
Now that you have watched Huw McKinnon’s tips on understanding Shakespeare, try these exercises to put 
some of the ideas discussed into practice.

1. Break into groups of 3 – 4. In your groups, read the attached soliloquy from Romeo and Juliet (see over). 
You could also use a different excerpt from another Shakespeare play.

2. Divide up the soliloquy, allocating a few lines to each person in your group.

3. Using a dictionary, go through your allocated lines of text and look up any words you don’t understand. 
Share with your group what you think the character is saying. What do you think the character is trying 
to convey with these words? Are you all in agreement? The most important thing is that your definition 
makes sense to you.

4. Highlight the verbs in the soliloquy in one colour and any images or imagery in a different colour. What do 
you notice about the verbs and the images Shakespeare is using in the soliloquy? Discuss as a group.

5. Listen to the sounds of the words in the soliloquy. Say the words out loud, emphasisng the vowels and 
the consonants. This may feel a little silly, but it’s important because Shakespeare is also conveying 
meaning through the sounds of the words. Are the sounds of the words long and smooth, or are they 
short and sharp, perhaps?

6. Next, focus on the emotions that are being conveyed in the soliloquy. How is the character feeling? What 
words give you the clues to what emotions are being felt by the character? How might you feel if you were 
in this situation?

Now that you have read the soliloquy carefully, looked up any unclear words, and focused on the language, 
verbs, images and emotions being conveyed, you should have a very good understanding of this piece of 
text.
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7. Finally, as your group, devise a way to present the soliloquy to your class. Make sure you use the images 
Shakespeare gives you in the text in your presentation. Ensure every person in the group gets allocated 
lines to say and is active in the performance. 

8. Present your performance to the class.

9. After you have seen the performances from your classmates, discuss the similarities and differences 
between the group performances. What was surprising? What was confusing? How did the performances 
make you feel? Did you discover anything about the character that was new, in watching other people’s 
performances and interpretations?

Extension activity:

After you have completed this exercise, try translating Shakespeare’s text into modern language. How might 
you convey the meaning using language you use every day? Don’t worry about translating the soliloquy word 
for word, it’s more important to translate the ideas and images in Shakespeare’s language. 

Romeo and Juliet – Act 2, Scene 2

Romeo Montague has fallen in love with Juliet Capulet at a masked ball. He has snuck away from his friends and 
into the property of the Capulets, the sworn enemies of the Montagues. While he is hiding in the darkness, he 
spots Juliet above…

ROMEO 
But, soft! what light through yonder window breaks? 
It is the east, and Juliet is the sun. 
Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon, 
Who is already sick and pale with grief, 
That thou her maid art far more fair than she: 
Be not her maid, since she is envious; 
Her vestal livery is but sick and green 
And none but fools do wear it; cast it off. 
It is my lady, O, it is my love! 
O, that she knew she were! 
She speaks yet she says nothing: what of that? 
Her eye discourses; I will answer it. 
I am too bold, ‘tis not to me she speaks: 
Two of the fairest stars in all the heaven, 
Having some business, do entreat her eyes 
To twinkle in their spheres till they return. 
What if her eyes were there, they in her head? 
The brightness of her cheek would shame those stars, 
As daylight doth a lamp; her eyes in heaven 
Would through the airy region stream so bright 
That birds would sing and think it were not night. 
See, how she leans her cheek upon her hand! 
O, that I were a glove upon that hand, 
That I might touch that cheek!
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