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Dear Educators, 

Touring acting companies already had a long history in Shakespeare’s time. Before 1576, there 
were no theaters in England, and so all actors would travel from town to town to perform their 
plays. Travel was difficult in Elizabethan England. Not only was the travel slow, but there were 
dangers of getting attacked by thieves or of catching the plague!

Traveling troupes of actors were sponsored by the nobility, who enjoyed the entertainment 
they provided. They would need a license from a Bailiff to be able to travel around England 
performing, and these licenses were only granted to the aristocracy for them to maintain their 
acting troupes. The actors also needed support from their patrons to be able to wear clothing 
of the nobility! England’s Sumptuary Laws prohibited anyone from wearing clothing above 
their rank unless they were given to them and approved by their noble patron. 

Today, much has changed in how we tour our Shakespearean plays, but there are still many 
similarities between our tour and those early acting troupes. We travel from town to town 
across the state of Washington, battling long drives, traffic, and snow in the mountain passes 
to get there safely and perform for the enjoyment of our audiences. We also could not do 
this tour without the generous support of our own sponsors, who help underwrite our travel, 
support scholarships for schools in need, and help us pay for costume and set upgrades. Just 
like the Elizabethan acting troupes, we could not do it without support from our generous, 
Shakespeare-loving patrons!

Thank you for booking a Seattle Shakespeare Company touring show at your school. We are thrilled 
to be able to continue in the tradition of the touring actor troupe, bringing theater to many schools 
and communities across our state. We hope that you and your students enjoy the show!

Best,
Michelle Burce
Education Director

seattleshakespeare.org/education
206-733-8228 ext. 251 or education@seattleshakespeare.org

Tour Sponsors
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Twelfth Night
On the shore of Illyria, Viola has survived a shipwreck but 
fears that her twin brother, Sebastian, has drowned. After 
learning about her new surroundings from the ship’s captain, 
Viola disguises herself as a young man and sets out to find 
employment from Duke Orsino.

Orsino has been sending messengers to court the Lady Olivia. 
He is convinced, from what he hears, that she is his ideal 
match. After Viola (disguised as ‘Cesario’) arrives at his court, 
it only takes a few days to become a favorite of Duke Orsino. 
The Duke imagines that ‘Cesario’s’ youthful face will appeal to 
Olivia and sends ‘him’ to woo her on his behalf. Viola dutifully 
takes on the task, even though she has fallen in love with 
Orsino herself!

Meanwhile in Olivia’s house, Olivia refuses to see any suitors 
because she has dedicated herself to seven years of mourning 
for her recently deceased brother. Her uncle Sir Toby Belch 
thinks that his niece is being foolish and brings his friend Sir 
Andrew Aguecheek, a foolish knight, to woo Olivia. They are 
reprimanded by the maid, Maria, for drinking late into the 
night and making merry in a house of mourning. Only the 
fool, Feste, can lift Olivia’s spirits.

They are interrupted by news that a messenger from Orsino 
is waiting at the gate. ‘Cesario’ enters and is granted private 
audience with Olivia. It becomes clear, as ‘Cesario’ tries to 
convince Olivia of Orsino’s worthy love, that Olivia is instead 
falling for ‘Cesario.’ When Viola leaves, Olivia sends her 
melancholy steward Malvolio to bring a ring to the youth and 
say it was left behind.

Malvolio intercepts Viola on her way back to Orsino’s and 
presents the ‘forgotten’ ring, telling her only to return to tell 
Olivia of how Orsino takes the news of her rejection. Viola 
accepts the ring in confusion, but realizes to her dismay that 
this is a sign that Olivia has fallen in love with ‘Cesario’ instead 
of Orsino!

Elsewhere in Illyria, Viola’s twin brother, Sebastian, has 
survived the shipwreck but believes that Viola has perished. 
He too sets off for Duke Orsino’s court. Sebastian’s friend, 
the sea captain Antonio, has enemies in Orsino’s court, but 
pledges to accompany Sebastian to keep him safe.

At Olivia’s house, more late night merrymaking is interrupted 
by the disapproving Malvolio. After he leaves, Maria concocts 
an elaborate trick to be played on him. Forging a love letter 
from Olivia, she will encourage Malvolio to take on a series of 
ridiculous behaviors — all carefully planned to put him out of 
Olivia’s favor. Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, and Feste all agree to help 

with the trick, which leads to Malvolio falling for it entirely 
and being confined as a madman. 

Sir Andrew is discouraged by Olivia’s continued favor toward 
‘Cesario,’ so Sir Toby convinces Sir Andrew to challenge the 
youth to a duel. Just as they are about to fight, Antonio 
happens upon the scene and, believing Viola to be her 
brother Sebastian, intervenes and is arrested. Later Sir Andrew 
encounters the real Sebastian on the street and re-issues his 
challenge, but Sebastian soundly beats him. Olivia arrives and 
mistakes Sebastian for ‘Cesario,’ asking him to marry her. He is 
immediately smitten by her beauty and agrees.

The appearance of Sebastian in town sends everyone into 
confusion. Antonio accuses ‘Cesario’ of not repaying the 
money he lent to Sebastian. Olivia embraces ‘Cesario’ saying 
they have been married, much to Viola’s shock. Sir Toby and 
Sir Andrew accuse ‘Cesario’ of assaulting them in the street. 
In the midst of all Viola’s denials, Sebastian arrives. The twins 
recognize each other, Viola is revealed as a woman, and they 
clear up the confusion. 

In the end, Viola marries Orsino, Sebastian and Olivia remain 
happily wed, and Sir Toby offers to marry Maria to make up 
for all the trouble he has given her. It is only vengeful Malvolio 
who does not live happily ever after. 

Orsino, Duke of Illyria

Valentine and Curio, gentlemen attending Orsino

Olivia, a Countess in mourning

Malvolio, Olivia’s servant

Maria, Olivia’s servant

Feste, Olivia’s jester

Fabian, a member of Olivia’s household

Sir Toby Belch, Olivia’s kinsman

Sir Andrew Aguecheek, Sir Toby’s companion

Viola, Sebastian’s twin sister, later disguised as Cesario

Sebastian, Viola’s twin brother

Antonio, a captain, Sebastian’s friend

Captain, Officers, Priest
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Romeo and Juliet
The play opens with a brawl between the two feuding 
families of Verona, the Capulets and the Montagues. The 
Prince breaks up the fight and threatens death for anyone 
“who disturbs our streets”.

A great celebration is being planned by the Capulets 
to which everyone in the town is invited except the 
Montagues.  The primary reason for the party is to introduce 
their young daughter, Juliet, to an influential young lord in 
the town, Paris, in the hopes that they will marry. Romeo, 
Benvolio, and Mercutio, three Montagues, decide to attend 
this party in disguise so that Romeo will get his mind off of 
Rosaline, an unattainable girl who he is in love with. 

From the moment Romeo sees Juliet from across the room, 
he is enchanted by her and forgets all about Rosaline. He 
talks with her and she becomes as entranced by him as he 
is by her, and Juliet forgets all about Paris. Juliet’s cousin 
Tybalt notices that Romeo and his kinsmen are trespassing 
at the party, but heeds the warning of the prince and does 
not start a fight. Romeo sneaks back into the garden, where 
he hears Juliet talking to herself about the danger of loving 
an enemy. He appears and speaks to Juliet. They exchange 
vows of love, and plan to marry in secret the next day. 

Romeo begs Friar Lawrence to marry him and Juliet. Father 
Lawrence agrees, hoping that the marriage might end the 
feud between the families and bring peace to the town. The 
two lovers are married and go their separate ways, planning 
to meet again in the secret of the night. That afternoon 
Tybalt attempts to pick a fight with Romeo. Romeo refuses, 
knowing that he has married Tybalt’s cousin Juliet. Mercutio 
takes up his sword to return Tybalt’s insult. As Romeo 
tries to break up the fight, he restrains Mercutio. Tybalt 
takes advantage of this and stabs Mercutio, who is killed. 
Romeo, enraged at the death of his friend, kills Tybalt and is 
banished by the prince.

The Nurse tells Juliet that Romeo has been sentenced to 
banishment for killing Tybalt. Juliet is sad that her kinsman 
has been killed, but sadder that Romeo is banished. Romeo 
and Juliet have only one night together after they are 
married before Romeo must leave the city or be killed. Their 
parting causes both of them much sadness and they both 
would rather kill themselves than be apart.

Unaware that Juliet has already married Romeo, the 
Capulets plan for her to marry Paris. Juliet goes to Friar 
Lawrence for help. He gives her a sleeping potion that will 
make her appear dead for two days and tells her to take it 
the night before her wedding to Paris. The Friar says he will 

send a message to Romeo letting him know of the plan so 
that he can find her in the tomb and they will be reunited 
when she awakes.

However, Romeo hears about Juliet’s death not through 
the Friar’s messenger, but from his servant. In grief, Romeo 
returns to the city determined to be with Juliet in her death. 
He goes to the apothecary and buys poison, then goes to 
Juliet’s tomb. There, he finds Paris who challenges him to 
a duel. Romeo kills Paris, then takes the poison and kills 
himself. Juliet awakens too late to stop him, and sees her 
love dead beside her. Using Romeo’s dagger, she takes her 
own life. Father Lawrence arrives at the scene too late to 
prevent the tragedy.

The two families find Romeo and Juliet dead together in the 
tomb and realize that they should put their feud behind them. 

Romeo, son of Lord and Lady Montague

Abraham, a servant of the Montagues

Mercutio, related to Prince Escalus and a close friend 
to Romeo

Benvolio, Romeo’s cousin and friend

Friar Lawrence, a Franciscan friar and close friend  
to Romeo

Lady Capulet, the head of the house of Capulet, she is 
Juliet’s mother and enemy of the Montagues

Sampson, servant of the Capulets

Gregory, servant of the Capulets

Juliet, daughter of Lord and Lady Capulet

Nurse, Juliet’s nurse

Peter, servant to the nurse and Juliet

Tybalt, Juliet’s cousin

Paris, a relative of Prince Escalus and Lady Capulet’s 
choice of husband for Juliet

Prince Escalus, the prince of Verona, he is related to 
Mercutio and Paris
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Why Bilingual Shakespeare?
The first Shakespeare production I saw that featured Latinx 
actors and Spanish asides at its center was Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival’s Romeo and Juliet. One of my favorite moments as 
an audience member was hearing the reactions from the 
bilingual audience and the slightly delayed response of their 
family and friends that they would whisper a translation to 
— it was alive, electric, and exiting. It made a play that had 
lived with me for over a decade new again. So when George 
Mount approached me last season about whether I would be 
interested in developing a bilingual script of The Taming of the 
Screw with director Erin Murray, I jumped at the chance. Here 
was an opportunity to create the magic I experienced in that 
dark theatre, but to push to into a whole new level: to have the 
Spanish language and Latinx culture integrated into the classical 
text, not just in the moments in between. 

As someone who travels through her world code-switching 
(alternating between two or more languages and/or cultures) 
on a daily basis, I have always had a deep love for language. I 
love jumping back and forth between rolling my r’s in Spanish 
and my English iambic pentameter. To be bilingual often means 
that you are always searching for the perfect word or phrase 
to express yourself or to connect with someone. Language 
defines so much of how you see your world and how you define 
it — much like the characters of Shakespeare’s imagination. 
Characters who love language so much that they invent 
words to fill their ideas and emotions with meaning. The idea 
of always desiring to connect, to fully express oneself, or to 
further understand a feeling, has been at the root our process 
in developing a bilingual Shakespeare script. How does this 
word or phrase not only motivate a character when it is said in 
Spanish, but how does this impact a bilingual actor on deeper 
level? How can we truly hold the mirror up to nature?

One unique thing about the Spanish language is that its 
evolution has not been as drastic as English—meaning 
that we are closer to speaking the same language of 
Cervantes than Shakespeare. Delving into various scholars’ 
translations of Shakespeare’s work help me identify with 
characters in ways that I had never done so before. A simple 
example would be the use of the formal and informal with 
Shakespeare’s you and thou, the separation of the two uses 
no longer part of the English vernacular. However, in Spanish 
the use of tu versus usted, is still very present and defining 
in how people address each other across relationships, class, 
and power. The one evolution of the Spanish language that 
does keep popping up is the differences of translations due 
to national dialects. Within that truth holds the beauty of 
diversity and ugliness of colonization that Latinx people 
across Latin America have endured throughout centuries. 

Arjun Pande and Sophie Franco in Seattle Shakespeare Company’s 2017 bilingual touring 
production of The Taming of the Shrew.

Article

When others ask me, “Why bilingual Shakespeare?” my answer 
has not changed. It is not because it’s trendy or cool — it is 
because this is already who we are. 

Shakespeare has always been a celebration of words. “He is 
translated into over 40 languages!” every language arts teacher 
and English professor tells us . . . why not hear it? 

We have always been a country of multiple languages. From 
the hundreds of Native languages that have fought to survive 
(a toast to the Diné with whom we owe thanks for their service 
as code talkers during both World Wars), to the immigrants that 
came here looking for new beginnings from every corner of the 
globe, to the Mexican-Americans that have lived throughout the 
Southwest since Spanish reign. The fluidity of languages existing 
in the same space is not only American, but human. It is us. It 
is the future. Seattle Public Schools has over 20 represented 
languages, and 49% of students across Washington state speak 
another language besides English. To quote my collaborator, 
Erin “We are telling Shakespeare’s story while treating the script 
as a living document.” Aquí estamos y no nos vamos. Adelante. 

Ana Maria Compoy, 
Twelfth Night, Associate Artist 
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In 1592, theatre records show that William Shakespeare’s 
plays started being performed in London. William joined 
an acting company called Lord Chamberlain’s Men. This 
company, co-owned by William and several other actors, 
became a favorite of Queen Elizabeth I and of her successor, 
James I. Records from the period show that William acted in 
his own plays, usually as minor characters, as well as in other 
productions. William Shakespeare’s earliest plays were largely 
comedies and histories. In 1596, William’s son, Hamnet, died 
of an unknown illness. 

In 1599, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men had gained enough 
success to fund the construction of their own theater venue, 
the Globe Theatre. As Shakespeare’s career grew, the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men became one of the most popular theatre 
groups in London. William’s writing also matured as he began 
writing his great tragedies. 

In 1603, with James I’s succession to the throne following the 
death of Elizabeth I, the new king became the official patron 
of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and the group changed their 
name to the King’s Men. In 1608, the King’s Men expanded 
to purchase the indoor Blackfriars theatre. Shakespeare 
himself became quite wealthy due to his career success; he 
made numerous property purchases, including New Place, 
the second largest house in his hometown of Stratford. He 
divided his time between London and Stratford, eventually 
retiring to Stratford. Shakespeare died on April 23rd, 1616. The 
cause of his death is unknown.    

Biography: William Shakespeare
William Shakespeare, widely regarded as the greatest dramatist 
in the English language, was born in the month of April of 1564 
to John Shakespeare, a city councilman and glovemaker, and 
Mary Arden. He was the eldest son in a family of eight.

Not much is known about William’s childhood or education. 
The local school in Stratford would have provided him with 
a foundation in classical Latin authors, as was standard in 
Elizabethan curriculum. In 1582, at eighteen years old, William 
was married to Anne Hathaway. The marriage was apparently 
a hasty one, as Anne gave birth to a daughter, Susanna, six 
months later. Two years later the couple had twins, a son 
Hamnet and a daughter Judith. After the birth of the twins, 
records of William cease for several years.  These “lost years” 
have caused speculation among historians and suggestions 
about his vocation during this time vary greatly. Some say 
William began his theatrical career minding the horses at the 
theatre’s stables. Regardless of what he was doing, William 
must have been honing his skills as a writer. No one knows 
when he began writing exactly, but we do know when people 
began to take notice.

Above: William’s birthplace in Stratford.

Left: Ancient oaks were common in the forrest 
of Arden near where William grew up. Some 
still alive today would have been 600 years old 
during William’s lifetime.

Below: King Edward VI Grammar School.

Left: William Shakespeare’s plays were performed for Queen Elizabeth I multiple times 
during her lifetime.

Right: Soon after his coronation, King James I became the official patron of William’s 
theatre company. The interests of the new king are reflected in several of William Shake-
speare’s plays from that period.

Article
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Theater Audiences: Then & Now
Audiences in Shakespeare’s time behaved much differently than 
what we think of today when we go to the theater. In general, 
audiences were much more rowdy and directly involved in the 
show than modern audiences. 

London theaters like the Globe could accommodate up to 
3,000 people watching popular plays. With theaters running 
most afternoons, that could mean as many as 10,000–20,000 
people could see a play every week! Shakespeare’s audience 
included the very rich, the upper-middle class, and the lower-
middle class. People sought entertainment just as we do today 
and could afford to spend money going to the theater. Royalty 
might attend the theater in a private gallery or summon the 
players to perform at their court, as Elizabeth I and James I did. 

To get into the Globe Theatre cost a penny. In Elizabethan 
England, one penny would buy a loaf of bread, a pint of ale, or a 
ticket to the theater. Those who paid just one penny were known 
as “groundlings,” because they stood on the ground in what was 
known as “the yard,” which is the area closest to the stage. For 
another penny, they could sit on a bench just behind the yard. For 
a penny more, they could sit more comfortably on a cushion. To 
get into the upper galleries, which were covered and had seats, 
cost would start at 6 pence. 

Since there was no electricity, both the stage and the audience 
were in broad daylight, allowing actors and audience members 
to see each other and interact. Shakespeare’s soliloquies would 
be spoken directly to the audience, who could potentially answer 
back! The audience would move around, buy food and ale in the 
theater, clap for the hero, boo the villain, and cheer for the special 
effects. The audience might dance at the end of a comedy along 
with the characters onstage. If an audience didn’t like a play, they 
might even throw furniture and damage the theater!

Shakespeare used several tricks to gain and hold his audience’s 
attention. His plays rarely begin with main characters onstage; 
instead a minor character typically begins the first scene.
Without lights to dim at beginning of a play, the play simply 
started when actors walked onstage and started to speak, 
usually over the audience’s noise, as they settled in to watch. 
The first scene would usually set the mood of the play, but the 
opening dialogue wasn’t vital because it might not be heard.

Another trick that Shakespeare used was to break up the 
main action of the play with clowning. In most of his plays, 
there is comic relief in the form of “clown” or “fool” characters 
sprinkled throughout the show, making jokes or clowning 
around onstage. This ensured that even during a 3-hour history 
play, there would be something that appealed to everyone. 

Audiences today can learn from Elizabethan audiences about 
how to watch a Shakespeare play. Here are some tips:

•   Remind yourself that the first scene mostly sets the mood of 
the play and rarely has vital dialogue, so if you miss some of 
the words at the beginning, that is okay. It can take a couple 
minutes to adjust to Shakespeare’s unusual language. It’s a 
little bit like listening to a friend with a heavy accent speak; at 
first it can be difficult to understand, but after a minute or two 
it’s easy. Our actors are professionally trained to make sure 
that you understand the words, so you’ll catch on quickly!  

•   Enjoy the play and feel free to express your enjoyment. 
Laugh at the clowns, clap for the heroes, gasp at important 
revelations, and applaud for the actors at the end to thank 
them for their work. This will keep you engaged in the 
show and help let the actors know that the audience is 
paying attention and enjoying the play. 

•   Remember that in a play, unlike in a movie, the actors can 
see and hear you too! Even with more sophisticated theater 
lighting that keeps the stage lit and the audience dim, the 
actors are often very close to the first few rows, and they can 
definitely hear the audience. That means please don’t talk to 
your neighbor during the show, don’t allow your phone to 
make noise, and don’t text (it lights up your face!) — these can 
all be very distracting. 

•   And finally, remember that the theater is for everyone. 
In Shakespeare’s day it was a very affordable form of 
entertainment that appealed to everyone. Theater is not 
meant to be only for the upper class, only for college 
graduates, or only for older people. Shakespeare’s plays can 
speak to you whether you have seen lots of plays or no plays 
at all, if you’re rich, poor, young, old, or if you enjoy cheap 
jokes, amazing speeches, or action sequences. Shakespeare 
wrote his plays to be for everyone and that still shows 
through today. 

A performance of King Lear at the new Globe Theatre in London.

Article

5Seattle Shakespeare Company 



Messy Endings
At the end of Shakespeare’s comedies, there is always 
a wedding and a celebration. The central couples have 
declared their love, all obstacles have been overcome and the 
audiences are treated to a happy ending. But even with this, 
Shakespeare had a tendency to leave the endings somewhat 
messy, as life often is. For example, not all the couples of 
As You Like It want to be together; Silvius and Phoebe are 
married essentially through a trick and both are very aware 
that there is not real love between them as there is between 
Rosalind and Orlando.  In Much Ado About Nothing, the 
marriages of Beatrice and Benedick and Hero and Claudio are 
offset by Shakespeare reminding the audience of Don Pedro 
being the odd man out, saying they will deal with him in the 
morning. In Twelfth Night, Shakespeare gives us one of his 
messier endings in one of his most celebrated comedies.

The most obvious character who ends the play unhappy is 
Malvolio. By the end of the play, he has become humiliated 
and hurt by the deception foisted on him by Toby Belch 
and Maria. Shakespeare has Malvolio’s humiliation cross 
the line from pure fun to cruel mockery. The stocking scene 
is genuinely funny, but when Malvolio is kept in darkness 
with Feste further torturing him as Sir Topas, it seems as 
though things have gone too far. The joke has gone from 
fun to something more mean-spirited, and the audience is 
left to decide whether Malvolio deserved such humiliation. 
Needless to say his words “I will be revenged on the whole 
pack of you,” at the end of the play add a certain level of 
unease to an otherwise happy ending.

If one looks deeper at the core relationships in the play, it 
does leave more questions. For example, does Orsino love 
Viola? Their relationship has been built on deception. He has 
only known her as Cesario, not Viola. He really does not know 
who she is as a woman. Viola and Orsino have shared their 
souls and feelings with each other, but all of this happened 
while Viola was in disguise. Will they truly be happy? 
Shakespeare doesn’t give an answer one way or the other. 
The same can be said of Olivia and Sebastian. Sebastian is 
not his sister, in men’s clothes or not. Olivia believes he is 
Cesario and marries him under that belief, which Sebastian 
goes along with. How long will these relationships last? 
Shakespeare does not give us an indication of what will 
happen after the curtain falls.

There are certainly other characters who end the play in less 
than pleasant circumstances. Andrew Aguecheek has been 
left out in the cold, both by Olivia and Toby Belch. Toby Belch 
has been beaten and humiliated and will likely be punished 
for his actions. One can also look at Antonio, who is a true 

innocent amid all the deception and who was arrested for 
being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  

Does Twelfth Night have a happy ending? On the surface, the 
answer seems to be yes. Viola ends with Orsino, whom she 
has been pining for throughout the show. Olivia has found 
happiness again. Any misunderstanding or deception has 
been revealed and dealt with. Signs point to yet another 
ending filled with happiness. Yet Twelfth Night, which is the 
last of Shakespeare’s great comedies, has a ending which 
points toward the direction Shakespeare would go to in 
his later writings. The future of the central relationships 
is unknown. A number of characters have fates which are 
unknown. One character has been treated poorly and swears 
vengeance. An audience can leave with uncertain emotions 
about the future of the characters. It is notable that, 
following this play, Shakespeare began the writing period 
that would result in some of his greatest tragedies. Even in 
the laughs of Twelfth Night, the more mature and complex 
side of Shakespeare’s writing was beginning to show. 

Phoebe and Silvius in As You Like It at Seattle Shakespeare Company, 2012

Article
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At-a-Glance

Modern Shakespeare 
Adaptations
Although Shakespeare’s plays were written 400 years ago, 
they contain themes that have resonated with people over 
time, and that continue to inspire modern film makers to 
adapt his plays into movies and television shows. As his plays 
get re-told over the years, their versatility becomes apparent. 
Whether reimagined as a film about high school teens or 
zombies in the not-so-distant future, contemporary artists 
and entertainers have found numerous ways to make them 
feel fresh and relevant to modern audiences.

The Lion King
A 1994 Disney animated 
film which shows some 
similarities to Hamlet, where 
a prince must avenge his 
father’s murder by his 
usurping uncle.  The film 
is considered a classic and 
was turned into a successful 
Broadway musical.

10 Things I Hate 
About You
A 1999 film adaptation 
of The Taming of the 
Shrew, the movie takes 
Shakespeare’s play and 
puts it in a high school. A number of similar films followed, 
such as She’s The Man (Twelfth Night) and O (Othello).

Sons of Anarchy
A television series about 
motorcycle gangs, the 
series shows influence of 
several Shakespeare plays. 
Executive Producer Kurt 
Sutter used Hamlet as 
an outline, but there are 
elements of Henry IV and 
Macbeth as well.

Shakespeare in Love
A 1998 movie imagining 
Shakespeare’s romance with 
an actress while writing  
Romeo and Juliet. While the 
story is fictitious, the movie 
draws themes from Romeo  
and Juliet, and packs in many of the characters, lines, and 
plot devices common in Shakespeare’s plays. 

Romeo + Juliet
A 1996 modernization 
of the story, directed by 
Baz Luhrmann, starring 
Leonardo DiCaprio and 
Claire Danes, and set in 
Verona Beach, California. Shakespeare’s language is 
retained throughout the movie, but all of the settings 
and costumes are updated, and the swords and daggers 
are replaced with guns.

Warm Bodies
A 2012 book and 2013 
film adaptation of Romeo 
and Juliet, Warm Bodies 
re-casts the Montagues as 
zombies and the Capulets 
as humans fighting to stay 
alive. A zombie named “R” falls in love with a human named 
“Julie,” and they struggle to find a way to be together. 

Ram-Leela
A 2013 Bollywood 
adaptation of Romeo and 
Juliet takes place in the 
fictional gun manufacturing 
town of Ranjaar, where two 
rival clans have carried a 
fued for 500 years. Ram and Leela meet during the festival 
of Holi and test whether love can escape the trap of hatred. 
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For most Shakespeare fans, Malvolio is a character who we 
love to hate. As a comic demi-villian, he inspires laughs with 
his exaggerated self-love, stringent adherence to rules, and 
failed attempts to constrain the antics of the fun-loving 
clowns who surround him. 

Malvolio-like characters are common in contemporary 
popular culture and usually manifest most, if not all, of 
Malvolio’s key traits. 

We’ve curated a few examples of “Malvolios” from TV and film. 
Using the list of traits below, ask students if they can identify 
Malvolio-like characters from some of their favorite TV shows 
or movies. Ensemble comedies are a great place to look first.

Malvolio Traits
• Takes self very seriously 

• All about following rules

• Ambitious

• Is pranked by those they attempt to antagonize

• Willing to ruin fun for others 

Dwight Schrute from The Office.

Malvolio in Twelfth Night (2012). Dolores Umbridge from Harry Potter.

Sue Sylvester from Glee.

Literature & Film
When J.K. Rowling’s 
Harry Potter series was 
adapted for film, the 
twin characters Fred 
and George Weasley 
were played by actual 
twin brothers. 

Fred and George Weasley

At-a-Glance

Malvolios in Pop Culture Twins and Doppelgangers
Identical characters (whether twins or doppelgangers) have 
always been a subject of fascination in stories, whether 
mythologies from around the world or in literature, theatre, 
and film. Even in real life, twins have often been subject to 
curiosity. Writers and artists have used lookalikes as an integral 
part of plots, equally for tragic or comic effect. 

Theater
Shakespeare used 
not one, but two 
sets of twins in The 
Comedy of Errors. The 
play’s fun revolves 
around the twins 
getting confused for 
the other.

In Nikolai Gogol’s 
The Government 
Inspector, characters 
Dobchinsky 
and Bobchinsky 
are unrelated 
doppelgangers 
whose confusingly 
similar appearance is 
fodder for comedy. 

Kevin Kelly and Arjun Pande in The Comedy of Errors.

Kevin Kelly, Rob Burgess, and Arjun Pande in  
The Government Inspector.
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Pre-Show Reflection
These questions will help students to think about some of 
the big ideas behind the play before watching it. 

Have you ever played a prank on someone? What 
happened? Why did you do it? How did you feel about it 
at the time, and how did you feel about it afterward?

In Twelfth Night, characters routinely criticize other 
characters for not acting “appropriately” in a situation. 
How do different people define what is appropriate? 
Can you think of a time when you thought someone was 
acting inappropriately?

Throughout this play, characters fall in love with people 
who are clearly — to the audience — wrong for them. 
Why do you think people fall in love with people they 
don’t really know?

In this play, much of the confusion comes from mistaken 
identity. Can you think of a time when you experienced 
a mistaken identity? What happened? This could be 
confusing two people with the same name, texting the 
wrong person by mistake, thinking you recognized 
someone on the street, forgetting who was who in 
person, etc.

Post-Show Discussion
The following questions are to help lead a discussion 
with your class after seeing the play. For all of these, there 
are many possible answers and student responses will 
vary. There is no wrong answer, as long as students use 
examples from the play to back up their opinions. Some 
possible responses are provided.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In Shakespeare’s time, women were not allowed to perform 
onstage. The character of Viola would have been performed 
by a man playing a woman disguised as a man. How 
does the play make this clear to the audience? How does 
Shakespeare use this to humorous effect?

• The way that the actors plays the character is a big part of 
making this effect work. 

• Viola has several lines where she describes what she would do 
if she were a woman, or how much she is not a man. 

• Many of the roles Viola is asked to play are specifically 
man’s roles, like wooing Olivia or dueling Sir Andrew. 

In this play, love and suffering seem to go hand in hand. 
How many characters suffer for their love? What is an 
example from your life or other stories when love and 
suffering went hand in hand?

• Orsino, Viola, Olivia, Malvolio, and Sir Andrew are all 
miserably in love with people who do not love them back. 

• Sebastian does not suffer in love. When he first meets 
Olivia, she proposes to him and he accepts.

• (Student stories will vary. Many movies also feature 
characters who suffer in love.)

What sorts of masks and disguises are used in this play? 
Why do characters hide behind these disguises, and what 
happens when the masks come off?

• Viola disguises herself as a boy so she can travel safely and 
serve the Duke. When she finally unmasks, she can reveal 
her love for him.

• Olivia masks herself in mourning (and even wears a veil) 
to avoid suitors. When she falls in love with Cesario, she 
drops that mask and is full of passion. 

• Malvolio wears a fake smile as well as his yellow stockings 
because he thinks it will make Olivia fall in love with him. 
When he learns the truth, he is angry and out for revenge.

• Feste wears the disguise of Sir Topas to make Malvolio think 
he is mad. When he reveals his prank, he hopes to teach 
Malvolio a lesson. 

Who are the fools in the play? Why are they fools?

• Feste. He is employed as a fool in Olivia’s court.

• Sir Toby. He is a funny character who clowns around with 
his friends. 

• Sir Andrew. He is made a fool by Sir Toby because he is not 
too smart.

• Malvolio. He is made a fool by Sir Toby and Maria to punish 
him for being self-absorbed. 

• Olivia. She is made a fool by Viola because she falls in love 
with someone who is false.

Reflection & Discussion

Twelfth Night
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Pre-Show Reflection
These questions will help students to think about some of 
the big ideas behind the play before watching it. 

In this play, Juliet is the only daughter of the Capulet 
family, and her parents expect her to marry a wealthy, 
powerful man. Think of a time in your life when your 
parents set out expectations for you, either explicit or 
implied. Was the expectation reasonable for them to 
ask? Was it something you were willing to do?

Family rivalry is a major theme in Romeo and Juliet. 
Can you think of a time when you were in a rivalry 
with another person or group of people? What about 
a rivalry between schools? Between cities? Between 
countries? What causes these rivalries?

Have you ever kept a big secret from your friends? 
Your family? Why did you keep that secret? How did it 
make you feel to leave your friends or family in the dark 
about something?

Post-Show Discussion
The following questions are to help lead a discussion 
with your class after seeing the play. For all of these, there 
are many possible answers and student responses will 
vary. There is no wrong answer, as long as students use 
examples from the play to back up their opinions. Some 
possible responses are provided.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

If Romeo and Juliet had lived, do you think they would 
have been a happy couple? Why or why not?

• Yes! They were both young, kind individuals. They would have 
tried very hard to make each other happy for a long time. 

• Yes. Their families were both very wealthy, so if their marriage 
had forged a peace they would have lived very comfortably.

• Probably not. Their families hated each other, so they 
would probably face a lot of challenges around their 
secret marriage when it was finally revealed. Juliet might 
have even been disowned for marrying Tybalt’s killer.

• Definitely not! Romeo and Juliet don’t even know each 
other! They rushed right into marriage, and that’s a 
recipe for disaster.

The Nurse and Mercutio, played by the same actor in our 
production, are both bad news in the lives of Romeo and 
Juliet. How do each of them push the story toward its 
final tragic ending? 

• The Nurse helps Juliet get together with Romeo, but 
in the final test she refuses to help Juliet get out of her 
engagement to Paris, and won’t stand up to Juliet’s parents.

• Mercutio also gives Romeo such a hard time about love, 
that he does not want to talk to his friends about Juliet. 
Mercutio fights Tybalt when Romeo would not, and 
further widens the divide between the two families with 
his posturing, insults, and ultimate death.

Images of light and darkness run throughout the play. 
Think about all of the references to night, dawn, sun, 
moon, torches and lightning in the play. Why do you 
think Shakespeare included this motif in the play? How 
does it add to the story?

• Light and darkness could represent openness and 
secrecy, hiding things from other people in darkness, and 
“shedding light” on the truth.

• Light and darkness could also be a metaphor for the good 
and bad things that happen. Darkness could be Mercutio’s 
death, Romeo’s banishment, and the ongoing feud. 

• Light represents the good, young, idealistic characters like 
Romeo and Juliet. They talk about light, and believe that 
the light will never fade. 

Who is/are the “villain(s)” of the story? Who is responsible 
for all of the tragic events?

• The villain is Tybalt. He incites Romeo and Mercutio to 
violence. Even after death, he still keeps Romeo and 
Juliet apart.

• The villain is Lady Capulet. If she wasn’t so intent on 
getting Juliet married off — at the threat of disowning her 
— she and Romeo might have ended up all right. Her feud 
with the Montagues also kept the lovers apart.

• Even though he’s not really a villain, Romeo is responsible 
for the tragic events. If he hadn’t been in such a hurry and 
so hot-headed, they probably could have figured out a 
way to live happily ever after.

• He’s not quite a villain, but the Friar is responsible for 
the ultimate tragedy and deaths. He married Romeo and 
Juliet in secret, then gave Juliet a sleeping drug and failed 
to let Romeo know what happened!

Reflection & Discussion

Romeo and Juliet
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Twelfth Night
The story of this play begins after a devestating storm that has 
separated Viola from her twin brother Sebastian, and cast both 
ashore — lost — on the coast of Illyria. 

For this production, director Erin Murray has set a devestated 
Illyria in the aftermath of that same storm. Costume designer 
Ricky German and set designer Shawn Ketchum Johnson 
contrast Texas chic with nautical elements and water-
damaged debris, keeping both the storm and the world it 
disrupted ever-present. 

Placing the Production
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Romeo and Juliet 
The time period of Romeo and Juliet is not specifically stated 
in the play. In Shakespeare’s time it was common for their 
acting troupe to perform plays set in the contemporary era, 
sometimes with minor characters wearing their own clothing 
to save on costume budgets. This tradition continued for 
many years, with performers routinely setting Shakespeare’s 
play in “the present day,” whether that was the 1600’s or the 
1760’s — imagine performing Shakespeare in a restoration-
style powdered wig! It was not until the Victorian era that the 
idea of performing Shakespeare in original dress really came 
into vogue. Through the late 19th and mid 20th centuries, many 
productions of Shakespeare were peormed in Elizabethan 
dress, including some very popular movies by Lawrence 
Olivier. It is from these productions and movies that we get the 
idea that there is a “correct” way to stage Shakespeare, when 
in fact it is just one of many ways that Shakespeare has been 
produced through history.  

For this touring production of Romeo and Juliet, we have 
chosen to set the play in Shakespeare’s time as a teaching 
tool, so that students can get an idea of what Shakespeare’s 
time looked like, and how his time and circumstances affected 
the way that he wrote the play. We have set the play in the 
Elizabethan era, and have included costumes and props that 
reflect the time. 

The men in our Elizabethan setting wear doublets over their 
shirts, and breeches. These would be standard for upper-class 
men of that time. They also wear tights — or hosen — as their 
base layer, with their shorter breeches and tight-fitting hosen 
showing off shapely calves of the men, as was the fashion. 
The women wear a base layer of a chemise, or loose-fitting 
dress, with a gown over the top, and a crescent cap with 
a veil on their heads. Costume can also indicate status, as 
Peter, a Capulet servant, is dressed somewhat differently than 
everyone else in the show, since most other characters are part 
of high-status families.

Our set is designed to look like the Renaissance city of Verona, 
with stone construction that can act as the city streets, Juliet’s 
balcony, the Friar’s chambers, and the Capulet tomb. Our set 
is somewhat abstract and flexible, which would be relatively 
consistent with the way Shakespeare’s plays would have been 
produced. Theaters like Shakespeare’s Globe would have had 
one permanent configuration, and it was simple enough for 
the actors to play many different locations on the same stage. 
There would not have been scene shifts or elaborate set pieces 
in Shakespeare’s time.

Placing the Production
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To Prepare
Ask your students to dress for action and be prepared to 
sit on the floor. Allow time before and after the activity for 
moving furniture. 

Instructions
• Push all the desks to the periphery of the room. Have 

students create two rows facing one another, with about 5 
to 7 feet between them. Let the students know that this is a 
game to be played without talking.

• Tell the students that you will be saying a series of quotes/
lines that start with the phrase “Cross the line if you have 
ever heard . . .” If they have heard the phrase, they should 
silently cross the line, without making comments about 
other student’s choices. It is up to the individual to decide if 
they want to cross the line.

• Feel free to pick and choose from the list, or to reorder the 
list to suit the class.

• Variation: This can be changed by instructing them how to 
move (slink, hop, run, glide, etc).

• Ask for observations. Tie what they have seen to their 
perceptions of what they know about Shakespeare.

Cross the line if you have ever heard . . .
To be or not to be — Hamlet

Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? — Romeo and Juliet

Out! Out! Damned spot! — Macbeth

Fair is foul and foul is fair — Macbeth

There is something rotten in the state of Denmark — Hamlet

Friends, Romans, Countrymen, lend me your ears                     
— Julius Caesar 

Double, double, toil and trouble, fire burn, and cauldron 
bubble — Macbeth

A dish fit for the gods — Julius Caesar

A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse — Richard III 

A plague on both your houses — Romeo and Juliet 

A rose by any other name would smell as sweet                                
— Romeo and Juliet 

Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio — Hamlet

All that glisters is not gold — The Merchant of Venice 

All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely 
players — As You Like It 

All’s well that ends well  — All’s Well That Ends Well

And thereby hangs a tale — As You Like It 

As dead as a doornail — King Henry VI

As good luck would have it — The Merry Wives of Windsor 

Beware the ides of March — Julius Caesar

But screw your courage to the sticking-place — Macbeth 

But, for my own part, it was Greek to me — Julius Caesar

Discretion is the better part of valour — Henry IV, Part One

Eaten out of house and home — Henry V Part2

Et tu, Brute — Julius Caesar

Eye of newt and toe of frog, wool of bat and tongue of dog       
— Macbeth

Fie, foh, and fum, I smell the blood of a British man — King Lear

Flesh and blood — Hamlet 

Frailty, thy name is woman — Hamlet 

For ever and a day — As You Like It

Foul play — Pericles 

His beard was as white as snow  — Hamlet

I have not slept one wink — Cymbeline

I will wear my heart upon my sleeve — Othello

In a pickle — The Tempest 

Love is blind — The Merchant of Venice

Much Ado about Nothing  — Much Ado about Nothing

Neither a borrower nor a lender be — Hamlet 

Now is the winter of our discontent — Richard III

Off with his head — Richard III

Pound of flesh — Merchant of Venice

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? — Sonnet 

Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have 
greatness thrust upon ‘em — Twelfth Night

The course of true love never did run smooth                                     
— A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune — Hamlet 

To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub — Hamlet

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers — Henry V

What a piece of work is man — Hamlet

Objectives: 
• To introduce Shakespeare 

into daily lives of students
• Provide a low-stakes 

physical warm-up

Time: 5 minutes

Student Skills:  
• Following directions 
• Identifying quotes and 

phrases

Activities

Cross the Line: Quotes
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To Prepare
Ask your students to dress for action and be prepared to sit on 
the floor. Allow time before and after the activity for moving 
desks and chairs. 

instructions 
• Have students pair up and look through the list of 

insults and compliments. They should work together to 
decide what they might mean — are they insulting or 
complimentary? — and choose their favorite way to address 
each other. Then go around the room and hear everyone’s 
lines. Students should stand up to address each other and 
use their biggest, broadest acting voices!

• Help students reason out what each of the insults or 
compliments mean. For example, what might it mean if 
someone was called “unmuzzled”?  
What about “eye-offending”?

Adapted from activities from Folger Shakespeare

Column A

divine

sweet

fruitful

gentle

sugared

flowering

precious

gallant

delicate

celestial

unmuzzled

greasy

saucy

bawdy

vacant

peevish

impish

Column B

honey-tongued

well-wishing

fair-faced

best-tempered

tender-hearted

tiger-booted

smooth-faced

thunder-darting

sweet-
suggesting

young-eyed

angel-haired

eye-offending

dim-witted

onion-eyed

rug-headed

empty-hearted

mad-brained

Column C

cuckoo-bud

toast

nose-herb

wafer-cake

pigeon-egg

welsh cheese

valentine

true-penny

song

dogfish

maypole

hedge-pig

pirate

minimus

egg-shell

buzzard

ruffian

Objectives:  
• Help students 

approach Shakespeare’s 
language as fun and 
understandable

• Provide a low-stakes 
physical warm-up

Time: 5–10 minutes

Student Skills:  
• Determine the meaning 

of words and phrases
• Present to the class, 

speaking clearly

Opening Phrases

“You are my…”

“Halt! Thou…”

“Never did I see a more…”

“What, ho…?”

Compliments and Insults
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Instructions
Have each student choose an important moment in the play: 
Romeo and Juliet’s first meeting, their marriage, Tybalt’s death, 
Romeo’s banishment, Juliet planning her “death”, Romeo 
hearing about Juliet’s death, etc. Then have each student write 
a diary or blog entry as either Romeo or Juliet. What happened 
that day? How do they feel about it? What do they need to 
hide from their friends and parents?

Use the space provided (or separate sheet if you need more 
room) to write the diary/blog entry:

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

Lesson expansion: Have students “comment” on each others’ 
blog entries. They can pretend to be Romeo and Juliet’s 
parents, their friends, their scorned loves (Rosaline or Paris), 
or they can be anonymous. 

Objectives:  
• Use context from the 

story to expand a 
character’s inner life

Time: 15 minutes

Student Skills:  
• Inferring information 

from reading
• Creative writing

Objectives:  
• Identify themes
• Relate stories to students’ 

own lives

Time: 10 minutes

Student Skills: 
• Listening 
• Choice-making 
• Observation

To Prepare
Ask students to dress for action and be prepared to sit 
on the floor. Allow time before and after the activity for 
moving furniture. 

Instructions
• Push all the desks to the periphery of the room. Have 

students create two rows facing one another, with 7–10 feet 
between them. Point out that there is an imaginary line in 
the middle, between the two rows. Tell the students that this 
is a game to be played without talking.

• Tell the students that you are going to be saying a series of 
quotes/phrases that start with the instruction phrase, “Cross 
the line if . . .”

• Ask for observations. What did the students find surprising? 

Cross the line if . . .
(Romeo and Juliet)

. . . if you have ever been confused at why two groups of 
people hated each other

. . . if you have ever liked someone you weren’t supposed to like

. . . if you have had friends who fought with each other

. . . if you have gotten conflicting advice from authority figures

. . . if you have felt unsupported by the adults in your life

. . . if you have gotten into a situation that seemed like it 
had no way out

(Twelfth Night) 

. . . if you have ever had a crush on someone who barely 
knows you

. . . if you have ever misled someone about who you really are

. . . if you have ever had to move far away from a close 
family member

. . . if you have ever lost a close friend

. . . if you have ever played a trick on someone

. . . if you have felt regret for playing a mean trick on someone

. . . if you have ever had to cheer someone up

Cross the Line: Themes Diary / Blog: Romeo and Juliet
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In this activity, students each choose a character and create 
a Facebook-style profile page for them, including friends, 
status updates, and likes. While students can draw much of 
this information from the play, they should also generate new 
information about the character, based on what they already 
know from the play. 

Instructions
• Print out a copy of the following “Shakesbook” blank 

profile page for each student in class. Students can work 
individually or in pairs. Ask students to choose a character 
from Romeo and Juliet and create a profile page for them. 
Possible choices include: Romeo, Juliet, Benvolio, Tybalt, 
Mercutio, Friar, Nurse. 

• Instruct students to fill in all areas of the profile with 
the following information. Students should draw from 
information that they know from the play already 
(Mercutio is a trickster and can be unpredictable) and 
imagine additional information that fits with what they 
already know (Mercutio lists “Saturday Night Live” and 
“pranking people” in his likes).

• Name

• Basic Information

• Education and Networks

• Likes

• Friends (at least four)

• Students should also choose a cover photo and a profile 
picture for their character. Cover photos are often 
representative of something the character likes or a place 
they have been. Profile pictures do not necessarily have to 
be pictures of the actual characters — sometimes they are 
photos that the character feels represents them. 

Objective:  
Have students draw on 
information they know 
about characters, and infer 
additional information 
based on what they know.

Time: 30 minutes 

Student Skills: 
• Cite textual evidence to 

support analysis of what 
text says explicitly, as 
well as inferences drawn 
from the text. 

• Produce writing in which 
the style is appropriate 
to purpose and audience. 

• Make strategic use of 
digital media.

• Fill in the character’s wall with at least four updates.  
These can be:

• Status updates by the character

• Articles shared by the character

• Messages left by a different character

• Photos or albums posted by the character

• Photos that the character is tagged in

• Post these “Shakesbook” pages around the room, and give 
students a chance to look at all of them. Then lead a group 
discussion about the process of creating these pages. 

Discussion Questions
• What was the easiest part of creating these profile pages? 

What was the most difficult?

• What is your favorite element of your profile page that you 
imagined about your character — something that was not 
explicitly mentioned in the play? 

• Do you feel like your character was fully created in the 
world of the play? Or did you have to make up a lot of 
information about your character?

• If your character was actually on Facebook, how do you think 
social media might have changed the course of the play? 

Shakesbook: Romeo and Juliet
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Timeline      About       Photos           Friends           More

About

Relationship Status

Work and Education

Work:

Education:

Likes

Interests:

Activities:

TV Shows:

Music:

Friends

shakesbook
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Poster Design: Twelfth Night
Many of Shakespeare’s plays are very long and complex, 
so directors will often choose to cut them in such a way as 
to focus on one or two aspects of the play. Then they will 
communicate their particular take on the play through the 
marketing and poster design, so that patrons know what to 
expect when they go to the theatre. 

Instructions: Part One
Look at Seattle Shakespeare Company’s poster and play 
description for this production:

Ask students: What do they imagine our production will focus 
on? Can they make any guesses about the setting of the play?

Instructions: Part Two
There are many different plot lines in Twelfth Night, and 
each time a director produces this play they need to decide 
which ones to focus on. The plot of the show is full of 
tricksters, love-lorn suitors who cannot woo their beloved, 
lost family members, and mean-spirited revenge. Any of 
these angles — humor, longing, sadness, revenge — could 
be the dominant one in the play, depending on what the 
director chooses to emphasize.

Have students look over the plot summary at the beginning of 
this study guide. There are many pieces of the plot that can be 
highlighted by how the show is performed, and by which scenes 
are given the most importance. Here are some suggestions:

• Focus on Viola as the central character, and how she tries 
to fix everything but just gets tied up in knots.

• Focus on the sadness everyone feels over the loss of of a 
loved one or their own unrequited love.

• Focus on the lighthearted aspects of the show, the 
absurdity of the love triangle, and the tricksters.

• Focus on gender bending onstage, both in Shakespeare’s 
time and now. 

Ask students: Can they think of other pieces of the story to 
focus on?

Once students have decided what the focus of their 
production will be, have them design a poster and write a 
short marketing description of their production of the play. 
They can use images printed from the internet or pulled from 
magazines and newspapers, or they can draw the posters 
themselves. Have students think about the words they use to 
describe the play in a short paragraph. Remember — they do 
not need to give the summary of the plot, just a taste of what 
the story is about. 

Have students present their final work to the class by 
hanging them around the room for everyone to look at. Ask 
students — do these all look like the same play? Or could 
they be very different experiences? 
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Love has everyone unglued in Illyria. When Viola, a 
castaway, disguises herself as a boy to find work as Duke 
Orsino’s servant, she gets caught in a compromising 
love triangle. Meanwhile, Olivia’s household cranks up 
their mischief making by tricking a stuffy steward into 
believing his mistress has fallen for him. This treasured 
comedy brims with wild infatuations, delightful antics, and 
beloved comic characters.



Gender Stereotypes:  
Twelfth Night
In Twelfth Night, Viola needs to disguise herself as a man in 
order to move freely about Illyria and to work for the Duke. 
Shakespeare understood that women had fewer rights than 
men in his time, but he still found ways to put strong leading 
ladies in his plays. In this activity, students will examine what 
the modern images are of women and men, and how that 
might affect what they can do. For younger students you can 
choose just one or two parts of this activity. 

Part One: Collages
Have students look for popular modern images of men and 
women. Look particularly at advertisements that feature 
men and women, but some groups may also want to include 
celebrities and newspaper photos. Students should then make 
two collages, one of images of men, and another of images of 
women. Post these collages around the classroom for students 
to look at. 

Discuss:
• What do these collages suggest about what it is like to be 

a woman? What do women do? What do women look like?

• What do these collages suggest about what it is like to 
be a man? What do men do? What do men look like?

• Is there a difference in how advertisers show men and 
women versus how newspapers show men and women?

• Do you agree with the image of men and women 
presented by these collages?

• Do you feel like you fit into one of these two categories? 
Why or why not?

Part Two: Research
Have students do internet research about women and men, 
and where there are still gender differences in America. Some 
suggestions of topics include:

• Are there some college majors that are dominated by 
women? By men?

• Are there some jobs or career fields that are dominated 
by women? By men?

• What percentage of mothers stay home from work?  
Of fathers?

• What percentage of prison inmates are women? Are men?

Encourage students to research areas of particular interest to 
them as well. If a student enjoys computer games, they could 
look at whether women or men design the games or play 
the games. If a student wants to be an astronaut, they could 

research how many women and men are in NASA, and what 
percent of astronauts are women or men. If a student is looking 
at a specific college, they could look at what percentage of the 
administration and professors are male or female. 

Have students report their findings to the rest of the class, 
and compile these statistics into one list for everyone to 
look at and consider. 

Discuss:
• Were there any trends that multiple students found?

• What are your impressions of this list?

• Do you feel like you, as a male or female, are accurately 
represented in this list? Why or why not?

• Why do you think these statistics look the way that they do?

• Are there any societal, physical, or other factors that may 
affect how this list of statistics looks?

• Do you think these trends are changing over time?

Part Three: Reflection
Have students think about their experiences of gender 
growing up. How big of a role has gender played in their 
lives so far — both their gender and the gender of people 
around them? Then students should write a reflection paper 
or journal entry about their experiences. Here are some 
reflections questions to get you started, but students should 
feel free to add others.

• Have their been times in your life that you were teased 
for your gender?

• Have you ever been told what you should or should not 
do, because you are a certain gender?

• Are there people in your life who look or act very 
differently than their gender stereotype?

• Have there been times in your life when you noticed 
men or women being judged on different standards? 
(For example: physical ability, dress standards, leadership 
skills, technical skills, etc.)

• How important to your personal identity is your gender?

There are no wrong answers to these reflections. If students 
are comfortable sharing, lead a class discussion based on the 
questions above. Be sure to keep students talking about their 
own experiences instead of generalizations about gender, 
and remind them that everyone has different experiences that 
should be respected and taken into account.

Activities
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