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Introduction 
 
Here at The Watermill we spend a lot of time talking to teachers about ways we can use drama to 
enrich the experience of learning. Repeatedly, plays from the Jacobean or Elizabethan period come 
up as a problem spot. The texts are seen as ‘tricky’ because the language isn’t immediately 
accessible, and students can struggle to find it exciting or relevant. But for us as theatre-makers, 
these plays are about as exciting and relevant as it’s possible to be. We have created this production 
with a simple aim: to pass on our own enthusiasm. We hope to reach as many people - particularly 
young people - as possible, with an affordable, accessible production of a play that we think 
everyone ought to experience. 
 
This education pack has been designed to support your experience of seeing Macbeth at The 
Watermill, in your school, or on tour in 2015. The pack is aimed primarily at teachers or students of 
Drama or English at Secondary School, although some material is aimed at younger students.   
 

This is a digital pack; where you see this arrow there is a link that you can click on to 
view other material online. 

Your feedback is most welcome, please email (heidi@watermill.org.uk) or call us on 01635 570934. 
 
Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit many schools in the 
surrounding area to work with students and teachers. For a workshop menu, please visit the 
Outreach pages on our website, or get in touch. 
 
 
I hope you find the pack useful. 
 
 
Beth Flintoff 
Outreach Director 
 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE 
www.watermill.org.uk 
 
www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs  
 
 
The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported by The Dr. Mortimer and 
Theresa Sackler Foundation. 
 

mailto:heidi@watermill.org.uk
http://www.watermill.org.uk/
http://www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs
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William Shakespeare 1564 - 1616 
 
William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-
upon-Avon to John Shakespeare, a glove 
maker and wool merchant, and Elizabeth 
Arden, the daughter of a wealthy farmer and 
landowner. It is believed that he was 
educated locally at King Edward VI Grammar 
School.  
 
During the 1550s there was a growing trend 
for nobles to patronise travelling companies 
who would visit Shakespeare’s hometown to 
perform at the Grammar School while on 
tour: there are records of more than 30 visits 
between 1568 and 1597. Shakespeare was 
four years old when these records started and 
his father is likely to have been responsible for 
his first exposure to theatre. John 
Shakespeare became a central figure in 
Stratford-upon-Avon when he was appointed 
as the town Bailiff. One of his responsibilities 
was to license the performances of these 
travelling companies by watching previews to 
check they were appropriate for public 
viewing. It is likely that William would have 
attended these previews.  
  
The next surviving record is his marriage to 26 
year-old Anne Hathaway at the age of 18 in 
1582. Their daughter, Susannah, was born 6 
months after their wedding. Two years later, 
Anne gave birth to twins, Judith and Hamnet, 
but Hamnet died at the age of 11.  
 
Records of his movements are unclear in the 
eight years following, but during this time he 
left his family in Stratford to begin 
establishing himself in the world of theatre in 
London. The reason for these ‘lost years’ is 
uncertain; but playwriting was not a 
respected form of literature so authors chose 
not to put their names to plays, and it may be 
that Shakespeare was writing during this time 
without putting a name to his work. In 1592 
his name reappears in a sour judgement made 
by dramatist Robert Greene on his deathbed, 
calling him ‘an upstart crow, beautified with 

our feathers’ in reference to his lack of 
university education, which made him an 
imposter among the more qualified 
playwrights of the time.  
 
The Queen’s Men, Queen Elizabeth I’s 
travelling company, had been set up in 1583 
and caused a decline in other playing 
companies because it brought together the 
country’s leading actors. But an attempt was 
made to redress this in 1594 with a major 
reshuffle of actors, forming a duopoly of the 
Lord Admiral’s Men and the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men, the latter of which 
Shakespeare became a member. The 
Chamberlain’s Men were the resident 
company at a venue simply called ‘The 
Theatre’ in Shoreditch, and by August 1597 
Shakespeare had become a sharer in the 
business together with Richard Burbage and 
others. This new role afforded him the second 
largest house in Stratford – New Place.  
 
In 1599 The Theatre’s lease ran out and the 
structure was dismantled and moved across 
the River Thames to Southwark, where it 
became The Globe Theatre. The Globe 
opened with one of Shakespeare’s plays, most 
likely Henry V or As You Like It, and 
Shakespeare’s works continued to bring 
success and profit to the theatre, enjoyed by 
thousands. The Globe was one of only three 
theatres granted the privilege of licensing its 
own plays and the company’s success 
awarded them a patent from James I 
following his accession to the throne in 1603, 
when they became known as The King’s Men. 
The company took on a 21-year-lease of The 
Blackfriars, an indoor theatre that opened in 
1610 with another of Shakespeare’s plays, The 
Tempest.  
 
Two years later Shakespeare returned to 
Stratford, retiring from theatre to live out his 
remaining years with his family in the comfort 
of New Place, until he died in 1616. The cause 
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of his death is a mystery, but it seems he 
drank away his last hours in the company of 
his fellow writers, Ben Jonson and Michael 
Drayton. The vicar of Stratford-upon-Avon 
noted in his diary that they ‘had a merry 
meeting and it seems drank too hard for 
Shakespeare died of a fever there contracted’. 
He was buried at Holy Trinity Church in 
Stratford-on-Avon on April 25 1616.  
 
Many people consider him the world’s 
greatest playwright, but he was also a skilled 
poet and actor. In 1623 his works were 
published as a collection, known as ‘The First 
Folio.’  Among them are a number of plays 
regarded as the greatest works in the English 
language. From histories, to comedies, to 
tragedies, the plays reflected the concerns 
and widespread social and cultural change in 
the period. Shakespeare played a key role in 
the rise of theatre-going in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean England, and as a result – theatre 
and performance culture as we know it today.  
 
 
POPPY JERMAINE 
 
Sources 
The Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642 by 
Andrew Gurr 
Shakespeare Survey, Volume 60: Theatres for 
Shakespeare by J. R. Mulryne 
The Oxford Shakespeare: Romeo and Juliet 
Oxford World Classics 
 
 
For more information about Shakespeare’s 
life: 
http://www.folger.edu/shakespeares-life  
 
The Royal Shakespeare Company: 
http://www.rsc.org.uk/explore/shakespeare/l
ife-times.aspx  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.folger.edu/shakespeares-life
http://www.rsc.org.uk/explore/shakespeare/life-times.aspx
http://www.rsc.org.uk/explore/shakespeare/life-times.aspx
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Elizabethan and Jacobean Theatre 
Beth Flintoff takes a look at the theatrical world in which Shakespeare was writing. 
 
At the beginning of the Sixteenth Century, 
‘theatre’ consisted of ordinary people 
enjoying plays about the Bible, performed by 
actors who travelled across the country with 
their props and costumes in a wagon. 
Although the plays were enjoyed, travelling 
‘players’ were generally treated with great 
suspicion – they were no better than ‘rogues 
and vagabonds.’ At the time, working men 
always had a master – if a poor man did not 
have a master it meant he was, effectively, a 
beggar. Actors would have seemed 
dangerously free of all masters.  There was 
even an Act of Parliament called the ‘Act for 
the Punishment of Vagabonds’. 
 
But the perception of theatre was, gradually, 
changing. Rich and powerful people were 
beginning to enjoy the feeling of providing 
entertainment to their friends, and plays were 
a great way of doing this. They were, basically, 
showing off – when people visited, the host 
could impress them by having a play 
performed. For example, King Henry VII’s 
household of servants included twelve 
trumpeters and a small group of actors who 
were able to sing and dance as well as 
perform plays.  This was a time of constant 
rivalry over who should be King, and who was 
the most influential. So professional actors, 
hired by these rich and powerful men, were 
paid to demonstrate to rivals just how 
important their family was. It must have been 
a bit of a relief for these actors to have some 
support and a more stable way of earning a 
living.  
 
Up until now, most drama in Britain had been 
performed in the open air, sometimes in 
courtyards in front of inns. But now, 
enterprising actors began to make theatre 
buildings and to set up companies of fellow 
actors to perform in them. The first person to 
do this was an actor who was also a 
carpenter, called James Burbage. His two 
sons, Richard and Cuthbert Burbage, took on 

the family tradition after he died. Theatre was 
by now extremely popular, but remained 
controversial – religious leaders, upset that it 
was so much more popular than going to 
Church, described plays as ‘beastly’ and 
‘filthy’. Plays were often banned for 
containing comments as subversive – writing 
in a negative way about the monarchy in the 
time of Queen Elizabeth I or James I was an 
extremely dangerous thing to do and it was 
common for artists to get into trouble or 
performances be shut down. 
 
The Burbage brothers were running a theatre 
in London when they had an argument with 
the authorities. In the end the argument got 
so bad that they took the whole theatre apart 
in the middle of the night and carried it, piece 
by piece, across a bridge to the other side of 
the Thames. Once over the river, they were 
safely outside the law of the London 
authorities, and could carry on without their 
permission.  This theatre was the Globe, 
where the most famous playwright of them all 
worked: William Shakespeare. 
 
We don’t know all that much for certain about 
William Shakespeare, but we do know that he 
was married to a woman called Ann Hathaway 
who lived in Stratford-upon-Avon where he 
grew up, and he had three children. He spent 
most of his time not with his wife but in 
London, and he wrote at least 37 plays – 
though we’re still not sure exactly who wrote 
some of the plays that have been attributed 
to him. Some scholars argue that he didn’t 
actually write any of the plays at all. 
 
What makes Shakespeare and his work 
different to that of other playwrights? As a 
member of the acting company, Shakespeare 
would have been writing specifically for his 
fellow actors – they were probably his friends. 
He must have had great faith in their ability 
because his plays are not written for one 
starring actor with supporting cast, but for 
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lots of actors who could all understand 
intense and complicated characterisation.  
 
There would have been no women in the cast 
– the female roles were all played by boys. 
This didn’t seem to bother Shakespeare in the 
slightest and he wrote plenty of great female 
parts – so he must have thought the boys 
were very good.  
 
If he had written in an obvious way about the 
politics of the time, he would have got into 
trouble, so he wrote about historical events or 
fictional characters in such a way that the 
audience could have easily guessed what he 
was talking about.  
 
They needed to make enough money at the 
theatre, making it important that his plays 
were popular, so he couldn’t just write 
tragedies or comedies – he wrote both.  
 
And he mostly wrote his plays in verse – not 
rhyming poetry, but a sequence of lines with a 
distinct rhythm, which helps the audience to 
follow what’s being said and adds an extra 
layer of magic, a feeling of specialness to what 
we are hearing. Like this, when Othello dies: 
 
I kissed thee ere I killed thee: no way but this, 

Killing myself, to die upon a kiss. 
[V.ii.356-7] 

 
These are some of the things that made the 
plays of Shakespeare so remarkable. He 
created characters that we can still 
understand today, and he gave them things to 
say that still, when we hear them now, can 
seem astonishingly beautiful one moment, 
hilarious the next. He created characters that 
are warm, funny, complicated, cruel, 
romantic, obsessed - you name it, he wrote it 
... For example, Romeo and Juliet has really 
changed the way we view romantic love today 
– the idea of people performing extravagant 
gestures, of sacrificing everything they have, 
and even dying for their love, these ideas had 
never been so clearly set down before, and 
probably haven’t since. 
 

Nowadays, Shakespeare is taught in schools 
not just in England but all around the world, 
and performed in hundreds of different 
languages. Many of the everyday words and 
phrases we use now, such as ‘advertise’ and 
‘lonely’ were invented by him.  
 
There were, of course, other plays and 
playwrights working at the same time as 
Shakespeare. In fact the playwright 
Christopher Marlowe, who wrote plays such 
as Doctor Faustus and Edward II, was much 
better known at the time. Faustus is a scholar 
who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for 
having whatever he wants for twenty five 
years. He says the famous line: ‘Was this the 
face that launched a thousand ships?’ when 
he meets the beautiful Helen of Troy for the 
first time. As the twenty five years comes to 
an end, of course, he begins to regret his pact, 
and the play ends with him being tragically 
carried away to hell. 
 
Christopher Marlowe is thought to have been 
a spy for Francis Walsingham, the head of 
Queen Elizabeth’s secret service. He was killed 
in a fight in a pub, but many suspect that this 
was actually a cover-up for an assassination. 
His room-mate was the unfortunate 
playwright Thomas Kyd, who was arrested 
and tortured by the authorities for 
information about Marlowe.  
 
It was a dark time for these playwrights and 
their plays reflected that darkness. Thomas 
Kyd wrote the first ‘Revenge Tragedy’, called 
The Spanish Tragedy. Revenge Tragedies were 
dramas in which a terrible injustice happens 
at the start of the play, and the hero vows to 
avenge it. In these plays, violent and 
frightening things happen to the characters 
and the events are often pretty gory. For 
example, The Revenger’s Tragedy, by Thomas 
Middleton, begins with the hero standing on 
stage holding the skull of his poisoned 
girlfriend. He revenges himself on the 
murderer, a Duke, by dressing up the skull in a 
coat, putting poison on the skull’s lips, and 
pretending that she is a woman the Duke 
would like to kiss. The Duke does indeed kiss 
the skull, and he dies.  
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These stories seem extraordinarily gruesome 
until you realise that similar stories are still 
being written today and are extremely 
popular: films like Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill, 
or Mel Gibson’s Ransom, and many horror 
films are in the revenge style, first written 
over four hundred years ago. Difficult, 
turbulent and dangerous times they may have 
been for actors and writers, but that didn’t 
stop them from creating some extraordinary 
works of art. 
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Synopsis of Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
This synopsis is by Charles and Mary Lamb, from their book Tales from Shakespeare, written in 1807 
to make Shakespeare accessible to younger readers. The article has been slightly edited for length. 
 
When Duncan the Meek reigned King of 
Scotland, there lived a great thane, or lord, 
called Macbeth. This Macbeth was a near 
kinsman to the king, and in great esteem at 
court for his valour and conduct in the wars; 
an example of which he had lately given, in 
defeating a rebel army assisted by the troops 
of Norway in terrible numbers. 
 
The two Scottish generals, Macbeth and 
Banquo, returning victorious from this great 
battle, their way lay over a heath, where they 
were stopped by the strange appearance of 
three figures like women, except that they 
had beards, and their withered skins and wild 
attire made them look not like any earthly 
creatures. Macbeth first addressed them, and 
the first of them saluted Macbeth with the 
title of Thane of Glamis. The general was not a 
little startled to find himself known by such 
creatures; but how much more, when the 
second of them followed up that salute by 
giving him the title of Thane of Cawdor, to 
which honour he had no pretensions; and 
again the third bid him "All hail! king that 
shalt be hereafter!" Such a prophetic greeting 
might well amaze him, who knew that while 
the king's sons lived he could not hope to 
succeed to the throne. Then turning to 
Banquo, they prophesied that though he 
should never reign, yet his sons after him 
should be kings in Scotland. They then turned 
into air, and vanished: by which the generals 
knew them to be the weird sisters, or witches. 
 
While they stood pondering on the 
strangeness of this adventure, there arrived 
certain messengers from the king, who were 
empowered by him to confer upon Macbeth 
the dignity of thane of Cawdor: an event so 
miraculously corresponding with the 
prediction of the witches astonished 
Macbeth, and he stood wrapped in 

amazement, and hopes arose in his mind that 
the prediction of the third witch might in like 
manner have its accomplishment, and that he 
should one day reign king in Scotland. From 
that time he bent all his thoughts how to 
compass the throne of Scotland. 
 
Macbeth had a wife, to whom he 
communicated the strange prediction of the 
weird sisters, and its partial accomplishment. 
She was a bad, ambitious woman, and so as 
her husband and herself could arrive at 
greatness, she cared not much by what 
means. She spurred on the reluctant purpose 
of Macbeth, who felt compunction at the 
thoughts of blood, and did not cease to 
represent the murder of the king as a step 
absolutely necessary to the fulfilment of the 
flattering prophecy. 
 
It happened at this time that the king came to 
Macbeth's house, attended by his two sons, 
Malcolm and Donalbain, and a numerous train 
of thanes and attendants, to honour Macbeth 
for the triumphal success of his wars. The king 
entered well-pleased with the place, and not 
less so with the attentions and respect of his 
honoured hostess, Lady Macbeth, who had 
the art of covering treacherous purposes with 
smiles; and could look like the innocent 
flower, while she was indeed the serpent 
under it. 
 
The king being tired with his journey, went 
early to bed, and in his state-room two 
grooms of his chamber (as was the custom) 
slept beside him. He had been unusually 
pleased with his reception, and had made 
presents before he retired to his principal 
officers; and among the rest, had sent a rich 
diamond to Lady Macbeth, greeting her by 
the name of his most kind hostess. 
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Now was the middle of night, when over half 
the world nature seems dead. This was the 
time when Lady Macbeth waked to plot the 
murder of the king. She would not have 
undertaken a deed so abhorrent to her sex, 
but that she feared her husband's nature – 
she knew him to be ambitious, but 
scrupulous, she had won him to consent to 
the murder, but she doubted his resolution. 
And indeed his resolution had begun to 
stagger. He considered that there were strong 
reasons against the deed. In these conflicts of 
the mind Lady Macbeth found her husband 
inclining to the better part, and resolving to 
proceed no further. But she being a woman 
not easily shaken from her evil purpose, 
began to pour in at his ears words which 
infused a portion of her own spirit into his 
mind, assigning reason upon reason why he 
should not shrink from what he had 
undertaken; how easy the deed was; how 
soon it would be over; and how the action of 
one short night would give to all their nights 
and days to come sovereign sway and royalty! 
And with the valour of her tongue she so 
chastised his sluggish resolutions, that he 
once more summoned up courage to the 
bloody business. 
 
So, taking the dagger in his hand, he softly 
stole in the dark to the room where Duncan 
lay; and as he went, he thought he saw 
another dagger in the air, with the handle 
towards him, and on the blade and at the 
point of it drops of blood; but when he tried 
to grasp at it, it was nothing but air, a mere 
phantasm proceeding from his own hot and 
oppressed brain and the business he had in 
hand. 
 
Getting rid of this fear, he entered the king's 
room, whom he despatched with one stroke 
of his dagger. Just as he had done the murder, 
one of the grooms, who slept in the chamber, 
laughed in his sleep, and the other cried, 
"Murder," which woke them both; but they 
said a short prayer; one of them said, "God 
bless us!" and the other answered "Amen;" 
and addressed themselves to sleep again.  
With such horrible imaginations Macbeth 
returned to his listening wife, who began to 

think he had failed of his purpose, and that 
the deed was somehow frustrated. He came 
in so distracted a state, that she reproached 
him with his want of firmness, and sent him to 
wash his hands of the blood which stained 
them, while she took his dagger, with purpose 
to stain the cheeks of the grooms with blood, 
to make it seem their guilt. 
 
Morning came, and with it the discovery of 
the murder, which could not be concealed; 
and though Macbeth and his lady made great 
show of grief, and the proofs against the 
grooms (the dagger being produced against 
them and their faces smeared with blood) 
were sufficiently strong, yet the entire 
suspicion fell upon Macbeth, whose 
inducements to such a deed were so much 
more forcible than such poor silly grooms 
could be supposed to have; and Duncan's two 
sons fled. Malcolm, the eldest, sought for 
refuge in the English court; and the youngest, 
Donalbain, made his escape to Ireland. The 
king's sons, who should have succeeded him, 
having thus vacated the throne, Macbeth as 
next heir was crowned king, and thus the 
prediction of the weird sisters was literally 
accomplished. 
 
Though placed so high, Macbeth and his 
queen could not forget the prophecy of the 
weird sisters, that, though Macbeth should be 
king, yet not his children, but the children of 
Banquo, should be kings after him. The 
thought of this, and that they had defiled 
their hands with blood, and done so great 
crimes, only to place the posterity of Banquo 
upon the throne, so rankled within them, that 
they determined to put to death both Banquo 
and his son, to make void the predictions of 
the weird sisters, which in their own case had 
been so remarkably brought to pass. 
 
For this purpose they made a great supper, to 
which they invited all the chief thanes; and, 
among the rest, with marks of particular 
respect, Banquo and his son Fleance were 
invited. The way by which Banquo was to pass 
to the palace at night was beset by murderers 
appointed by Macbeth, who stabbed Banquo; 
but in the scuffle Fleance escaped. From that 
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Fleance descended a race of monarchs who 
afterwards filled the Scottish throne, ending 
with James the Sixth of Scotland and the First 
of England, under whom the two crowns of 
England and Scotland were united. 
 
At supper, the queen, whose manners were in 
the highest degree affable and royal, played 
the hostess with a gracefulness and attention 
which conciliated every one present, and 
Macbeth discoursed freely with his thanes 
and nobles, saying, that all that was 
honourable in the country was under his roof, 
if he had but his good friend Banquo present, 
whom yet he hoped he should rather have to 
chide for neglect, than to lament for any 
mischance. Just at these words the ghost of 
Banquo, whom he had caused to be 
murdered, entered the room and placed 
himself on the chair which Macbeth was 
about to occupy. Though Macbeth was a bold 
man, and one that could have faced the devil 
without trembling, at this horrible sight his 
cheeks turned white with fear, and he stood 
quite unmanned with his eyes fixed upon the 
ghost. His queen and all the nobles, who saw 
nothing, but perceived him gazing (as they 
thought) upon an empty chair, took it for a fit 
of distraction; and she reproached him, 
whispering that it was but the same fancy 
which made him see the dagger in the air, 
when he was about to kill Duncan. But 
Macbeth continued to see the ghost, and gave 
no heed to all they could say, while he 
addressed it with distracted words, yet so 
significant, that his queen, fearing the 
dreadful secret would be disclosed, in great 
haste dismissed the guests, excusing the 
infirmity of Macbeth as a disorder he was 
often troubled with. 
 
To such dreadful fancies Macbeth was 
subject. His queen and he had their sleeps 
afflicted with terrible dreams, and the blood 
of Banquo troubled them not more than the 
escape of Fleance, whom now they looked 
upon as father to a line of kings who should 
keep their posterity out of the throne. With 
these miserable thoughts they found no 
peace, and Macbeth determined once more 

to seek out the weird sisters, and know from 
them the worst. 
 
He sought them in a cave upon the heath, and 
they called the spirits, which were three. And 
the first arose in the likeness of an armed 
head, and he called Macbeth by name, and 
bid him beware of the thane of Fife; for which 
caution Macbeth thanked him; for Macbeth 
had entertained a jealousy of Macduff, the 
thane of Fife. 
 
And the second spirit arose in the likeness of a 
bloody child, and he called Macbeth by name, 
and bid him have no fear, for none of woman 
born should have power to hurt him; and he 
advised him to be bloody, bold, and resolute. 
"Then live, Macduff!" cried the king; "what 
need I fear of thee? but yet I will make 
assurance doubly sure. Thou shalt not live; 
that I may tell pale-hearted Fear it lies, and 
sleep in spite of thunder." 
 
That spirit being dismissed, a third arose in 
the form of a child crowned, with a tree in his 
hand. He called Macbeth by name, and 
comforted him against conspiracies, saying, 
that he should never be vanquished, until the 
wood of Birnam to Dunsinane Hill should 
come against him. 
 
The first thing he heard when he got out of 
the witches' cave, was that Macduff, thane of 
Fife, had fled to England, to join the army 
which was forming against him under 
Malcolm, the eldest son of the late king, with 
intent to displace Macbeth, and set Malcolm, 
the right heir, upon the throne. Macbeth, 
stung with rage, set upon the castle of 
Macduff, and put his wife and children, whom 
the thane had left behind, to the sword, and 
extended the slaughter to all who claimed the 
least relationship to Macduff. These deeds 
alienated the minds of all his chief nobility 
from him. Such as could, fled to join with 
Malcolm and Macduff, who were now 
approaching with a powerful army, which 
they had raised in England; and the rest 
secretly wished success to their arms, though 
for fear of Macbeth they could take no active 
part. His recruits went on slowly. Everybody 
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hated the tyrant; nobody loved or honoured 
him; but all suspected him, and he began to 
envy the condition of Duncan, whom he had 
murdered, who slept soundly in his grave. 
 
While these things were acting, the queen, 
who had been the sole partner in his 
wickedness, in whose bosom he could 
sometimes seek a momentary repose from 
those terrible dreams which afflicted them 
both nightly, died, it is supposed, by her own 
hands, unable to bear the remorse of guilt, 
and public hate; by which event he was left 
alone, without a soul to love or care for him, 
or a friend to whom he could confide his 
wicked purposes. 
 
He grew careless of life, and wished for death; 
but the near approach of Malcolm's army 
roused in him what remained of his ancient 
courage, and he determined to die (as he 
expressed it) "with armour on his back." 
Besides this, the hollow promises of the 
witches had filled him with a false confidence, 
and he remembered the sayings of the spirits, 
that none of woman born was to hurt him, 
and that he was never to be vanquished till 
Birnam Wood should come to Dunsinane, 
which he thought could never be.  
 
So he shut himself up in his castle, whose 
impregnable strength was such as defied a 
siege: here he sullenly waited the approach of 
Malcolm. When, upon a day, there came a 
messenger to him, pale and shaking with fear, 
for he stood upon his watch on the hill, he 
looked towards Birnam, and to his thinking 
the wood began to move! Macbeth now 
began to faint in resolution, and to doubt the 
equivocal speeches of the spirits. He was not 
to fear till Birnam Wood should come to 
Dunsinane; and now a wood did move! 
"However," said he, "if this which he avouches 
be true, let us arm and out. There is no flying 
hence, nor staying here. I begin to be weary of 
the sun, and wish my life at an end." With 
these desperate speeches he sallied forth 
upon the besiegers, who had now come up to 
the castle. 
 

The strange appearance which had given the 
messenger an idea of a wood moving is easily 
solved. When the besieging army marched 
through the wood of Birnam, Malcolm, like a 
skilful general, instructed his soldiers to hew 
down every one a bough and bear it before 
him, by way of concealing the true numbers 
of his host. This marching of the soldiers with 
boughs had at a distance the appearance 
which had frightened the messenger. Thus 
were the words of the spirit brought to pass, 
in a sense different from that in which 
Macbeth had understood them, and one great 
hold of his confidence was gone. 
 
And now a severe skirmishing took place, in 
which Macbeth fought with the extreme of 
rage and valour, cutting to pieces all who 
were opposed to him, till he came to where 
Macduff was fighting. A fierce contest ensued; 
Macduff giving him many foul reproaches for 
the murder of his wife and children. Macbeth, 
whose soul was charged enough with blood of 
that family already, would still have declined 
the combat; but Macduff still urged him to it, 
calling him tyrant, murderer, hell-hound, and 
villain. 
 
Then Macbeth remembered the words of the 
spirit, how none of woman born should hurt 
him; and smiling confidently he said to 
Macduff, "Thou losest thy labour, Macduff. As 
easily thou mayest impress the air with thy 
sword, as make me vulnerable. I bear a 
charmed life, which must not yield to one of 
woman born."  
 
"Despair thy charm," said Macduff, "and let 
that lying spirit whom thou hast served, tell 
thee, that Macduff was never born of woman, 
never as the ordinary manner of men is to be 
born, but was untimely taken from his 
mother." 
 
"Accursed be the tongue which tells me so," 
said the trembling Macbeth, who felt his last 
hold of confidence give way; "I will not fight 
with thee." 
 
"Then live!" said the scornful Macduff; "we 
will have a show of thee, as men show 
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monsters, and a painted board, on which shall 
be written, 'Here men may see the tyrant!'" 
"Never," said Macbeth, whose courage 
returned with despair; "I will not live to kiss 
the ground before young Malcolm's feet, and 
to be baited with the curses of the rabble." 
With these frantic words he threw himself 
upon Macduff, who, after a severe struggle, in 
the end overcame him, and cutting off his 
head, made a present of it to the young and 
lawful king, Malcolm; who took upon him the 
government which, by the machinations of 
the usurper, he had so long been deprived of, 
and ascended the throne of Duncan the 
Meek, amid the acclamations of the nobles 
and the people. 
 
Edited from Charles & Mary Lamb, Tales from 
Shakespeare, 1808 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Real Macbeths 
Shakespeare based his play on a true person: Macbeth did exist and was King of Scotland in the 11th 
Century. However his reign lasted a lot longer than it does in the play: for 17 years from 1040 – 
1057.  
 
Shakespeare uses Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland written in 1577 as the 
main source for his play, but he doesn’t stick too faithfully to history and changes it where it suits 
him. Here’s an example from Holinshed that describes Macbeth’s meeting with the witches: 

It fortuned as Makbeth and Banquho iournied towards Fores, where the king then laie, they 
went sporting by the waie togither without other companie, saue onelie themselues, passing 
thorough the woods and fields, when suddenlie in the middest of a laund, there met them 
thrée women in strange and wild apparell, resembling creatures of elder world, whome when 
they attentiuelie beheld, woondering much at the sight, the first of them spake and said; "All 
haile Makbeth, thane of Glammis" (for he had latelie entered into that dignitie and office by 
the death of his father Sinell.) The second of them said; "Haile Makbeth thane of Cawder." 
But the third said; "All haile Makbeth that héerafter shalt be king of Scotland." 

    Then Banquho; "What manner of women (saith he) are you, that séeme so little fauourable 
vnto me, whereas to my fellow heere, besides high offices, ye assigne also the kingdome, 
appointing foorth nothing for me at all?" "Yes (saith the first of them) we promise greater 
benefits vnto thée, than vnto him, for he shall reigne in déed, but with an vnluckie end: 
neither shall he leaue anie issue behind him to succéed in his place, where contrarilie thou in 
déed shalt not reigne at all, but of thée those shall be borne which shall gouerne the Scotish 
kingdome by long order of continuall descent." Herewith the foresaid women vanished 
immediatlie out of their sight. This was reputed at the first but some vaine fantasticall illusion 
by Mackbeth and Banquho, insomuch that Banquho would call Mackbeth in iest, king of 
Scotland; and Mackbeth againe would call him in sport likewise. 

From Holinshed’s Chronicles, Volume V: Scotland, page 268 

When Shakespeare was writing 600 years later there was a new King on the throne, King James - the 
first monarch to be King of both England and Scotland. The play flatters the new sovereign, who was 
known to be interested in witchcraft, by showing Banquo as a loyal soldier – King James was 
descended from Banquo, so the references to the ‘long line of Kings’ descended from Banquo’s 
children would have been very relevant to the audience at the time. 
 
 
For more information on the real Macbeth: 
http://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofScotland/Duncan-MacBeth/ 
 
For more detail on how the play differs from Holinshed’s Chronicles: 
Mabillard, Amanda. Shakespeare's Sources for Macbeth. Shakespeare Online. 20 Aug. 2000.  
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/sources/macbethsources.html  

 

http://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofScotland/Duncan-MacBeth/
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/sources/macbethsources.html
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Synopsis of The Watermill’s Macbeth 
 

 
Our version of Macbeth, played by just three 
actors, is located in a modern wasteland, not 
far from a battle. At the beginning Lady 
Macbeth is wandering about, muttering to 
herself, saying the lines traditionally spoken 
by the Witches. She is suffering from extreme 
mental confusion, starvation, sleep 
deprivation, and profound distress.  A man 
enters and watches her, followed by Macbeth, 
who asks him how his patient is getting on. 
‘She is troubled,’ comes the answer. Macbeth 
instructs the man to cure her, before leaving 
to continue with the battle.  The man stares at 
Lady Macbeth helplessly; she seems 
desperate to tell him something. Eventually 
he agrees to listen to her tale, and so begins 
our story, as told by Lady Macbeth. 
 
Her story begins on the heath, with the three 
witches. She acts out the witches using Barbie 
dolls, meeting Macbeth as he came home 
from war with Banquo, telling him that he 
would become Thane of Cawdor and then 
King. Meanwhile she tells Banquo that he 
won’t become King but his sons will one day. 
Macbeth and Banquo are baffled, then 
excited, as a radio report comes through, 
telling Macbeth that he has been promoted to 
Cawdor. They agree to talk later, though 
Macbeth is privately shocked to discover that 
he already harbours murderous thoughts 
towards his king. 
 
King Duncan enters, telling Macbeth that he 
plans to reward Macbeth for his achievements 
on the battlefield.  Then the King announces 
his successor – his son, Malcolm.  Macbeth is 
frustrated – suddenly the prophecy seems a 
long way from being fulfilled.  
 
Meanwhile Lady Macbeth, alone, considers 
the prophecy and what it means for Macbeth. 
She thinks he will need encouragement to go 
through with the murder and plans to give 
him all the bolstering he needs.  When 
Duncan enters, we see why she hates him so 

much: he is a tyrant – suave and frightening at 
the same time. 
 
Alone in his castle later that night, Macbeth 
tries to think it through. He decides murdering 
Duncan is a bad idea and he won’t go through 
with it. But then Lady Macbeth appears and is 
furious to hear of his change of heart. She 
puts her argument so forcibly that he 
eventually agrees to do the deed that night, 
while Duncan is sleeping. She has thought it 
all through: they can make it look as though 
the grooms are guilty and then pretend to be 
dutiful and grieving.  After agreeing to do it, 
Macbeth, alone, imagining he can see the 
dagger already, gloomily goes offstage to kill 
his king. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bronte Tadman (Lady Macbeth) holds up Barbie 
dolls to represent the witches. 
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Lady Macbeth waits anxiously outside 
Duncan’s room for Macbeth to come out.  He 
eventually does, his hands covered in blood, 
in a state of panicked horror, having 
committed the murder. Lady Macbeth tries to 
keep him calm and get him washed, while 
someone knocks at the door. They clean 
themselves up and allow in the newcomer: 
Macduff, another Scottish thane. Macduff 
goes in to wake the King and comes out 
shouting about the murder. The Macbeths, 
guilt written all over their faces, declare it 
must have been the guards and things look 
tense until Lady Macbeth helpfully faints, 
causing enough distraction for them to get 
away with it, for now… 
 
The next morning, news reports come in that 
the king’s two sons, Malcolm and Donalbain, 
have fled, and so Macbeth will be crowned 
King. They announce a great feast, inviting all 
their lords and especially Banquo, whom 
Macbeth particularly questions about his 
plans for the day.  Macbeth is very worried 
about Banquo, feeling that his murder has 
been for nothing if his own children are not to 
inherit the throne. Lady Macbeth tries to 
comfort him, but Macbeth will not be 
comforted. Alone with Banquo, he strangles 
him with his bare hands. And then he has to 
get ready for his coronation feast. 
 
The feast does not go well.  Lady Macbeth 
tries to be charming but Macbeth thinks he 
sees Banquo alive again, and is openly 
distracted, shouting at the air until eventually 
the guests are sent away. Afterwards, the 
Macbeths try to sleep but Lady Macbeth 
sleepwalks, muttering about cleaning her 
hands.  
 
Meanwhile Macbeth, in his sleep, imagines he 
sees the witches again. They tell him to fear 
Macduff but to be brave: no man born from a 
woman can hurt him, and he will be fine 
unless Burnam Wood comes to Dunsinane. 
Believing both things impossible, Macbeth is 
comforted but decides nevertheless to kill all 
of Macduff’s family in his castle. When this 
happens, Macduff vows revenge on Macbeth 
and determines to go to war. Macduff’s 

enormous army approaches; Macbeth tries 
not to be afraid as he takes refuge with his 
wife, but he is increasingly concerned about 
her mental health, and summons a doctor. 
 
Lady Macbeth finishes her tale to the Doctor 
at this point. ‘You see, my Lord?’ she tells the 
doctor, ‘A tale, told by an idiot.’ She stumbles 
offstage.  
 
Contemplating the oncoming war, Macbeth is 
interrupted by the sound of a scream. He is 
told that his wife is dead. With nothing left to 
fight for, he considers the brevity of his life. 
But he is interrupted again, this time by news 
that Birnam Wood seems to be approaching 
Dunsinane – the first of the prophecies is 
coming true. He fears his life is nearly at an 
end but vows to fight on. Macduff enters and 
the two enemies stand face to face at last: 
Macduff tells him he was born by caesarean 
section so technically was not ‘of woman 
born’. They fight and Macduff kills Macbeth. 
He speaks to Malcolm on the radio and tells 
that Malcolm can now take his rightful place 
as King.  
 
BETH FLINTOFF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Adapting Macbeth 
Beth Flintoff discusses the process of adapting Macbeth for a cast of three, and 
the work of The Watermill’s Outreach tours. 
 
We spend a lot of time asking teachers how 
we can best support their work in the 
classroom. Time and again, Shakespeare 
comes up as a problem spot – students see 
him as tricky or irrelevant. But for us as 
theatre makers, he wrote some of the most 
exciting texts on the planet. So we came up 
with a plan to pass on our enthusiasm: an 
accessible, lightweight adaptation that can 
tour quickly and at low cost into schools 
without sacrificing quality or academic rigour. 
We want a young person’s first experience of 
Shakespeare to be live and close up, because 
this is what gives the plays their power.  
 
We agreed on Macbeth this year because it is 
such a popular choice for GCSE students, and 
a favourite of the Director, Cressida Brown. 
Before I started work on the text, I had a few 
meetings with Cressida and talked about her 
vision for the play.  There are a set of rules 
that we must abide by: 

• It must have a cast of three. 
• There should be almost no set and 

straightforward costumes. 
• It needs to last between 70 and 75 

minutes so that it fits into a school 
day. 

And then I have an optional rule or two: for 
instance I like to include a moment of active 
audience participation between 50 and 60 
minutes into the show – it helps keep 
everyone engaged in the action and 
sometimes an extra pair of hands can be 
handy! 
 
The first thing I always do when adapting a 
play is to type the whole thing out, word for 
word. I find this an invaluable exercise – I get 
to experience Shakespeare’s writing process 
(my keyboard has replaced the quill, but the 
essence has remained the same). I can feel 
the muscularity of the verse beneath my 

fingers, and get a sense of the length of 
everything. When you type something out 
verbatim, you become acutely aware of 
lengths – just how much time Macbeth gets to 
talk to the audience, for instance.  
 
Something I really noticed was that Duncan 
tends to start half way through a line – 
perhaps he always interrupts everyone else? 
And when people are talking to him their 
sentences become very convoluted, as if they 
are terrified of saying the wrong thing. Like 
this: 
 
MACBETH 
The service and the loyalty I owe, 
In doing it, pays itself. Your highness’ part 
Is to receive our duties; and our duties 
Are to your throne and state, children and 
servants, 
Which do but what they should, by doing 
everything 
Safe toward your love and honour. 
 
MALCOLM 

Welcome hither. 
[1.4.22-27] 
 
Even after reading it several times I found it 
hard to make sense of what Macbeth is trying 
to say here. This is strange when he is 
normally so direct and clear; but it makes a lot 
more sense if it’s seen in the context of fear: 
Duncan, with his habit of ordering summary 
executions of his former best friends, cannot 
be trusted. At all costs, no one dares offend 
him, so they avoid saying anything at all. 
 
Similarly the scene with Lady Macbeth when 
he arrives at their castle has a jerky, awkward 
rhythm: why does he insist on kissing her 
hand? It feels like a very public way of 
demonstrating his dictatorship, very tense 
and unpleasant.  I wanted to make this clear 
in a short space of time so I stole a line from 
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Malcolm – ‘Better Macbeth than such a one 
to reign’ – and gave it to Lady Macbeth when 
she sets up the Duncan scene. It’s the kind of 
theft that you have to perform sometimes 
when making a story work in half the time 
and with a fraction of the cast.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keeping a production minimal doesn’t mean 
we have to compromise on the quality of the 
acting or the integrity of artistic effort. Now in 
our fifth year of touring these shows I have 
come to see practical restrictions as 
opportunities to find something new and 
search for a deeper meaning in such 
wonderful texts. In Othello in 2012, for 
example, the character of Emilia was at one 
point played by male actor James Phelps (who 
also played Iago), which showed the character 
in a completely new light. In Macbeth I have 
particularly enjoyed the doubling of Lady 
Macbeth and the witches. Lady Macbeth isn’t 
‘mad’ so much as profoundly distressed, 
confused, and exhausted. Perhaps the witches 
have had intensely unsettling experiences 
too? I enjoyed the parallels between them, 
and the blurring of lines for Macbeth over just 
who he is talking to when Bronte plays both 
characters. 
 
Often when I am working on these 
adaptations a single line will present me with 
my way in; the clue to how I can make sense 
of the story with so few actors. In Macbeth 

my key line is this one, found in Macbeth’s 
response to the news of his wife’s death: 
 
MACBETH 
Out, out, brief candle, 
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage, 
And then is heard no more. It is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury 
Signifying nothing. 
[5.5.22 – 27] 
 
For me, this sums up our version of the play – 
particularly with its reference to a brief hour 
of playing time. During four weeks of touring 
our actors briefly visit schools, peeking into 
the lives they glimpse there, momentarily 
strutting and fretting amongst the students 
for a single hour (and fifteen minutes) and 
then are gone.  
 
And if the tale is told by an idiot, who is doing 
the telling? I searched for an idiot in the 
contemporary sense and couldn’t find one in 
this play, but I did find someone on the very 
edge of sanity – Lady Macbeth, desperately 
trying to make sense of the events she has 
helped to set in motion. So she becomes the 
teller of the tale in my version, charting the 
rise and downfall of both her marriage and 
her husband. Through her eyes we get an 
essentially decent and courageous Macbeth, 
until he stops communicating and she 
watches their relationship slip away from her 
grasp. 
 
During the last five years these pared-back, 
minimalist adaptations of Shakespeare have 
played to around twelve thousand students 
and this production of Macbeth will visit 26 
local schools.  The process of adapting the 
plays for such small casts sparks debate, even 
controversy (‘how could you possibly cut 
xxx?’) but for me this is a good thing – a sign 
that the viewer has taken ownership of the 
play for herself. In an ideal world, every young 
person (or even not-young person!) that sees 
my adaptation of Macbeth will go away and 
mentally create their own, far superior 
version. I would love to see them all. 

Joseph Phelps 
(Duncan) and 
Bronte Tadman 
(Lady Macbeth) 



Interview with the Director 
 
Lixi Chivas, The Watermill’s Community Associate, met with Director Cressida Brown during a break 
in rehearsals. 

Cressida, what for you are the most 
important themes in Macbeth? 
The themes that we’re drawing out in this 
production are very much about Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth’s love for one another, so the 
focus is on the fact that they have no children 
and they desperately want children.  In fact 
we think that what really makes them so 
ambitious for the crown is the idea that their 
children may succeed when they do 
eventually have them.  So this really gives 
them some sort of spur and energy to their 
desire for the kingdom and what we witness 
throughout the play is the breakdown of their 
marriage - I often say that Macbeth is Romeo 
and Juliet gone wrong! 
 
What was the preparation that you did 
before rehearsals? 
We did a lot of research before rehearsals had 
even begun. Something that interested me 
particularly was how an Elizabethan audience 
might’ve viewed the Scottish. We found out 
that they thought they were cannibals who 
massacred children, so they would have been 
surprised to discover that Macbeth in fact has 
a conscience.  I think one of the things that 
makes Macbeth likeable is the fact that he is 
so frightened all the time.  We really sense 
that vulnerability which is kind of surprising 
when you think that he’s a mass murderer!  
We also really believe that Macbeth isn’t the 
only tyrant but that Duncan is, too.  The play 
starts with multiple revolts, even by Duncan’s 
best friends, and I think it’s just a matter of 
time before somebody kills him. 
 
As a director, how much of what the 
production will look and feel like is already in 
your mind’s eye before you start rehearsals? 
Before rehearsals have started I tend to have 
a concept - an idea of what I want to explore 
and where it will go - but really until the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
actors are in the room, you have no idea 
whether your preconceptions are right or not, 
and that’s one of the things I love about being 
a director. You’re working out a puzzle with 
the other people in the room. 
 
I was really interested to see how the 
witches aren’t the traditional witches we 
often see, neither is Duncan the traditional 
wise king, nor is Banquo the traditional ‘best 
mate’.  Where did those choices come from? 
I think one of the problems nowadays with 
people putting on Shakespeare is that they fall 
in line with tradition, so, for example, they 
assume Ophelia [from Hamlet] is mad, just 
because every previous production has 
portrayed her as mad, when actually if you 
listen to her language she’s trying to 
communicate a message which she can’t in 
front of the court. And in Macbeth it’s very 
clear from the language that Banquo is a bully, 
as ambitious as Macbeth.  Similarly, for me 
the witches are more like refugees on a heath, 
young girls, perhaps a family of three women 
who are hungry and need some sort of hope.  
By the end of the play I think that Macbeth 
starts to dream or imagine them: he says, 
‘come in, without there’, after he’s just been 
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on the heath, which suggests to me that he’s 
not on the heath at all. 
 
What have been the challenges and the 
benefits of working with such a small cast, on 
an edited text? 
The key challenge is clarity, which is 
something I’m passionate about as a director, 
especially with Shakespeare – I don’t want the 
audience to think it’s their fault if they don’t 
understand.  If you’re clear with the 
characters’ intentions the audience should 
understand absolutely everything, so 
obviously it’s a concern having three people in 
the cast when there’s normally up to 
eighteen.  On the other hand, having fewer 
actors means that we’ve been able to do very 
detailed work on the characters and really 
focus on what the text is telling us. 
 
Do you have a favourite moment in the play? 
I have so many favourite moments in Macbeth 
they are uncountable!  It just gets better and 
better as the play goes on.  But I think one of 
my favourite bits, just because it’s so funny 
when it shouldn’t be, is when Macbeth talks 
to the audience after seeing Banquo’s ghost 
and says, ‘blood has been shed ere now, in 
the olden times…’. He’s basically saying ‘when 
you used to kill ‘em, they’d stay in the grave, 
and now they come back and push you from 
your stool!’, and I just think that’s so brilliant 
because he’s using humour when you 
wouldn’t expect it. 
 
What’s it been like working with a writer on 
adapting the script? This version turns things 
on its head and starts halfway through the 
story. 
We have two writers in this project because 
we have William Shakespeare and then we 
also have Beth Flintoff who has adapted the 
piece, and I was very nervous before I came 
into rehearsals because I thought, ‘well, how 
can you have two writers?’, but she’s done an 
amazing job on making the script seem as if it 
stands on its own. She’s turned it into a 
flashback of Lady Macbeth and that’s been 
really wonderful. Sometimes there have to be 
compromises, for example I’ll say, ‘this needs 
more clarity, having put it on its feet’, or she 

insists with me that I keep the meter, even if 
I’m cutting stuff, but it’s really been a great 
partnership. 

 
 

James Mack (Macbeth) and Bronte Tadman (the 
witches) 



Meet the Cast 
 

James Mack | Macbeth 
Theatre: Ryan in This Heaven (Finborough 
Theatre); Understudy Sandy Tyrell and Simon 
Bliss in Hay Fever  (Duke of York’s West End); 
Fred/Fezziwig in A Christmas Carol  (Old Red 
Lion); Raleigh in Journey’s End  (The Watermill 
Theatre); Terry in Confusions  and Traveller in 
The Insect Play (Theatre Royal Haymarket 
Youth Company). 
Parts played whilst training at Guildhall: Aaron 
Kreifels in The Laramie Project (Wyn Jones), 
Sir Toby Belch in Twelfth Night (Patsy 
Rodenburg), Arthur Gride in The Life and 
Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby (Jo Blatchley), 
Cecil in Toast (Jo McInnes), Duke 
Frederick/Duke Senior in As You Like It (Owen 
Horsley). James also played Cassius at 
Shakespeare’s Globe as part of The Sam 
Wanamaker Festival. 
  
Joseph Phelps | Duncan / Banquo / Macduff 
Macbeth marks Joseph’s professional debut. 
Joseph trained at Rose Bruford College.  
Whilst training Joseph’s credits include: 
Pericles, The Water Engine by David Mamet, 
Songs for a New World by Jason Robert 
Brown, and Britain Ltd devised by Theatre Ad 
Infinitum. 
  
Bronte Tadman | Lady Macbeth 
Bronte graduated from the Oxford School of 
Drama last summer.  
Television credits since graduating include: 
Call The Midwife.  
Theatre credits include: Wendy in Peter Pan 
at The Watermill, The Other Woman in The 
River, Edinburgh Fringe Festival.  
Theatre Credits while training include: Black 
Sheep at The Soho Theatre, London; Dolly in 
Anna Karenina at the Royal Court, London and 
playing Cleopatra at the Globe Theatre, 
London as part of the Sam Wanamaker 
Festival.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Interview with the Actors 
 

Lixi Chivas spent a lunchbreak talking to actors Bronte Tadman (Lady Macbeth), James Mack 
(Macbeth) and Joseph Phelps (Banquo / Duncan).  
 
 
Lixi: What has it been like working with 
Cressida?  What’s her process? 

Bronte: Working with Cressida’s been great; 
she has quite a specific way of doing things, I 
think because she’s very experienced with 
Shakespeare, she’s figured out a system, so 
we started off paraphrasing the text just to 
make absolutely clear we knew what we were 
saying and then we started putting it up on its 
feet. 

Joseph: I think a big focus for Cressida is 
clarity.  Clarity of the text, clarity of the story, 
clarity of what’s going on for the characters, 
and I think that does come from her 
experience with Shakespeare. This isn’t 
everyday language and we need to make 
these stories clear and make the language 
clear so there isn’t that barrier that often 
comes with performing Shakespeare, for 
actors and audience members. 

Lixi: So this version starts partway through 
the narrative, compared to how we’d expect 
to see it.  What difference has that made to 
your discovery of the text? 

James: ‘Starting at the end of the play has 
been difficult because we have to reach such 
high stakes at the very beginning – we already 
know that the war has started. I’ve found it 
quite difficult coming in at the beginning and 
saying to myself, ‘Wow – I’ve now got to do 
what I would’ve done for Act 5 in Act 1, Scene 
1’. But I think it works really well because it 
means that the audience know that there’s 
that level of threat and that impending doom 
that’s going to happen.  

Joseph: With the flashback structure Bronte 
and I go on a journey as the Doctor and Lady 
Macbeth – we’re rediscovering the story of 

the Macbeths. It’s been a useful parallel 
because during the rehearsal process we’re 
discovering the story as actors as well. 

Lixi: This is a famously well-known play.  
What’s that been like, working on it with all 
the baggage that goes before it? 

Bronte: You have to forget that it’s an iconic 
play.  I mean it’s really difficult to not think of 
Judi Dench and Ian McKellan – and now 
Michael Fassbender – but you just have to see 
it as a fresh new play and no one is ever going 
to play it the same. You just have to do your 
job and hope that you do it well, really, and 
ignore all the brilliant people who’ve done it 
before. 

James: Yes, it’s about discovering it for 
yourself, I think. Occasionally I fall into the 
trap of thinking ‘oh, this is a famous Macbeth 
line’. 

Lixi: You’ve all got very different jobs in the 
play; Joseph, in particular, you seem to have 
a thousand and one different things to do. 
How have you been able to find depth and 
richness in four different characters? 

Joseph: Well, I hope I have! I suppose I 
compare my role to that of a facilitator. My 
job is to rediscover this story with Lady 
Macbeth.  But also, even though it’s a 
flashback, I have to find the reality of each of 
the characters I play. They need to be as 
deep, as fully realised as Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth. 

Bronte, you’ve got the parts of both Lady 
Macbeth and the ‘we three’.  In the 
preparation you’ve done together as a team, 
what have you made of them, who are they? 
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Bronte: It was difficult to decide at first, but 
eventually we discovered that they could be 
little girls. They’re often played as old ladies 
but that wouldn’t really work because I 
wouldn’t have time to do a quick costume 
change. So we decided to go for a younger 
approach and more excitable and feral and 
other-worldly. 

And James, what do you make of Macbeth? 
Do you think this would have been his 
destiny had he never met the witches, or has 
that been instrumental in him taking the 
path he does? 

James: He’s a very ambitious guy and I’m 
certain that he would’ve tried to achieve as 
much success as possible, but I also think he 
believes in fate, so meeting the witches is key. 
In Shakespeare’s day they were genuinely 
afraid of the supernatural.  As soon as that 
prophesy’s been given to him it’s like he’s 
started a journey he can’t stop.  That’s not to 
say that he doesn’t have doubts, and certainly 
Lady M convinces him to take it a step further 
in killing the king.  But I think the prophesy is 
what makes him do those things.   

What do you think the Macbeths think of 
each other, and how does that change? 

Bronte: I think there’s a strong love there, 
especially at the beginning – they go through 
a lot together. But then it changes when 
Macbeth starts to make decisions without 
her; she begins to fear him rather than just 
love him.  And by the end they are both very, 
very different people. 

James: There’s a great scene between them 
when Macbeth decides he’s not going to go 
ahead with the murder and Lady M has to 
persuade him. The fact that she succeeds says 
so much about their relationship. I think he’s 
absolutely in love with her. 

And we’ve been thinking a lot about children 
– for Macbeth, to have an heir is a huge deal. 
We decided that the Macbeths have had 
children that have died and that it’s 
impossible for them now to have more 
children. So their love for each other and 
desire for a family is key. 

Bronte: It’s her main driving force throughout 
the whole play. 

James: In addition it’s a very intense 
relationship. They share this huge secret 
which makes the relationship both volatile 
and safe – because they have only each other 
to talk to. 

And what do you make of the relationship 
between Banquo and Macbeth? 

Joseph: One of Cressida’s views about the 
play that has impacted me the most is that 
she really sees Banquo as equally ambitious, 
equally up for it, if not more so than Macbeth. 
She sees him as, if anything, a bit nastier, 
which creates an atmosphere of mistrust and 
tension.   

James: Yes, and certainly the fact that we’re 
equals and the idea that Banquo could turn 
round and stab Macbeth in the back has been 
interesting. I’d never really thought of it as 
such a dangerous relationship before. 

Joseph: They are competing with each other 
for power.  

And how does Duncan fit into it all for you? 

Joseph: Again, this is a new interpretation for 
me. Macbeth says he’s been ‘so meek, so mild 
in his great office’.  I always had this view of 
Duncan as a really just king and therefore 
Macbeth’s murder of him is worse, somehow. 
But Cressida pointed out all the clues in the 
text that suggest Duncan is a tyrant too - he’s 
not a good ruler.  It creates an opportunity for 
Macbeth to think, ‘I could be king’, and for 
Lady Macbeth to say ‘you could be a better 
king’. 

James: We also discovered that the title of 
Thane of Cawdor is very senior – almost 
second in command to Duncan. So when at 
the beginning of the play we hear that the 
Thane of Cawdor is going to be killed, that’s 
huge for Banquo and Macbeth to 
comprehend. Macbeth’s new title makes him 
think ‘I shouldn’t kill Duncan, he’s just made 
me Vice President!’ 
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Joseph: And I think there’s the suggestion of 
Duncan possibly naming him as heir. It feels as 
though Macbeth half expects it, but then he 
names Malcolm.  

James: It’s really interesting, actually, doing it 
with just three people because you’ve only 
got two others to interact with. I think it 
intensifies all those moments, such as when 
Duncan names his heir. 

How are you feeling about the first 
performance, and touring to schools? 

Bronte: I’m really excited now, it’s getting to 
the point where we need an audience. I think 
it’s going to be interesting performing in 
schools because it’s a variety of different age 
groups and it’ll be really interesting to see 
how the different ages react. And we’ll have 
to adapt to a new space every day.   

James: I can’t wait to have an audience – all 
those soliloquys are meant to be told to an 
audience.  And I’m excited to see how the 
students will react! 

Joseph: Whether it’s The Watermill or a 
school, whatever age they are, however big 
the audience is, it’s still a really great story.  
We just want to tell it really well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Macbeths wait for the murder to be discovered. 
James Mack (Macbeth) and Bronte Tadman (Lady 
Macbeth) 
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Exercise 1: Character Mapping 
 
 
The whole room becomes the ‘heart’ of the play. Put Macbeth, played by a student, in the centre of 
the room. Add the other characters one by one into the space. They should stand near or far away 
from the central character and the other characters, depending on how they feel about them. 
 
Start off with the positions for the beginning of the play. Then move to key moments in the play and 
ask them if they want to move. There may be some conflicts, for example if one character likes the 
other but the feeling is not reciprocated. 
 
Points: 

1. You can hopefully use all the students if you use every character in the play, including the 
servants. 

2. This exercise makes for a gentle way into hotseating. You can ask them individually why 
they’re standing where they are, and how they are feeling about other characters. 

3. If they don’t know the plot of the play very well, this can be an interactive way into them 
finding out the story. Tell them the main points of the story and ask them how they’re 
feeling now that this new development has happened. They can move in response to what 
you tell them. 

4. Alternatively, this can be a more advanced character exercise. ‘Cast’ the students in 
advance, and get them to write down quotes demonstrating how their character feels about 
other characters at key plot moments. Then, when they are moving around the character 
map, they can back up their new position with their quotations. 

 

FOLLOW UP EXERCISES 

1. DIARY: Imagine you’re the character you played in the mapping exercise, and write a 
diary, with entries for each key moment. 

2. FREEZE FRAMES: This is a natural way into ‘sculpting’ frozen pictures of key moments in 
the play, e.g. Duncan’s arrival at the castle. 
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Exercise 2: Emotional Corridor 
 
 
The students line up in two rows, facing each other. Give each student about half a line to say, 
perhaps an oath or a curse, from the play. It’s fine to use each curse two or three times if you don’t 
have enough.  
 
Get them to repeat it a few times to the person opposite them, all at the same time, using lots of 
anger and venom. 
 
Then, one by one, each student walks down the line, with everyone repeatedly saying their curse at 
the person walking. Afterwards, discuss how it feels to be the object of such dislike. 
 
This exercise is particularly useful for invoking empathy in students.  
 
Although you might want to start with something straightforward like curses, you can also move into 
more complex emotions for any play (this exercise is very useful for encouraging students to 
empathise with Shylock, for example, in The Merchant of Venice).  
 
It can also be used to examine awkward relationships: for example, if you’re working on Hamlet, you 
could fill the ‘corridor’ with some of the many conflicting things that Hamlet says to Ophelia. Then 
ask the boys in the class to say them, while the girls take it in turns to walk through (or vice versa, of 
course!). Afterwards, each group can discuss how they felt, either repeating such things, or hearing 
them. 
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Exercise 3: Playing with Status 

 
The concept of status is important in Macbeth. The characters are strongly aware of who has 
political power and who hasn’t within King Duncan’s hierarchical world: he uses power as a reward, 
giving Macbeth the extra title of Thane of Cawdor, for example, after he suppresses a rebellion. 
 
 
 
1. In pairs, devise a short everyday scene in which status is really important. Here are some 

examples: 
• A new pupil at school is being bullied by a much older pupil. 
• A customer at a restaurant is complaining about the food to the waiter. 
• The school headmaster is meeting a new student for the first time. 
• A policeman is questioning a suspect. 

 
In your scenes discuss who has the most and the least status. How can you show this physically? Try 
the scenes with both actors standing, then again but with one person sitting, and the other standing, 
and swap over. What difference does it make? 
 
 
 
2. Now look at the segment below from Macbeth.  

 
Banquet prepared. Enter Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Ross, Lennox, Lords and Attendants. 
MACBETH  You know your own degrees, sit down. At first and last, 
   The hearty welcome. 
LORDS   Thanks to your majesty. 
MACBETH  Ourself will mingle with society 
   And play the humble host. Our hostess keeps her state, 
   But in best time we will require her welcome. 
LADY MACBETH  Pronounce it for me, sir, to all our friends, 
   For my heart speaks, they are welcome. 
    Enter First MURDERER. 
MACBETH  See, they encounter thee with their hearts’ thanks. 
   Both sides are even: here I’ll sit I’th’idst. 
   Be large in mirth; anon we’ll drink a measure 
   The table round.  – There’s blood upon thy face.    
1 MURDERER  ‘Tis Banquo’s then. 

      Macbeth Act 3 Scene 4 

 
 
3. Give each character a mark out of ten for status (1 being very low, 10 being high) for each line – 

not forgetting all the characters that aren’t speaking. 
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4. Now act out the scene, experimenting with different heights and positions. Try to make the 

height of the character (e.g. standing, sitting on a chair, kneeling, even lying down) correspond 
to the status number you have given the character. 

 
 
Questions to consider: 
 

• How can you use your body to show a character’s status?  
• What happens if you give a character with low status a physical advantage, e.g. by standing 

and leaning over somebody? 
• Look at people in your everyday life, such as your teachers, parents and friends. How do we 

understand peoples’ status in society? 
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Exercise 4: Rhythm and Punctuation 
 

‘You do not understand Shakespeare fully ... until you have spoken the text aloud.’ 
 (Cicely Berry) 

 
This is an exercise first created by Cicely Berry, Voice Director at the Royal Shakespeare Company. It 
looks at how responding physically to the punctuation in a piece of text can open up its meaning. 
 
1. Read the speech below out loud. Make sure you understand what Macbeth is saying. 
2. Working on your own, walk in a straight line whilst reading the text aloud. Each time you reach a 

comma, turn 90 degrees. Each time you reach a full stop or another punctuation mark, turn 180 
degrees. 

Macbeth: 
Is this a dagger which I see before me, 

   The handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch thee –  
   I have thee not and yet I see thee still! 
   Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible  
   To feeling as to sight? Or art thou but 
   A dagger of the mind, a false creation, 
   Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain? 
   I see thee yet, in form as palpable 
   As this which now I draw. 
   Thou marshall’st me the way that I was going, 
   And such an instrument I was to use. –  
   Mine eyes are made the fools o’the other senses, 
   Or else worth all the rest. – I see thee still; 
   And, on thy blade and dudgeon, gouts of blood, 
   Which was not so before. There’s no such thing. 
   It is the bloody business which informs  
   Thus to mine eyes. Now o’er the one half-world 
   Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse 
   The curtained sleep. Witchcraft celebrates 
   Pale Hecate’s offerings; and withered Murder, 
   Alarumed by his sentinel the wolf, 
   Whose howl’s his watch, thus with his stealthy pace, 
   With Tarquin’s ravishing strides, towards his design 
   Moves like a ghost. Thou sure and firm-set earth, 
   Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear 
   Thy very stones prate of my whereabout 
   And take the present horror from the time 
   Which now suits with it. – Whiles I threat, he lives: 
   Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives. 
    A bell rings 
   I go, and it is done; the bell invites me. 
   Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell 
   That summons thee to heaven or to hell. Exit 
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3. Now try the same exercise with the following speech: 
 

LADY MACBETH Out, damned spot: out, I say. One; two. Why then ‘tis time to do’t. Hell 
is murky. Fie, my lord, fie, a soldier and afeard? What need we fear? 
Who knows it when none can call our power to account? Yet who 
would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him? 

 The Thane of Fife had a wife. Where is she now? What, will these 
hands ne’er be clean? No more o’that, my lord, no more o’that. You 
mar all with this starting. 

 Here’s the smell of the blood still. All the perfumes of Arabia will not 
sweeten this little hand. Oh, oh, oh. 

 Wash your hands, put on your nightgown, look not so pale. I tell you 
yet again, Banquo’s buried; he cannot come out on’s grave. 

To bed, to bed: there’s knocking at the gate. Come, come, come, come, 
give me your hand. What’s done cannot be undone. To bed, to bed, to 
bed. 

 
 
Questions to consider: 

• What sort of path do you follow when reading the speeches? 
• How do you feel when you are doing the exercise? 
• What are the differences between the two speeches? What are the reasons for the 

differences?  
• Think about the difference between prose and verse and consider why Shakespeare would 

have chosen to have Lady Macbeth speak in prose at this point in the play. 
 
 
 
Cicely Berry’s workshop with several famous actors including Jeremy Irons and Clare Danes 
can be found here on YouTube (lasts 80 minutes).  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ztestIB9QQ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ztestIB9QQ
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