O fair affliction, peace!

CONSTANCE No, no, I will not, having breath to cry:
  O, that my tongue were in the thunder’s mouth!
  Then with a passion would I shake the world;
  And rouse from sleep that fell anatomy
  Which cannot hear a lady’s feeble voice,
  Which scorns a modern invocation.

CARD’ 
PANDULPH Lady, you utter madness, and not sorrow.

CONSTANCE Thou art not holy to belie me so;

KING PHILIP O fair affliction, peace!

CONSTANCE No, no, I will not, having breath to cry:
  O, that my tongue were in the thunder’s mouth!
  Then with a passion would I shake the world;
  And rouse from sleep that fell anatomy
  Which cannot hear a lady’s feeble voice,
  Which scorns a modern invocation.

CARD’ 
PANDULPH Lady, you utter madness, and not sorrow.

CONSTANCE Thou art not holy to belie me so;
  I am not mad: this hair I tear is mine;
  My name is Constance; I was Geffrey’s wife;
  Young Arthur is my son, and he is lost:
  I am not mad: I would to heaven I were!
  For then, ‘tis like I should forget myself:
  O, if I could, what grief should I forget!

CARD’ 
PANDULPH You hold too heinous a respect of grief.

CONSTANCE He talks to me that never had a son.

KING PHILIP You are as fond of grief as of your child.

CONSTANCE Grief fills the room up of my absent child,
  Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,
  Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,
  Remembers me of all his gracious parts,
  Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form;
  Then, have I reason to be fond of grief?
  Fare you well: had you such a loss as I,
  I could give better comfort than you do.
  I will not keep this form upon my head,
  When there is such disorder in my wit.
  O Lord! my boy, my Arthur, my fair son!

KING JOHN 
Constance, Cardinal 
Pandulph, King Philip
Act 3, Scene 4
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  My life, my joy, my food, my all the world!
  My widow-comfort, and my sorrows’ cure!

Constance has lost everything: her husband Geffrey, who was once heir to  
the English throne, and Arthur, her son, who she believes is the rightful heir  
to the English throne. Arthur challenged his uncle, King John, for the throne  
but was kidnapped and sentenced to death. When he tried to escape, Arthur  
fell to his death.

In this scene Constance addresses the men in the scene because it was  
their push for Arthur to take the throne that caused the war, and his capture. 
Significantly, there are no other women in this scene. None of the men can 
empathise with a mother’s loss, and they dismiss her as overly emotional.  
The responses Constance receives debase and devalue the depth of her  
grief, showing scant understanding of what it is to lose a child. The men  
remark that her behaviour is not from sorrow, rather madness, enraging  
Constance and amplifying her grief.
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KING  
CLAUDIUS Take thy fair hour, Laertes; time be thine,
  And thy best graces spend it at thy will!
  But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son,--

HAMLET [Aside]  
  A little more than kin, and less than kind.

KING  
CLAUDIUS How is it that the clouds still hang on you?

HAMLET Not so, my lord; I am too much i’ the sun.

QUEEN 
GERTRUDE Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off,
  And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.
  Do not for ever with thy vailed lids
  Seek for thy noble father in the dust:
  Thou know’st ‘tis common; all that lives must die,
  Passing through nature to eternity.

HAMLET Ay, madam, it is common.

QUEEN  
GERTRUDE If it be, 
  Why seems it so particular with thee?

HAMLET Seems, madam! nay it is; I know not ‘seems.’

  ‘Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,
  Nor customary suits of solemn black,
  Nor windy suspiration of forced breath,
  No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,
  Nor the dejected ‘havior of the visage,
  Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief,
  That can denote me truly: these indeed seem,
  For they are actions that a man might play:
  But I have that within which passeth show;
  These but the trappings and the suits of woe.

KING  
CLAUDIUS ‘Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet,
  To give these mourning duties to your father:
  But, you must know, your father lost a father;
  That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound
  In filial obligation for some term
  To do obsequious sorrow: but to persever
  In obstinate condolement is a course
  Of impious stubbornness; ‘tis unmanly grief;
  It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,

Hamlet  
Hamlet, Gertrude, 
Claudius
Act 1, Scene 2
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  A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,
  An understanding simple and unschool’d:
  For what we know must be and is as common
  As any the most vulgar thing to sense,
  Why should we in our peevish opposition
  Take it to heart? Fie! ‘tis a fault to heaven,
  A fault against the dead, a fault to nature,
  To reason most absurd: whose common theme
  Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried,
  From the first corse till he that died today,
  ‘This must be so.’ We pray you, throw to earth
  This unprevailing woe, and think of us
  As of a father: for let the world take note,
  You are the most immediate to our throne;
  And with no less nobility of love
  Than that which dearest father bears his son,
  Do I impart toward you. For your intent
  In going back to school in Wittenberg,
  It is most retrograde to our desire:
  And we beseech you, bend you to remain
  Here, in the cheer and comfort of our eye,
  Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son.

QUEEN  
GERTRUDE Let not thy mother lose her prayers, Hamlet:
  I pray thee, stay with us; go not to Wittenberg.

HAMLET I shall in all my best obey you, madam.

KING  
CLAUDIUS Why, ‘tis a loving and a fair reply:
  Be as ourself in Denmark. Madam, come;
  This gentle and unforced accord of Hamlet
  Sits smiling to my heart: in grace whereof,
  No jocund health that Denmark drinks today,
  But the great cannon to the clouds shall tell,
  And the king’s rouse the heavens all bruit again,
  Re-speaking earthly thunder. Come away.

 Exeunt all but HAMLET

HAMLET O, that this too too solid flesh would melt
  Thaw and resolve itself into a dew!
  Or that the Everlasting had not fix’d
  His canon ‘gainst self-slaughter! O God! God!
  How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable,
  Seem to me all the uses of this world!
  Fie on’t! ah fie! ‘tis an unweeded garden,
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  That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature
  Possess it merely. That it should come to this!
  But two months dead: nay, not so much, not two:
  So excellent a king; that was, to this,
  Hyperion to a satyr; so loving to my mother
  That he might not beteem the winds of heaven
  Visit her face too roughly. Heaven and earth!
  Must I remember? why, she would hang on him,
  As if increase of appetite had grown
  By what it fed on: and yet, within a month--
  Let me not think on’t--Frailty, thy name is woman!--
  A little month, or ere those shoes were old
  With which she follow’d my poor father’s body,
  Like Niobe, all tears:--why she, even she--
  O, God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason,
  Would have mourn’d longer--married with my uncle,
  My father’s brother, but no more like my father
  Than I to Hercules: within a month:
  Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears
  Had left the flushing in her galled eyes,
  She married. O, most wicked speed, to post
  With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!
  It is not nor it cannot come to good:
  But break, my heart; for I must hold my tongue.

This is Hamlet’s first scene, in which he delivers his first soliloquy. We meet  
Hamlet when he is deep in mourning for his recently deceased father, and at the 
same time confounded by his mother’s swift marriage to his uncle. At this moment 
in the play he has no reason to suspect his uncle Claudius of foul play, nor that his 
father was murdered. He has not yet met the Ghost of Old Hamlet. Interestingly, 
Hamlet’s first line is delivered directly to the audience, not in soliloquy, but an  
aside. This immediately casts Hamlet as both character and metatheatrical guide  
for the play, establishing his close connection with the audience from the outset.

Hamlet begins playing with language from his first line – “A little more than kin and 
less than kind”. In this wordplay he suggests the word “king” and that Claudius is 
less than kind in behaviour, as well as perhaps lacking a certain degree of humanity, 
ie: not of human “kind.”

The metatheatrical tone continues in Hamlet’s “seems” speech. From the outset, 
Hamlet is obsessed with the idea of creating a character, “seeming” a certain way. 
He is fascinated with the idea that it is possible that a person’s external behaviour 
could be different to what is in their heart, as was Shakespeare’s audience.  
He seems simultaneously filled with awe and disgust.

Claudius’ mention of “unmanly grief” is resonant of the contributions from the  
men in the previous scene from King John. Hamlet’s first soliloquy sums up his 
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predicament, his character, and foreshadows his action (or inaction) in the rest  
of the play. Hamlet’s soliloquy is reflective of his state of mind, and his inability  
to reconcile his grief with his anger. He constantly interrupts himself, confuses  
the details of the events, and critically, compresses the time between his  
father’s funeral and his mother’s wedding.
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MACBETH I have no spur
  To prick the sides of my intent, but only
  Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself
  And falls on the other.

 Enter LADY MACBETH

  How now! what news?

LADY  
MACBETH He has almost supp'd: why have you left the chamber?

MACBETH Hath he ask'd for me?

LADY  
MACBETH Know you not he has?

MACBETH We will proceed no further in this business:
  He hath honour'd me of late; and I have bought
  Golden opinions from all sorts of people,
  Which would be worn now in their newest gloss,
  Not cast aside so soon.

LADY 
MACBETH Was the hope drunk
  Wherein you dress'd yourself? hath it slept since?
  And wakes it now, to look so green and pale
  At what it did so freely? From this time
  Such I account thy love. Art thou afeard
  To be the same in thine own act and valour
  As thou art in desire? Wouldst thou have that
  Which thou esteem'st the ornament of life,
  And live a coward in thine own esteem,
  Letting 'I dare not' wait upon 'I would,'
  Like the poor cat i' the adage?

MACBETH Prithee, peace:
  I dare do all that may become a man;
  Who dares do more is none.

LADY  
MACBETH What beast was't, then,
  That made you break this enterprise to me?
  When you durst do it, then you were a man;
  And, to be more than what you were, you would
  Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place
  Did then adhere, and yet you would make both:
  They have made themselves, and that their fitness now
  Does unmake you. I have given suck, and know
  How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me:
  I would, while it was smiling in my face,

Macbeth, 
Macbeth,  
Lady Macbeth
Act 1, Scene 7
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  Have pluck'd my nipple from his boneless gums,
  And dash'd the brains out, had I so sworn as you
  Have done to this.

MACBETH If we should fail?

LADY  
MACBETH We fail!
  But screw your courage to the sticking-place,
  And we'll not fail.

Macbeth has received a prophecy that he will one day be King of Scotland,  
from the Weird Sisters. He shares the news with his equally ambitious wife,  
Lady Macbeth, who suggests they speed fate and murder the current King,  
Duncan. Just before this scene, Macbeth delivers a soliloquy in which he debates 
murdering Duncan, before resolving not to do it. Immediately, Lady Macbeth enters 
the scene and Macbeth tells her he has decided against the murder.  Within this 
very brief scene, she uses a variety of persuasive tactics to ultimately change his 
mind back to their original plan. She calls into question his masculinity, his love for 
her, his cowardice, and finally, refers to a private grief. Lady Macbeth talks of a child 
in their past that has died, and an incredibly violent image of harming that baby, 
tipping Macbeth back over to her side of the argument.
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CLAUDIUS O, my offence is rank it smells to heaven;
  It hath the primal eldest curse upon’t,
  A brother’s murder. Pray can I not,
  Though inclination be as sharp as will:
  My stronger guilt defeats my strong intent;
  And, like a man to double business bound,
  I stand in pause where I shall first begin,
  And both neglect. What if this cursed hand
  Were thicker than itself with brother’s blood,
  Is there not rain enough in the sweet heavens
  To wash it white as snow? Whereto serves mercy
  But to confront the visage of offence?
  And what’s in prayer but this two-fold force,
  To be forestalled ere we come to fall,
  Or pardon’d being down? Then I’ll look up;
  My fault is past. But, O, what form of prayer
  Can serve my turn? ‘Forgive me my foul murder’?
  That cannot be; since I am still possess’d
  Of those effects for which I did the murder,
  My crown, mine own ambition and my queen.
  May one be pardon’d and retain the offence?
  In the corrupted currents of this world
  Offence’s gilded hand may shove by justice,
  And oft ‘tis seen the wicked prize itself
  Buys out the law: but ‘tis not so above;
  There is no shuffling, there the action lies
  In his true nature; and we ourselves compell’d,
  Even to the teeth and forehead of our faults,
  To give in evidence. What then? what rests?
  Try what repentance can: what can it not?
  Yet what can it when one can not repent?
  O wretched state! O bosom black as death!
  O limed soul, that, struggling to be free,
  Art more engaged! Help, angels! Make assay!
  Bow, stubborn knees; and, heart with strings of steel,
  Be soft as sinews of the newborn babe!
  All may be well.

Claudius is wracked with guilt for the murder of his brother, the old King Hamlet.  
This scene of prayer takes place only moments after Claudius has fled from the 
Players’ performance organised by Hamlet to reveal his guilt. But Claudius did  
not go straight to the chapel. He has found time to remind Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern that they must escort Hamlet to England – a journey from which, 
Claudius hopes, Hamlet will not return.

In this speech Claudius counters his feelings of guilt with the things he has won  
– his crown, and his new wife, Queen Gertrude. Though Claudius is desperate to  

Hamlet
Claudius
Act 3, Scene 3
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shed his feelings of guilt and remorse, he is not willing to let go of what he has 
gained. His speech is littered with religious imagery and antithesis, matching the 
push and pull of his conscience. His guilt even manifests itself physically, in that  
he has to command his knees to bend so he may kneel and pray. He cannot 
reconcile earthly desire with spiritual purity.

There are obvious resonances of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in this speech —  
“is there not rain enough in the sweet heavens to wash it white as snow?”/ 
“Will all great neptune’s ocean wash this blood clean from my hand?” Macbeth  
also suffers from a similar conflict between this life and the one “to come.” 
Claudius, like Macbeth, is also “stepp’d in so far” that he concludes the only 
solution to his problem is to kill again.



32Online ResourcesShakespeare: 
The Human Experience

ONLINE RESOURCES SHAKESPEARE: THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE © Bell Shakespeare 2022, unless otherwise indicated. 
Provided all acknowledgements are retained, this material may be used, reproduced, and communicated 
free of charge for non-commercial educational purposes within Australian and international schools.

GLOUCESTER Now is the winter of our discontent
  Made glorious summer by this sun of York;
  And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house
  In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.
  Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths;
  Our bruised arms hung up for monuments;
  Our stern alarums changed to merry meetings,
  Our dreadful marches to delightful measures.
  Grim-visaged war hath smooth’d his wrinkled front;
  And now, instead of mounting barbed steeds
  To fright the souls of fearful adversaries,
  He capers nimbly in a lady’s chamber
  To the lascivious pleasing of a lute.
  But I, that am not shaped for sportive tricks,
  Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass;
  I, that am rudely stamp’d, and want love’s majesty
  To strut before a wanton ambling nymph;
  I, that am curtail’d of this fair proportion,
  Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
  Deformed, unfinish’d, sent before my time
  Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,
  And that so lamely and unfashionable
  That dogs bark at me as I halt by them;
  Why, I, in this weak piping time of peace,
  Have no delight to pass away the time,
  Unless to spy my shadow in the sun
  And descant on mine own deformity:
  And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover,
  To entertain these fair well-spoken days,
  I am determined to prove a villain
  And hate the idle pleasures of these days.
  Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous,
  By drunken prophecies, libels and dreams,
  To set my brother Clarence and the king
  In deadly hate the one against the other:
  And if King Edward be as true and just
  As I am subtle, false and treacherous,
  This day should Clarence closely be mew’d up,
  About a prophecy, which says that ‘G’
  Of Edward’s heirs the murderer shall be.
  Dive, thoughts, down to my soul: here
  Clarence comes.

This is the opening speech of the play, and so once again Shakespeare gives us 
another character playing the role of villain, narrator, chorus, and prologue, all in 

Richard III 
Richard
Act 1, Scene 1
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one. The character of Richard III was already familiar to Elizabethan audiences.  
He appeared in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, telling the audience at the end of that  
play that he would wreak havoc. The audience would have been excited to see  
him return and see what plays out.

Richard is less complex and ambiguous than Iago, another of Shakespeare’s 
‘villains’, and it is reflected in his verse. He is one of Shakespeare’s early career 
villains, indeed he refers to himself as a ‘vice’ (the evil stock character of  
medieval morality plays) so his verse is much more regular and less complex.

Richard’s hatred of “nature” in this speech is matched perhaps only by the 
Macbeths, and Shakespeare carefully weaves a fine line throughout the play 
between the two sides of the nature vs nurture argument. It is difficult to  
determine whether Richard’s character is purely a product of his upbringing  
and ill treatment from his mother, because he clearly relishes so much in his  
ill nature and villainy.



34Online ResourcesShakespeare: 
The Human Experience

ONLINE RESOURCES SHAKESPEARE: THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE © Bell Shakespeare 2022, unless otherwise indicated. 
Provided all acknowledgements are retained, this material may be used, reproduced, and communicated 
free of charge for non-commercial educational purposes within Australian and international schools.

IAGO  My noble lord--

OTHELLO What dost thou say, Iago?

IAGO  Did Michael Cassio, when you woo’d my lady,
  Know of your love?

OTHELLO He did, from first to last: why dost thou ask?

IAGO  But for a satisfaction of my thought;
  No further harm.

OTHELLO Why of thy thought, Iago?

IAGO  I did not think he had been acquainted with her.

OTHELLO O, yes; and went between us very oft.

IAGO  Indeed!

OTHELLO Indeed! ay, indeed: discern’st thou aught in that?

  Is he not honest?

IAGO  Honest, my lord!

OTHELLO Honest! ay, honest.

IAGO  My lord, for aught I know.

OTHELLO What dost thou think?

IAGO  Think, my lord!

OTHELLO Think, my lord!
  By heaven, he echoes me,
  As if there were some monster in his thought
  Too hideous to be shown. Thou dost mean something:
  I heard thee say even now, thou likedst not that,
  When Cassio left my wife: what didst not like?
  And when I told thee he was of my counsel
  In my whole course of wooing, thou criedst ‘Indeed!’
  And didst contract and purse thy brow together,
  As if thou then hadst shut up in thy brain
  Some horrible conceit: if thou dost love me,
  Show me thy thought.

IAGO  My lord, you know I love you.

OTHELLO I think thou dost;
  And, for I know thou’rt full of love and honesty,
  And weigh’st thy words before thou givest them breath,
  Therefore these stops of thine fright me the more:
  For such things in a false disloyal knave
  Are tricks of custom, but in a man that’s just
  They are close delations, working from the heart
  That passion cannot rule.

Othello  
Othello, Iago
Act 3, Scene 3
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IAGO  For Michael Cassio,
  I dare be sworn I think that he is honest.

OTHELLO I think so too.

IAGO  Men should be what they seem;
  Or those that be not, would they might seem none!

OTHELLO Certain, men should be what they seem.

IAGO  Why, then, I think Cassio’s an honest man.

OTHELLO Nay, yet there’s more in this:
  I prithee, speak to me as to thy thinkings,
  As thou dost ruminate, and give thy worst of thoughts
  The worst of words.

IAGO  Good my lord, pardon me:
  Though I am bound to every act of duty,
  I am not bound to that all slaves are free to.
  Utter my thoughts? Why, say they are vile and false;
  As where’s that palace whereinto foul things
  Sometimes intrude not? who has a breast so pure,
  But some uncleanly apprehensions
  Keep leets and law-days and in session sit
  With meditations lawful?

OTHELLO Thou dost conspire against thy friend, Iago,
  If thou but think’st him wrong’d and makest his ear
  A stranger to thy thoughts.

IAGO  I do beseech you--
  Though I perchance am vicious in my guess,
  As, I confess, it is my nature’s plague
  To spy into abuses, and oft my jealousy
  Shapes faults that are not--that your wisdom yet,
  From one that so imperfectly conceits,
  Would take no notice, nor build yourself a trouble
  Out of his scattering and unsure observance.
  It were not for your quiet nor your good,
  Nor for my manhood, honesty, or wisdom,
  To let you know my thoughts.

OTHELLO What dost thou mean?

IAGO  Good name in man and woman, dear my lord,
  Is the immediate jewel of their souls:
  Who steals my purse steals trash; ‘tis something, nothing;
  ‘Twas mine, ‘tis his, and has been slave to thousands:
  But he that filches from me my good name
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  Robs me of that which not enriches him
  And makes me poor indeed.

OTHELLO By heaven, I’ll know thy thoughts.

IAGO  You cannot, if my heart were in your hand;
  Nor shall not, whilst ‘tis in my custody.

OTHELLO Ha!

IAGO  O, beware, my lord, of jealousy;
  It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock
  The meat it feeds on; that cuckold lives in bliss
  Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger;
  But, O, what damned minutes tells he o’er
  Who dotes, yet doubts, suspects, yet strongly loves!

OTHELLO O misery!

IAGO  Poor and content is rich and rich enough,
  But riches fineless is as poor as winter
  To him that ever fears he shall be poor.
  Good heaven, the souls of all my tribe defend
  From jealousy!

OTHELLO Why, why is this?
  Think’st thou I’ld make a lie of jealousy,
  To follow still the changes of the moon
  With fresh suspicions? No; to be once in doubt
  Is once to be resolved: exchange me for a goat,
  When I shall turn the business of my soul
  To such exsufflicate and blown surmises,
  Matching thy inference. ‘Tis not to make me jealous
  To say my wife is fair, feeds well, loves company,
  Is free of speech, sings, plays and dances well;
  Where virtue is, these are more virtuous:
  Nor from mine own weak merits will I draw
  The smallest fear or doubt of her revolt;
  For she had eyes, and chose me. No, Iago;
  I’ll see before I doubt; when I doubt, prove;
  And on the proof, there is no more but this,--
  Away at once with love or jealousy!

IAGO  I am glad of it; for now I shall have reason
  To show the love and duty that I bear you
  With franker spirit: therefore, as I am bound,
  Receive it from me. I speak not yet of proof.
  Look to your wife; observe her well with Cassio;
  Wear your eye thus, not jealous nor secure:
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  I would not have your free and noble nature,
  Out of self-bounty, be abused; look to’t:
  I know our country disposition well;
  In Venice they do let heaven see the pranks
  They dare not show their husbands; their best conscience
  Is not to leave’t undone, but keep’t unknown.

OTHELLO Dost thou say so?

IAGO  She did deceive her father, marrying you;
  And when she seem’d to shake and fear your looks,
  She loved them most.

OTHELLO And so she did.

IAGO  Why, go to then;
  She that, so young, could give out such a seeming,
  To seal her father’s eyes up close as oak-
  He thought ‘twas witchcraft--but I am much to blame;
  I humbly do beseech you of your pardon
  For too much loving you.

OTHELLO I am bound to thee for ever.

IAGO  I see this hath a little dash’d your spirits.

OTHELLO Not a jot, not a jot.

IAGO  I’ faith, I fear it has.
  I hope you will consider what is spoke
  Comes from my love. But I do see you’re moved:
  I am to pray you not to strain my speech
  To grosser issues nor to larger reach
  Than to suspicion.

OTHELLO I will not.

IAGO  Should you do so, my lord,
  My speech should fall into such vile success
  As my thoughts aim not at. Cassio’s my worthy friend--
  My lord, I see you’re moved.

OTHELLO No, not much moved:
  I do not think but Desdemona’s honest.

IAGO  Long live she so! and long live you to think so!

In this scene we witness Iago, the master manipulator, plant the seeds of  
suspicion and jealousy in Othello’s mind. At this point Iago’s plan is in full swing.  
He has orchestrated Cassio’s dismissal from his position of Lieutenant and he has 
just advised Cassio to seek assistance from Desdemona. Iago is going to use her 
pleading on Cassio’s behalf to help him plant more seeds of jealousy in Othello’s 
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mind. There is something about Iago’s buffoonery and lack of subtlety in this scene 
that makes it all the more disheartening for an audience when Othello is sucked in 
to the lie. Iago at first seems bumbling and ridiculous. His none too subtle attempts 
to plant thoughts In Othello’s mind more often than not illicit a laugh from the 
audience and we are convinced that no reasonable person could possibly be 
convinced. But Othello is, and it is all the more devastating for an audience  
to watch, because moments ago we were laughing at the ridiculousness of it.  
Iago’s sophistication is his ability to drop ideas and ask questions to lure Othello  
in, as if baiting a fish. At the outset of the scene, Othello has no reason to distrust 
his wife or Cassio. Yet by the end of the scene he is imagining, and starting to 
believe, the worst.
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ALL  Peace, peace.

SIR THOMAS 
MORE   Look, what you do offend you cry upon, 

That is, the peace. Not one of you here present, 
Had there such fellows lived when you were babes, 
That could have topped the peace, as now you would, 
The peace wherein you have till now grown up 
Had been ta’en from you, and the bloody times 
Could not have brought you to the state of men. 
Alas, poor things, what is it you have got, 
Although we grant you get the thing you seek?

GEORGE  
BETTS   Marry, the removing of the strangers, which cannot choose  

but much advantage the poor handicrafts of the city.

SIR THOMAS
MORE   Grant them removed, and grant that this your noise 

Hath chid down all the majesty of England; 
Imagine that you see the wretched strangers, 
Their babies at their backs and their poor luggage, 
Plodding to the ports and coasts for transportation, 
And that you sit as kings in your desires, 
Authority quite silent by your brawl 
And you in ruff of your opinions clothed; 
What had you got? I’ll tell you. You had taught 
How insolence and strong hand should prevail, 
How order should be quelled; and by this pattern 
Not one of you should live an aged man, 
For other ruffians, as their fancies wrought, 
With self same hand, self reasons, and self right, 
Would shark on you, and men like ravenous fishes 
Would feed on one another.

DOLL  
WILLIAMSON Before God, that’s as true as the Gospel.

JOHN  
LINCOLN Nay, this is a sound fellow, I tell you. Let’s mark him.

SIR THOMAS
MORE   Let me set up before your thoughts, good friends, 

On supposition; which if you will mark, 
You shall perceive how horrible a shape 
Your innovation bears. First, ’tis a sin 
Which oft the apostle did forewarn us of, 

SIR THOMAS 
MOORE  
Sir Thomas More
Act 2, Scene 4
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Urging obedience to authority; 
And ’twere no error, if I told you all, 
You were in arms against your God himself.

ALL   Marry, God forbid that!

SIR THOMAS 
MORE   Nay, certainly you are; 

For to the king God hath his office lent 
Of dread, of justice, power and command, 
Hath bid him rule, and willed you to obey; 
And, to add ampler majesty to this, 
He hath not only lent the king his figure, 
His throne and sword, but given him his own name, 
Calls him a god on earth. What do you, then, 
Rising ’gainst him that God himself installs, 
But rise against God? What do you to your souls 
In doing this? O, desperate as you are, 
Wash your foul minds with tears, and those same hands, 
That you like rebels lift against the peace, 
Lift up for peace, and your unreverent knees, 
Make them your feet to kneel to be forgiven! 
Tell me but this. What rebel captain, 
As mutinies are incident, by his name 
Can still the rout? Who will obey a traitor? 
Or how can well that proclamation sound, 
When there is no addition but a rebel 
To qualify a rebel? You’ll put down strangers, 
Kill them, cut their throats, possess their houses, 
And lead the majesty of law in line, 
To slip him like a hound. Say now the king 
(As he is clement, if th’ offender mourn) 
Should so much come to short of your great trespass 
As but to banish you, whether would you go? 
What country, by the nature of your error, 
Should give you harbor? Go you to France or Flanders, 
To any German province, to Spain or Portugal, 
Nay, any where that not adheres to England,— 
Why, you must needs be strangers. Would you be pleased 
To find a nation of such barbarous temper, 
That, breaking out in hideous violence, 
Would not afford you an abode on earth, 
Whet their detested knives against your throats, 
Spurn you like dogs, and like as if that God 
Owed not nor made not you, nor that the claimants 
Were not all appropriate to your comforts, 
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But chartered unto them, what would you think 
To be thus used? This is the strangers’ case; 
And this your mountanish inhumanity.

ALL  Faith, ’a says true. Let’s do as we may be done to.

JOHN  
LINCOLN  We’ll be ruled by you, Master More, if you’ll stand our friend to 

procure our pardon.

SIR THOMAS 
MORE   Submit you to these noble gentlemen, 

Entreat their mediation to the king, 
Give up yourself to form, obey the magistrate, 
And there’s no doubt but mercy may be found, 
If you so seek. 
To persist in it is present death. But, if you 
Yield yourselves, no doubt what punishment 
You in simplicity have incurred, his highness 
In mercy will most graciously pardon.

ALL  We yield, and desire his highness’ mercy.

Sir Thomas More was written by a number of playwrights, believed to be six in  
total, of which Shakespeare was one. This scene and in particular this speech,  
is believed to be Shakespeare’s only contribution. It is significant because the 
speech is the only surviving play script to contain Shakespeare’s handwriting.  
The play was highly censored, in part because of its depiction of riots in London 
streets, for fear it would stir up civil unrest and bad behaviour. It is believed that  
this scene, in which More quells the riot, was an attempt to please the censors. 
Despite this it is believed that the play was never actually performed during the  
era in which it was written. The most recent production, and perhaps the play’s  
first performance, was presented in 1964 at Nottingham Playhouse with Ian 
McKellen in the title role.

While the play itself has not enjoyed much of a performance history, this speech 
has stood on its own and seems particularly modern and relevant to current world 
events. In the speech, More gives an impassioned plea for the plight of immigrants 
and displaced people arriving and living in London. In the play, two French 
immigrants attempt a sexual assault, enraging a group of Londoners. There are 
widespread riots in the streets of London, immigrants are fleeing and their houses 
are being burnt down. This would have been familiar to Shakespeare’s audience at 
the start of the 17th century. There was a great deal of tension in the city regarding 
overcrowding caused by immigration and whenever times were especially hard, 
immigrants were a particularly popular target.

The rioters refuse to listen to anybody except More. He paints an incredibly vivid 
picture of the plight of the immigrants that are being run out of town. But more 
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convincing to the crowd is More’s assertion that essentially amounts to “live by  
the sword, die by the sword.” In other words, he asks the crowd that if they resort 
to these kinds of actions, what is to stop somebody else in the future from doing 
the same thing to them? He paints a picture of anarchy and lawlessness where 
“men, like ravenous fishes, would feed on one another.” If this occurred, and the 
crowd was driven out of their homes with nowhere to turn, how could they expect 
to be welcomed and protected by any other territory when they have been so 
inhospitable? More’s words encourage his audience to put themselves in the  
shoes of those they persecute, and to question their own behaviour in light of this.
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DESDEMONA  O, these men, these men! 
Dost thou in conscience think,--tell me, Emilia,-- 
That there be women do abuse their husbands 
In such gross kind?

EMILIA  There be some such, no question.

DESDEMONA Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?

EMILIA  Why, would not you?

DESDEMONA No, by this heavenly light!

EMILIA  Nor I neither by this heavenly light; I might do’t as well i’ the dark.

DESDEMONA Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?

EMILIA  The world’s a huge thing: it is a great price for a small vice.

DESDEMONA In troth, I think thou wouldst not.

EMILIA   In troth, I think I should; and undo’t when I had done. Marry, I would 
not do such a thing for a joint-ring, nor for measures of lawn, nor for 
gowns, petticoats, nor caps, nor any petty exhibition; but for the 
whole world,--why, who would not make her husband a cuckold to 
make him a monarch? I should venture purgatory for’t.

DESDEMONA  Beshrew me, if I would do such a wrong 
For the whole world.

EMILIA   Why the wrong is but a wrong i’ the world: and having the world  
for your labour, tis a wrong in your own world, and you might  
quickly make it right.

DESDEMONA I do not think there is any such woman.

EMILIA   Yes, a dozen; and as many to the vantage as would store the world 
they played for. 
But I do think it is their husbands’ faults 
If wives do fall: say that they slack their duties, 
And pour our treasures into foreign laps, 
Or else break out in peevish jealousies, 
Throwing restraint upon us; or say they strike us, 
Or scant our former having in despite; 
Why, we have galls, and though we have some grace, 
Yet have we some revenge. Let husbands know 
Their wives have sense like them: they see and smell 
And have their palates both for sweet and sour, 
As husbands have. What is it that they do 
When they change us for others? Is it sport? 
I think it is: and doth affection breed it? 
I think it doth: is’t frailty that thus errs? 
It is so too: and have not we affections, 

Othello  
Emilia
Act 4, Scene 3
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Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have? 
Then let them use us well: else let them know, 
The ills we do, their ills instruct us so.

DESDEMONA  Good night, good night: heaven me such uses send, 
Not to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend!

Othello is a play dominated by males; there are only three female characters,  
and none of them have any real agency in their lives or world. Desdemona and 
Emilia are both pawns in Iago’s plan to take down Othello, and both lose their lives 
because of it. In this scene, the two women speak privately about men and women, 
their behaviours, ambitions and actions. It is a bold speech from Emilia, but it is 
spoken behind closed doors in private to another woman.

Emilia is making the point that women are driven by very similar forces to those that 
drive men. She argues, why should women be held to a higher standard of virtue? 
Why shouldn’t women be able to make the same excuses for their poor behaviour 
as men can? The speech could be read as a warning to the men in the audience,  
a call to arms to the women in the audience, or both. Emilia may be searching for 
some solidarity from Desdemona, an ally, somebody to relieve her of the burden  
of virtue. Someone to agree that women have the capacity for evil, and that  
doesn’t make you inhuman. That women are entitled to as broad a range of  
human emotions and behaviours as their “husbands.”

There is a fascinating battle in this scene between verse and prose, and it is  
won in the strangest way. Throughout the scene Emilia is trying to speak in  
prose, traditionally the form of an honest, raw conversation, but Desdemona 
resolutely stays in more formal, guarded verse. These are two abused women, 
talking about examples of abuse they say are hypothetical. Emilia is trying 
desperately to speak openly while Desdemona is doing everything she can to 
maintain, and in doing so, perpetuate, the expectations on women in their society.
An added complication is the difference in status between the two women, and  
how inappropriate it is for Emilia to speak so frankly to Desdemona. Emilia’s tactic 
then is to take Desdemona’s formal, slightly removed way of speaking and turn it 
into evocative, heart wrenching verse. In borrowing Desdemona’s way of speaking  
in the use of verse over her usual prose, perhaps Emilia believes this will sway 
Desdemona to her side of the argument.
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SHYLOCK My own flesh and blood to rebel!

SOLANIO Out upon it, old carrion! rebels it at these years?

SHYLOCK I say, my daughter is my flesh and blood.

SALARINO  There is more difference between thy flesh and hers than between 
jet and ivory; more between your bloods than there is between red 
wine and rhenish. But tell us, do you hear whether Antonio have had 
any loss at sea or no?

SHYLOCK  There I have another bad match: a bankrupt, a prodigal, who dare 
scarce show his head on the Rialto; a beggar, that was used to 
come so smug upon the mart; let him look to his bond: he was  
wont to call me usurer; let him look to his bond: he was wont to  
lend money for a Christian courtesy; let him look to his bond.

SALARINO  Why, I am sure, if he forfeit, thou wilt not take his flesh: what's that 
good for?

SHYLOCK  To bait fish withal: if it will feed nothing else, it will feed my revenge. 
He hath disgraced me, and hindered me half a million; laughed at  
my losses, mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my 
bargains, cooled my friends, heated mine enemies; and what's his 
reason? I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, 
organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the 
same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same 
diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the 
same winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we  
not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if you poison us, do  
we not die? and if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are  
like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. If a Jew wrong a 
Christian, what is his humility? Revenge. If a Christian wrong a Jew, 
what should his sufferance be by Christian example? Why, revenge.  
The villany you teach me, I will execute, and it shall go hard but I  
will better the instruction.

This is another example of a speech that has somewhat transcended the play  
that it is part of Shylock’s words, along with the loan of “a pound of flesh”, are 
well-known and often quoted. Shylock is a Jewish money lender who has loaned a 
sum of money to Antonio, who in turn has loaned the money to his friend Bassanio. 
Shylock and Antonio have long despised one another, and at the time of lending, 
Shylock proposed the bond be a pound of Antonio’s flesh should he not repay the 
money. Antonio agreed to the seemingly laughable request, confident he would 
repay the money easily. But Antonio’s fortune is lost when his ships sink, and he 
finds himself in this court scene where Shylock demands what he is owed.

In the scene Shylock is initially teased about his daughter, Jessica, who has  
run away from his house with her lover, Lorenzo. But when it becomes clear that 

THE MERCHANT 
OF VENICE 
Shylock
Act 3, Scene 1
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Antonio’s ships are in trouble the tone of the scene changes. Salarino suggests  
that surely Shylock won’t go through with taking a pound of flesh from Antonio,  
but Shylock insists that he will. We get an insight into where Shylock’s fury and  
desire for revenge comes from.

There are definitely echoes of Emilia here in “the villainy you teach me I will execute”. 
The moral complexity of Shylock’s speech is true of much of Shakespeare’s writing. 
Shylock appeals for understanding that people of the Jewish faith are still human 
beings and deserve to be treated as such. However, he concludes by saying that 
that equality should extend to the right to be as villainous as those that are villainous 
to him. The expertise of Shakespeare’s writing is such that suddenly the audience 
finds itself supporting someone’s determination to be vengeful. 

Added to the echoes of Emilia is a dash of Iago and a pinch of Richard III.  
Shylock is indeed determined to get his revenge. The extraction of a pound of  
flesh will mean death for Antonio, but Shylock provides two arguments in response.  
The first is that he is not being villainous at all, he proposed a contract, Antonio 
signed it willingly, therefore he is merely enforcing the law. The second is that he  
is entitled to revenge for the way Antonio has treated him. This speech is viewed 
therefore as both a passionate and moving cry for equality, as well as a call for 
justice and revenge.
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HAMLET  To be, or not to be, that is the question, 
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer 
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep; 
No more; and by a sleep to say we end 
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks 
That flesh is heir to, ‘tis a consummation 
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep; 
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub; 
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, 
Must give us pause: there’s the respect 
That makes calamity of so long life; 
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time, 
The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely, 
The pangs of despised love, the law’s delay, 
The insolence of office and the spurns 
That patient merit of the unworthy takes, 
When he himself might his quietus make 
With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear, 
To grunt and sweat under a weary life, 
But that the dread of something after death, 
The undiscover’d country from whose bourn 
No traveller returns, puzzles the will 
And makes us rather bear those ills we have 
Than fly to others that we know not of? 
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all; 
And thus the native hue of resolution 
Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought, 
And enterprises of great pith and moment 
With this regard their currents turn awry, 
And lose the name of action.

In writing this speech, Shakespeare created what is arguably the most famous line 
in Western literature, and certainly one of his best-known soliloquies. It is a portrait 
of a man grappling with the known challenges of life versus the unknown challenges 
in death. Significantly, Shakespeare breaks his own rules with iambic pentameter in 
this speech, with lines of varying syllables throughout. Importantly, the opening few 
lines are all eleven syllables, instantly putting the rhythm off his words off-kilter, 
telling us volumes about his state of mind. Hamlet is not clear-sighted or determined 
in this moment, and his meter tells us so.

Hamlet fulfils the archetypical roles of Renaissance Prince and revenging 
protagonist with such distinctiveness and complexity that centuries of individuals 
have felt as if he is speaking directly to, or even about them. This in spite of the  

Hamlet
  Hamlet 
Act 3, Scene 1
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fact that, within the confines of the play, we never get to meet the person we might 
think of as the ‘real’ Hamlet. That is, when the play begins his personality is already 
marred by grief and repressed anger, so the audience never has the opportunity to 
see who he was prior to the play’s events.

Watching Hamlet is observing the emergence of the modern, fully intellectually  
and emotionally engaged human being. His identity as a student of Germany’s 
Wittenberg University is carefully defined by Shakespeare early in the play, laying  
the ground for the depth of his philosophical contemplation as the saga unfolds. 
Wittenberg was the seat of ‘humanist’ thought. The ‘humanist’ is optimistic that 
human understanding has endless scope and that the power of thought can be 
developed toward a full understanding of the purpose of life. Hamlet expands 
beyond the received wisdom of the humanist, however. He vigorously debates 
ethics, metaphysics and human behaviours throughout the play but it can be 
argued that he grows to reject humanism. He replaces his search for wisdom  
and insight with the thought that life in fact has no purpose, and an acceptance  
that death cannot be understood, only experienced.
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  Enter the KING

WESTMORELAND  O that we now had here 
But one ten thousand of those men in England 
That do no work today!

KING HENRY V   What's he that wishes so? 
My cousin Westmoreland? No, my fair cousin: 
If we are mark'd to die, we are enough 
To do our country loss; and if to live, 
The fewer men, the greater share of honour. 
God's will! I pray thee, wish not one man more. 
By Jove, I am not covetous for gold, 
Nor care I who doth feed upon my cost; 
It yearns me not if men my garments wear; 
Such outward things dwell not in my desires: 
But if it be a sin to covet honour, 
 I am the most offending soul alive. 
No, faith, my coz, wish not a man from England: 
God's peace! I would not lose so great an honour 
As one man more, methinks, would share from me 
For the best hope I have. O, do not wish one more! 
Rather proclaim it, Westmoreland, through my host, 
That he which hath no stomach to this fight, 
Let him depart; his passport shall be made 
And crowns for convoy put into his purse: 
We would not die in that man's company 
That fears his fellowship to die with us. 
This day is called the feast of Crispian: 
He that outlives this day, and comes safe home, 
Will stand a tip-toe when the day is named, 
And rouse him at the name of Crispian. 
He that shall live this day, and see old age, 
Will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbours, 
And say 'Tomorrow is Saint Crispian:' 
Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars. 
And say 'These wounds I had on Crispin's day.' 
Old men forget: yet all shall be forgot, 
But he'll remember with advantages 
What feats he did that day: then shall our names. 
Familiar in his mouth as household words 
Harry the king, Bedford and Exeter, 
Warwick and Talbot, Salisbury and Gloucester, 
Be in their flowing cups freshly remember'd. 
This story shall the good man teach his son;

Henry V
King Henry V
Act 4, Scene 3
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   And Crispin Crispian shall ne'er go by, 
From this day to the ending of the world, 
But we in it shall be remember'd; 
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; 
For he today that sheds his blood with me 
Shall be my brother; be he ne'er so vile, 
This day shall gentle his condition: 
And gentlemen in England now a-bed 
Shall think themselves accursed they were not here, 
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks 
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin's day.

The Battle of Agincourt — 25 October, 1415 — is known as St Crispin’s Day.  
On this day, the English forces were hopelessly outnumbered by the French 
army, yet managed to win possibly the most famous victory in English military 
history. King Henry V actually did fight alongside his men and this is thought to  
have contributed significantly to morale.

In this scene Henry listens to his men’s fears at how vastly outnumbered they  
are by the opposition, and how they wish there were more English troops to fight 
alongside them. Henry expertly turns this train of thought around and tells them  
they should be pleased that they number so few because they will be the ones  
who will be covered in glory. He tells them that they will become part of an 
exclusive “band of brothers” that other men will wish they were present to be a  
part of. Henry is persuasive, charismatic, and an expert orator, winning over his  
men and changing their minds, so much so that by the end of the scene 
Westmoreland is wishing that it was just he and Henry taking on the French.

This speech is the crowning glory of a character that has taken on mythical 
proportions. Not only in terms of Shakespeare, but in history more broadly,  
and what it contributed to national spirit and the narrative of what it meant to  
be “English.” Shakespeare was well aware of this, and the power of myth making 
more broadly, and so, it seems, is Henry. It is sometimes difficult for a modern 
audience to keep the bigger picture in mind, so often do we see and hear this 
speech out of context. However, we should remember that before he was  
Henry V, he was Hal (in Henry IV Parts 1 & 2) who previously stated that he  
was an expert in reading a situation and knew how to manipulate his audience  
to get what he wanted.

In Henry IV Part 1, Hal specifically references rhetorical techniques that we see  
him use in this famous speech. He tells us he knows exactly how to play with men’s 
emotions and control their perception of him. He is proud of his ability to, in just 
“one quarter of an hour,” ingratiate himself to any class or rank of men. He is “the 
king of courtesy” and understands exactly how his audience responds when he 
very intentionally addresses them by name. One would not suggest for a second 
that Henry is being in any way misleading or disingenuous in this scene, yet there 
can be little doubt that Shakespeare wants his audience to remember his previous 
behaviour and comments.
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The Merchant 
of Venice
Portia
Act 4, Scene 1

DUKE  Antonio and old Shylock, both stand forth.

PORTIA Is your name Shylock?

SHYLOCK Shylock is my name.

PORTIA  Of a strange nature is the suit you follow; 
Yet in such rule that the Venetian law 
Cannot impugn you as you do proceed. 
You stand within his danger, do you not?

ANTONIO Ay, so he says.

PORTIA Do you confess the bond?

ANTONIO I do.

PORTIA Then must the Jew be merciful.

SHYLOCK On what compulsion must I? tell me that.

PORTIA  The quality of mercy is not strain’d, 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest; 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes: 
‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes 
The throned monarch better than his crown; 
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, 
The attribute to awe and majesty, 
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 
But mercy is above this sceptred sway; 
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 
It is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God’s 
When mercy seasons justice. Therefore, Jew, 
Though justice be thy plea, consider this, 
That, in the course of justice, none of us 
Should see salvation: we do pray for mercy; 
And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 
The deeds of mercy. I have spoke thus much 
To mitigate the justice of thy plea; 
Which if thou follow, this strict court of Venice 
Must needs give sentence ‘gainst the merchant there.

Antonio believes his ships have been wrecked and so he cannot repay his debt  
to Shylock. Shylock is therefore owed the penalty, a pound of Antonio’s flesh,  
which will mean certain death to Antonio. As the loan has been sanctioned by  
the law, Shylock will take Antonio’s life and he is within his legal rights to do so. 
Portia, Bassanio’s new bride, and her companion Nerissa, have disguised 
themselves as a lawyer and clerk and travelled to Venice to sit in judgement on  
the case. Shylock insists that Antonio pay the penalty for defaulting on the loan. 
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Even when Bassanio promises ten times the original sum Shylock is single  
minded, and so Portia implores Shylock to be merciful.

Portia emphasises the benefits of mercy for both the receiver and the giver.  
She advocates for the seasoning of justice with some mercy. She characterises 
justice as a cold, inhuman function and mercy as bringing humans, she claims, 
closer to God. The irony, of course, is that moments later, Portia and other 
characters in the court room scene show none of either. Their actions, after 
Shylock is defeated, seem not only unjust but entirely devoid of mercy.

Portia outsmarts Shylock. She says he can take a “pound of flesh” from Antonio’s 
body but that the law prohibits him from taking any of his blood. She also says  
that Shylock must take exactly one pound, and not take one ounce more or less.  
If he does either of these things, Shylock will lose all his possessions and be put  
to death. With no way around this, Shylock agrees to take the repayment he is  
owed and forego the penalty, but Portia denies him even this. She states that 
because he refused the repayment earlier he is now obligated to take only the 
penalty of the pound of flesh, or nothing. When Shylock is defeated and agrees to 
forego even the principle, Portia is unrelenting. She enacts a little-known Venetian 
law that means that because of the way Shylock has tried to take the life of Antonio, 
he will now lose all his belongings. Furthermore, Antonio insists that Shylock 
renounce his Jewish faith and become a Christian.

Therefore, seen out of context, this speech is a stunning portrait of mercy,  
yet when seen in the context of the play, it is highly problematic.
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HORATIO You will lose this wager, my lord.

HAMLET  I do not think so: since he went into France, I 
have been in continual practise: I shall win at the 
odds. But thou wouldst not think how ill all’s here 
about my heart: but it is no matter.

HORATIO Nay, good my lord,--

HAMLET  It is but foolery; but it is such a kind of gain-giving, as would perhaps 
trouble a woman.

HORATIO  If your mind dislike any thing, obey it: I will forestall their repair hither, 
and say you are not fit.

HAMLET  Not a whit, we defy augury: there’s a special providence in the fall of 
a sparrow. If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be 
now; if it be not now, yet it will come: the readiness is all: since no 
man has aught of what he leaves, what is’t to leave betimes?

This line from Hamlet, in the play’s final act, stems directly from a biblical reference: 
Matthew 10:29, “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them  
will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care.” At this point in the play, Hamlet’s 
perspective on life has matured considerably and he has reconciled himself more 
with acceptance rather than constant resistance. Significantly, this is written in 
prose rather than verse.

Hamlet has spent the majority of the play struggling with his own action versus 
inaction, the end of life, and the unknown afterlife. In this brief yet meaningful 
exchange, Hamlet acknowledges to his friend, Horatio, that there will be a  
moment in time when things will happen. Whether we call it the will of God,  
or fate, or something else entirely, he says that is it is outside the realm of  
human knowledge or understanding. And if we can’t know it then it is essentially  
the same as it not existing at all. Hamlet has realised that the point is not to know, 
but to simply be ready. And part of being ready is to live your life rather than trying 
to strive for answers you may never find.

HAMLET
Hamlet
Act 5, Scene 2
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PRE-SHOW 
ACTIVITIES
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1) Make a list of 20 different human emotions (or more if you like!)

2) Make a list of five significant experiences from your life so far.

3)  For each of your life experiences, write what emotions you felt  
during that time. 

Refer to your list of emotions to help you.

4)  Note where your emotions were in opposition to each other, for example,  
where you may have felt joy and sadness within the same experience.  
(This tells you there is an anomaly, inconsistency or paradox in your feelings  
and experience)

5)  Choose one of your life experiences and write a soliloquy in your own  
personal voice. 

Within the soliloquy make reference to all the emotions you felt during this life 
experience. Remember that a soliloquy is a private speech shared with an audience, 
not a conversation with another human being or character. Soliloquies were used by 
Shakespeare as a way for characters to make sense of their own thoughts, feelings, 
actions and behaviours.

NB: If you had a life experience where you experienced opposing emotions, you 
may wish to choose this one to write about. This will make for more complex and 
interesting writing and drama!

ACTIVITY ONE: 
MY OWN 
SOLILOQUY
Critical thinking,  
creative writing,  
personal response
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1) Think about a film, TV show or book that you have recently watched or read.

Select one of the main characters who has a significant journey or storyline.

2)  Write down, in chronological order, the significant moments in that  
character’s life. 

Provide some detail for each moment making sure you answer the following:

• What happened?

• Who was involved? (Were any other characters involved?)

• How did it make the character feel? List any emotions they experienced.

• Was it a positive or negative experience? (Or was it both?)

3)  For each experience, identify one word and one visual icon to represent that 
experience in their life. (For example, if a character gets married, you may write 
the word ‘Marriage’ and draw a love heart icon)

4)  Draw a chart or graph or some other visual representation of the character’s 
life experiences on one page. 

Be as creative as you like. Ensure your visual representation shows the  
positive and negative experiences, as well as the range of emotions within  
each. Use colours and images as appropriate.

ACTIVITY TWO: 
CHARTING A LIFE
Critical and creative 
thinking, comprehension
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1)  Choose a common human experience, for example, falling in love or  
leaving home.

2)  Write down two different examples of that experience, from two different text 
types. You may choose from:

• A film

• A TV show

• A fictional novel

• A non-fiction novel

• A play

• A poem

Think of a character from each of your chosen texts, whose story includes your 
chosen experience.

3) Write about that experience, as lived by each of your characters.

Make a list of how their experiences are similar, and how they are different.  
For example, if you chose ‘leaving home’, one character might be leaving  
a volatile home situation, while another might leave a happy home to seek  
adventure in the wider world.

4)  For each of your characters, list the range of emotions they experience during 
this time in their lives.

5)  Write a short response explaining which character’s story you connect more  
to on a personal level, and why. 

You may not have experienced the same thing as them, however there will be 
elements of their story that you connect with personally.

EXTENSION ACTIVITY

Do the same activity choosing an emotion, instead of an experience. Find two 
characters who experience the same emotion, for example jealousy, in different 
ways and for different reasons. Make sure you once again select from different  
text types.

ACTIVITY THREE: 
ONE EXPERIENCE, 
TWO WAYS
Critical and creative 
thinking, comprehension, 
personal response
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POST-SHOW 
ACTIVITIES
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1)  As a class discussion, review the performance, recap knowledge and debate 
ideas represented.

Use the following questions to guide the discussion:

• How did the performance start? What was debated early on?

•  How did the central character’s journey begin? What did the other two characters 
do to start them on their journey?

•  What was the human experience represented? What do you remember from first  
to last?

• What emotions were represented or explored?

• What characters and plays were featured?

•  Which characters of plays were you not familiar with, or heard about for the first 
time during the performance?

•  What were some of the arguments between characters? What perspectives and 
different opinions did they reflect?

• What was your favourite part of the performance and why?

•  Which Shakespeare play or character featured in the performance, would you  
like to more about and why?

•  What surprised you about the performance? Did you make any discoveries 
watching the performance?

•  What do you believe were some of the key messages about the human 
experience, as presented in the show?

•  Did the performance make you think about your own life and experiences in a  
new way? Why/why not?

• How did the performance end? What was the conclusion the characters came to?

Write ideas and answers on the board as the discussion continues. Flag anything to 
explore in more detail for a later date.

2) Examine The Seven Ages of Man speech from As You Like It.

Do you think this is a good example of the human experience? Why/why not?

3)  Write a new version of The Seven Ages of Man speech. In writing your piece,  
do the following:

• Give your piece a new title

• Keep the structure of seven stages of life, but changes the stages as you see fit

• Write in your own voice and style, as suits your piece

ACTIVITY ONE:
POST-SHOW 
DISCUSSION  
& REWRITING  
THE AGES
Discussion, critical  
and creative thinking, 
creative writing
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1)  Choose one of Shakespeare’s characters from the performance.  
You may choose:

• Helena (A Midsummer Night’s Dream)

• Shylock or Portia (The Merchant of Venice)

• Henry V (Henry V)

• Constance (King John)

• Claudius or Hamlet (Hamlet)

• Richard III (Richard III)

• Emilia or Desdemona (Othello)

• Iago or Othello (Othello)

• Shylock (The Merchant of Venice)

• Romeo or Juliet (Romeo and Juliet)

• Macbeth or Lady Macbeth (Macbeth) 

• Miranda (The Tempest)

2)  Recap your knowledge on your chosen character’s experience as presented  
in the show. 

You may read the excerpt and commentary provided earlier in this pack.

3)  Choose two other significant experiences from your chosen character’s 
individual story, as written in Shakespeare’s play.

They can happen at any other point in the play. You now have three significant 
experiences from that character’s life.

4)  Write a short paragraph for each of the three experiences, outlining what 
happens and how it affects the character.

5)  Reviewing these three life experiences, note whether you think the character 
changed in any way. Pay attention to:

 • Their use of language

 • Their behaviours

 • Their actions

 • Their emotions

 • Their relationships with other characters

6)  Answer the question – Do you believe the character’s changes were driven by 
internal or external forces? 

Use evidence from the play (gathered in Q5) in your answer.

EXTENSION ACTIVITY

Choose a character in Shakespeare not represented in the performance and repeat 
the activity.

ACTIVITY TWO:
A LIFE  
OF CHANGE
Analysis, critical thinking, 
comprehension
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1) Choose one character’s experience that was featured in the show.

2) Explain how their society and context shaped that experience.

3) Now place that character in a contemporary context, in modern day. 

You can choose a different location, culture, and any other relevant details, but it 
must be present day. Answer the question, how would the character’s experience 
be different given their new context?

4)  Write a scene including that character, or a soliloquy for them, in this  
new context. 

The story can be of your own making, or expand or shed new light on their original 
story. You do not have to write in the style of Shakespeare. Give your piece and 
your character a tone and voice that suits your character and story.

5) Did the character’s experience change in any way? 

Was the outcome different? 

Did it become more positive, more negative, or stay the same?

5)  Present your piece to your class (involve your classmates if it is a scene!),  
and afterwards, share your thoughts on why you made the decisions you did 
about your chosen character.

ACTIVITY THREE: 
RE-WRITING  
A HUMAN 
EXPERIENCE
Creative and critical 
thinking, Creative  
writing, Drama


