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unit     6
Curtain uP!

the Big question
How do performers interpret, craft and engage?

Key learnings
 ● Performance is created through understanding character, language and 

structure.

 ● One text can lead to many different effective performances.

 ● Well-crafted performance can reinforce or change people’s attitudes, 
values and beliefs.

Knowledge, understanding and skills
Students will:

 ● learn about characters and language

 ● analyse and perform existing texts

 ● create new performances in context.
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Tuning in
Think and discuss: The images and text above depict aspects of performance. What 
are they? How do you know? What is likely to be the main mode of communication in 
each performance; for example, movement or language? What common elements do 
the images and texts possess? How are they different?

Performance, whether it is created through dance, movement, language, images, 
sounds or a combination of these modes, aims to tell stories that will connect 
with audiences. People who are involved in performance create worlds different 
from our own; they ask us to enter these worlds, meet new characters, places 
and events, and then, eventually, to leave those worlds with new understandings 
— perhaps about our own lives or how we might see ourselves and our 
communities.

Connecting with the audience . . .

‘Every time I get a script 
it’s a matter of trying to 
know what I could do with 
it. I see colors, imagery. It 
has to have a smell. It’s like 
falling in love. You can’t 
give a reason why.’ 

— Lena Olin

My view . . .
Have you ever performed? Perhaps you have acted in a play, been a performer 
in a movie-clip with friends, or delivered a speech that required skills in 
performance. Make a list of your performance experiences or make a list of the 
performance experiences you would like to have.

Murri Woman  [delivered in the style of stand-up comedy] Have you ever 
been black? You know when you wake up one morning and 
you’re black? Happened to me this morning. I was in the 
bathroom, looking in the mirror and I thought, ‘Nice hair, 
beautiful black skin, white shiny teeth  .  .  .  I’m BLACK!’

  You get a lot of attention, special treatment from being 
black.

— From 7 Stages of Grieving by Wesley Enoch, Deborah Mailman
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understanding PerformanCe
How do characters create performance?
Performances can be created using a range of modes. One element that is common 
to most, if not all, modes of performance is the existence of characters: people 
whose behaviour, motivations, desires and prejudices shape the story being told, 
influence the world that is being created, and ultimately determine the pattern of the 
performance.

in order to better understand and create performance, we need to first develop an 
appreciation of why characters behave as they do, beginning with their objectives 
and their super-objective.

Mapping a character
The great acting teacher Constantin Stanislavski created a method for actors that 
involved mapping their characters’ objectives and super-objective. To see how this 
works, imagine a character named Pete, who is in love with another character, Emily. 
Below is a short scene in which Pete meets Emily at a shopping mall.

6.1

need to Know
character an imagined person 
in a story. Characters may play 
a major or minor role.

objective a character’s 
motivation, or goal, in a 
particular scene

super-objective a character’s 
main motivation, or goal, in the 
whole story or performance

pete
emily
pete 

emily
pete

emily 

pete 

emily 

pete 

emily 

pete
emily
pete 

emily
pete

emily
pete

Hi Emily. You look  .  .  .  great.
Do I? Thanks.
Yeah, you do, you look  .  .  .  great. Like I 
said. Before.
Thanks again.
No worries. Great.
So, what are you doing here? I 
thought you worked on —
Shopping. Christmas presents. 
Family, you know —
Christmas presents? In the 
middle of March?
Yeah. Um, I like to be  .  .  .  you 
know, organised. So, are you —
Just browsing. Nothing to do, 
thought I’d come into the city.
By yourself ?
Yeah. Sometimes, it’s —
Yeah, it is. Sure is. Um, if you like, I 
could  .  .  .  browse with you? Keep you 
company —
Company?
If that’s okay? I don’t want to —
Company is  .  .  .  good. Thanks, Pete.
No worries. Any time. Happy to, um, 
browse.
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A character’s super-objective is his or her main motivation, present throughout 
the entire performance. Thus, Pete’s super-objective is to win the love of the other 
character, Emily. He tries to achieve this super-objective by maintaining a series of 
smaller objectives: to flatter Emily (‘You look  .  .  .  great’) and to be with Emily (‘Keep 
you company’). By mapping these objectives and their links to the super-objective, 
we can develop a clearer understanding of the characters and, therefore, the 
performance.

note that both the objectives and the super-objective are expressed as infinitive 
verbs — to win, to flatter, to challenge — and that they are directed towards another 
character, Emily. This creates tension in the story and keeps us, the audience, watching, 
because we want to know whether Pete will achieve his super-objective.

Objectives in action
Eva Johnson’s play Murras examines the issue of indigenous identity and land rights 
through the eyes of three generations of one Aboriginal family: Gran; daughter Ruby; 
and Ruby’s children, Jayda and Wilba. in this extract we focus on Wilba and his super-
objective: to change the system that has made his family and, by association, his people 
miserable.

need to Know
infinitive a basic form of 
a verb without any tense, 
subject or person, and 
usually preceded by the 
word to; for example to go, 
to understand, to dislike

ACT 4
It is some years later. Wilba is now a black activist for the Aboriginal 
land rights struggle that has swept the nation. There have been marches in 
all capital cities, and a rally that resulted in the Aboriginal Tent Embassy 
being set up on the lawns of Parliament House in Canberra. Wilba is often 
arrested in these protests.

[Ruby sits on the sofa watching TV. Wilba enters, and quietly sneaks up 
behind his mother, startling her.]

Ruby: Wilba, Wilba, what you doing home? I’ve been watching you 
on TV. You alright? Want something to eat?

Wilba: Thank you, Mum, but I’m not staying. Just getting a few clothes, 
blankets, on my way through.

Ruby: Through to where? Where you going?
Wilba: Mum, car outside, I’m in a hurry.
Ruby: I haven’t seen you for a long time. Stay and talk, come on, 

Wilba.
Wilba: Mum, I don’t have time, I tell you. I gotta go.

[Wilba fills clothes into a land rights bag as he talks to his mother.]

Ruby: Wilba, you alright? Something wrong?
Wilba: I’ve had a gutful of this place. They got bulldozers going up, 

bloody bulldozers, Mum, on our land. No way no bloody 
mining company’s gonna dig up my father’s bones, our burial 
grounds.

Ruby: They can’t do that, that’s sacred place. They can’t do that. Charlie, 
and Granny they …

This extra information 
orientates the audience. The 
director of this play would need 
to find a way to provide this 
information to an audience. 
(1–5)

Character names in capital 
letters (7)

The writing style reflects 
conversational English, informal 
rather than formal, with its 
own special tempo (or rhythm). 
(10–11)

Stage direction is placed in 
brackets and separated. (20)

First statement of Wilba’s 
objective (23)

Characters use vernacular 
language, such as slang and 
swearing — this adds to the 
realism of the text. (24–25)

1

5

10

15

20

25

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



 UniT 6  Curtain Up! 159

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

Wilba: You better believe it, they are.
Ruby: What you gonna do? What can you do, Wilba? Don’t go gettin’ 

yourself in trouble, now.
Wilba: We gonna march, Mum. Hundreds of us, not just me. We all 

going up there to sit on that land when the trucks and the 
bulldozers come in. Those politicians, mob of ignorant wudjellas. 
I’m sick to the gut of their false promises of self-determination. 
Sick of their shit lies, their corrupt laws, their diseases, their 
gaols … yeah, their chains, their chains. They handcuffed me, 
my murras, to a wudjella cop. The bastards … a wudjella pig. 

Ruby: I never hear you talk like this, with so much anger. You grow 
like man now. Your father be real proud if he see you now. But 
you don’t use your murras for the things you were taught. You 
do carving still, Wilba? Make boomerang, spear, emu eggs? 
What your father think of that if he — ?

Wilba: [interrupting] He’s dead! Mum, you not listening to me. They 
are going to dig up his bones to build a mining town. That’s 
what this is all about. I can’t do those things here, not in the city. 
We have to fight so that our traditional people can still do these 
things and keep their land.

Ruby: Alright, but just look after yourself. Don’t worry about me, I’ll 
be alright.

Wilba: Mum, I’ll be okay, there’s big mob of us.

[A car horn sounds, off.]

Wilba: That’s my lift, Mum, I gotta do this — for you, for Dad, for 
me. We’ve always been told what to do, where to live, where 
to go. Manipulated like cattle, just like Granny said, but you 
know them wudjellas from government, they decide what we 
want, what we need, where the money should be spent, but 
our people are still dying.

Ruby: You know what you talking about, I don’t understand. I’ll be 
here when you get back.

[The car horn sounds again, off.]

Wilba: That’s it. Sorry, Mum, I don’t want to sound too heavy, but this 
is what’s happening. There’s a lot of angry blacks out there, and 
I’m one of them. We are all victims of this system, but we are 
going to do something about it. Mum, I gotta go, and if you see 
Jayda, say hello for me, aye? 

Second statement of Wilba’s 
objective (32)

Characters use words or 
phrases that are culturally 
specific. Audiences would 
be able to guess the broad 
meaning of the word, if not the 
literal translation. (34,38)

The pace of the script picks up 
as the conflict between the 
characters develops. (42–44)

‘Off’ refers to off-stage. (53)

Wilba’s final two speeches 
clearly indicate why he feels as 
he does, and what he intends 
to do in protest; in this way, he 
indicates his super-objective. 
(60,68–69)
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How do performers reveal their characters?
People reveal their thoughts and feelings in three ways, often connected:

 ● verbally, through what they say
 ● physically, through what they do
 ● emotionally, through how they react to a situation.

For example, imagine that a young man, Saxon, is going into his first job interview. if 
he is nervous, he might speak quickly (including irrelevant information in his answers), 
fidget and blush when he answers a question badly. if he is confident, he might speak 
clearly and precisely, sit with good posture and smile in a relaxed manner when he 
engages with the interviewer. Either way, his language, behaviour and emotions will 
give strong clues as to his state of mind.

Activities . . . 

understanding and anaLYsing the characters  
in a play-script
Getting started
 1 Do some research on the background events to this script. Use search terms 

such as:
 ● Aboriginal land rights struggle
 ● Aboriginal missions and reserves
 ● Gurindji strike
 ● Aboriginal tent embassy
 ● the Mabo decision.

Working through
 2 Which of the following best describes Ruby’s objective in the scene?

a To spend time with her son
b To make sure that her son is safe
c To stop Wilba from doing something wrong
d All of the above

 Refer to specific lines from the script to justify your answer.
 3 What angers Wilba the most? How do you know?
 4 What does Wilba mean when he refers to ‘their chains’?
 5 Which line from the scene best represents Wilba’s super-objective: to change the 

system that has made his family and, by association, his people miserable?
 6 Describe the differences between Wilba’s view of the world, and that of his 

mother. Explain how those views could be seen as representative of the 
differences between modern city life and traditional, indigenous, land-based 
culture.

Going further
 7 Work with a partner. Create and develop a new scene that is associated with the 

extract, using one of the following suggestions.
a Wilba meets with the boss of the mining company to discuss their plans to 

build a mining town.
b Ruby, who is worried for her son, wants Jayda to go after Wilba and make sure 

that he is all right.
c Wilba and Jayda disagree over Wilba’s desire to be an activist and protester.

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



 UniT 6  Curtain Up! 161

Performers train themselves to adopt the 
speaking styles, behavioural mannerisms and 
emotional signals of their characters. To see 
this in action, let’s examine three different 
performers taking on the same role. in the play 
Hamlet, by William Shakespeare, the character 
Hamlet delivers a famous soliloquy (known 
as the ‘to be or not to be’ speech) in which he 
questions the value of life. A brief excerpt from 
the speech, together with some explanatory 
notes, is included below:

To be, or not to be: that is the question;
Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, ’tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause.

in lines 1 to 5, Hamlet asks whether it is better to endure 
a lifetime of difficulty or to fight against that difficulty 
knowing that you may die in the process.

From line 5, he links death to sleep, and the idea that death 
may be worth wishing for because it ends heartache and 
difficulty.

in lines 9 to 13, Hamlet notes that, if death is like sleep,  
then we may dream during death (as we do in  
sleep). This is a concern because those dreams  
may be worse than anything encountered  
in life.

1

5

10

need to Know
soliloquy a speech delivered 
by a character who is alone, 
designed to reveal that 
character’s innermost thoughts

Activities . . . 
exPLoring performance
Getting started
 1 When reading extracts from Shakespearean plays, find the rhythm of the speech 

by focusing on the pauses provided by the punctuation, rather than the line-
breaks. For example:

 To be (comma = pause) or not to be (colon = longer pause) that is the question (semi-
colon = pause to consider further) whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings 
and arrows of outrageous fortune (comma = pause) or to take arms against a sea 
of troubles (comma = pause) and by opposing (no punctuation; however, the 
meaning suggests small pause) end them?

 Note: Different versions of Shakespeare’s plays may use different punctuation to 
that used in this extract. 
now read the extract; at first silently and then aloud to a partner.

 2 Write down possible meanings for these phrases from the extract, and compare 
them with those of a partner:
a the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune
b there’s the rub
c shuffled off this mortal coil
d take arms against a sea of troubles.

Working through
 3 What extended metaphor does Shakespeare use in this extract?
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 4 What tone would you use if you were the actor delivering this speech? What 
body language or gestures would you use?

 5 With teacher permission, watch the following actors performing this speech in 
the Hamlet weblinks in your eBookPLUS.
a David Tennant (from the film version of the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 

production of the play)
b Kenneth Branagh (from the 1996 film)
c Derek Jacobi (from the film version of an earlier Royal Shakespeare Company 

production)
 6 Below is a list of phrases describing aspects of each of the Hamlet performances. 

Steady pace
of speaking,

with little
variation

The most
questioning
performance

The most
bemused

performance

Clenched �st
to denote

strength of
feeling

Dream-like
style

Swallows at
the end to

indicate fear
of death

Matter-of-fact
style: this is
how life is

Strong
emphasis on
the word die

Uses long
pauses,

particularly in
the �rst section

The most
intense

performance

Match the actor to the description by creating a table like the one below and 
placing each phrase in the appropriate column. Then discuss your responses in 
groups.

David Tennant Kenneth Branagh Derek Jacobi

 7 in small groups, discuss similarities and differences between  
the three performances. Which do you prefer? Why?

Literature link
Literary devices
Literary texts use specific 
language features to create 
an effect. For example, 
the Hamlet extract on the 
previous page uses a range 
of devices.

 ● it is a soliloquy: a speech 
delivered by a character 
who is alone, designed 
to reveal the character’s 
innermost thoughts.

 ● it contains a famous 
antithesis (‘To be, or not 
to be’) whereby two 
contrasting ideas, with 
parallel construction, are 
placed side by side.

 ● it contains metaphors 
(such as ‘a sea of troubles’) 
in which a word or phrase 
that usually means one 
thing (the sea, a large 
expanse of water) is used 
to designate another 
(a lot of troubles), thus 
making a comparison.

 ● it uses caesurae (pauses 
within a line of poetry) 
to represent the natural 
rhythms of speech.

The metaphor is a 
particularly powerful 
writing device. Find and 
write down other examples 
of metaphors, in either 
poetry or characters’ 
speeches from plays.

Interactivity: 
You be the writer: 
Metaphors 
Searchlight iD: int-3061
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What can words tell us?
Performers who are preparing to play a role will spend a lot of time analysing the word 
choices of the character in order to unlock their objectives and super-objective. They 
will ask detailed questions of the text, such as:

 ● in what context (where, when and to whom) are these lines being spoken?
 ● How do these lines fit with the character’s development in the text?
 ● What are the key words and phrases, and why?
 ● What is the possible sub-text of these lines?

Let’s analyse a character’s lines in light of these questions. The following extract 
comes from Michael Gow’s play Away. Tom, who is on summer holidays, is at the 
beach, speaking with Meg.

tom  Yeah, that’s what I had. An infection. Everyone knew I had some infection. 
I was sick. I was told the infection was running its course. That I had to 
fight. I did. One day a doctor came and sat on my bed and had a long talk 
with me. He told me that before I got completely well again I would get a 
lot worse, get really, really sick. And no matter how sick I got not to worry 
because it meant that soon I’d start to get well again. He was full of shit. 
He couldn’t look me in the face to say it. He stared at the cabinet next to 
the bed the whole time. And the nurses were really happy whenever they 
were near me, but when I stared them in the face, in the end they’d look

away and bite their lips. When 
I was able to go home the 
doctor took me into his office 
and we had another talk. I had
to look after myself. No strain, 
no dangerous activity. Keep  
my spirits up.

Context Character development

Tom is with Meg. it is the 1960s, and their 
families are doing what many Australian 
families did at that time; spending their 
summer at the beach. Tom and Meg met 
during the recent school play, and he would 
like to further develop their relationship.

This scene occurs near the end of the play. 
Tom’s behaviour throughout the play has been 
reckless. His relationship with his parents, 
normally positive, has been strained. He 
uses this scene to blurt out his feelings to an 
outsider, because those who are closest to him 
cannot discuss his condition with him.

Key words  and phrases Sub-text

infection

fight

really, really sick

bite their lips

keep my spirits up

Tom is angry because no-one, including the 
doctors and nurses, will tell him the truth 
about his condition. He believes that he is 
dying, and is bitter that people who should be 
able to help him do little more than avoid the 
truth.

1 Do you agree with the information provided above? is there anything you would 
change or add?

2 Why is this information important from the point of view of performance?
3 How might an actor use the key words and phrases?

need to Know
sub-text the meaning that 
lies beneath words, phrases 
and sentences, and is implied 
rather than directly stated
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A new character
Let’s examine a different extract. in John Marsden’s performance adaptation of his 
novel So Much to Tell You, the character Marina delivers a series of soliloquies in order 
to reveal her innermost thoughts.

All the nice houses and cars and the skiing and the clothes — they don’t seem 
to count for much, now. The funny, sad, strange thing about it is that, even after 
the disasters and hard times, the only person with whom I feel any bond — the 
only one I think I maybe can somehow, some day, rebuild something with — is 
my father. I don’t think there’d be a chance in a million of anyone else in the 
world understanding that. I don’t even understand it myself — but there it is. I 
know I should hate him, after what he did to me [touches face] but I don’t seem 
to  .  .  .   Maybe the acid nibbled its way through to my brain and wrecked my 
ability to think normally. Looking back, I know he used to be quite proud of me 
as a little kid. I mean, he could never show it — he’d never say much in the way 
of compliments or anything — but I think he was really proud of me, once.  
My mother even told me he was. Losing that makes things hard to bear.  
Maybe I should write to him. I can get the address out of Grandma’s  
book. I know she writes to him.

Activities . . . 

understanding and resPonding to the text
Getting started
 1 What information about Marina and her family relationships is revealed 

 in this extract?
 2 List any key words or phrases. Why are these important?

Working through
 3 imagine that you are going to perform this extract as the character of Marina. 

What do you need to know? Write a list of questions and then swap with a 
partner. Answer each other’s questions, developing further information about 
the character as you do so. Compare and discuss.

 4 Read the statements below. Do you agree that each of these forms part of the 
sub-text of the extract? Why or why not?
a Marina has lost hope for her future.
b Marina still loves her father, despite what happened.
c Marina has a low opinion of her mother.

Going further
 5 Work in pairs. Create a short performance that begins with Marina’s soliloquy 

then continues with the entrance of another character, taken from the list below. 
improvise the dialogue that takes place between the two characters.

 ● Marina’s father
 ● Marina’s grandmother
 ● Marina’s best friend
 ● An outsider, who doesn’t know Marina
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A character   
struggles with
their own thoughts
and behaviour.

Two or more
characters struggle
with opposing   
beliefs or goals.

One or more 
characters struggle 
against an aspect
of society.

One or more  
characters struggle 
with a particular,   
often unusual, 
situation.

Inner Relational

SituationalSocietal

Wordsmith . . .

understanding ConfLiCt
Performance texts, like all story-based work, are centred around conflict: characters 
locked into struggle, so that one or more must change their beliefs. in dramatic 
writing, there are four main types of conflict:

Here are some film examples of conflict in action.
 ● inner conflict: The film Into The Wild focuses on the main character, Chris McCandless, 

who gives up all his money and possessions before hitchhiking to Alaska and 
rethinking his life — what is important to him.

 ● Relational conflict: in The Fugitive, the main character, Dr Richard Kimble, is on the 
run from policeman Samuel Gerard, having been wrongly convicted of the murder 
of his wife. Kimble’s goal is to find the real killer and thus prove his innocence, while 
Gerard’s goal is to apprehend Kimble and put him in jail.

 ● Societal conflict: in Hotel Rwanda, the main character, Paul Rusesabagina, shelters 
members of the Tutsi tribe who are under threat from the Hutu tribe during a civil 
war in the African country of Rwanda.

 ● Situational conflict: in Gallipoli, a group of characters — mates from Australia — sign 
up to fight in World War i. The horrific situation of warfare in Turkey provides a stark 
contrast to the freedoms of their lives in Australia.

Creating conflict
One of the main ways that conflict can be created in performance is through the use 
of dialogue. This provides clues as to the type of conflict that is occurring, as well 
as the characters’ response to that conflict. This extract comes from Richard Yaxley’s 
play-script Heart. Cal and Robbie are adult brothers who have just been to the funeral 
of their mother. Cal is struggling to cope with both the death of his mother and the 
unusual reaction of Robbie, who is autistic.

1 ROBBIE:  There were thirty-four people in the 
church. Is that a good number?
CAL:   You counted them?
ROBBIE:  Yes.

Cal’s first line indicates the 
potential for conflict; he 
questions Robbie’s action. 
(3)
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My view . . .
How do performers create characters? How important is language in 
performance? Are performance texts different from other types of narratives? If 
so, how?
Now review the definition of performance that you wrote at the beginning of this 
unit. Does it need to be changed? If so, how?

5

10

15

20

25

CAL [exasperated]:  When?
ROBBIE:  During. Thirty-four people. Twenty-
two ladies and twelve men. Four of the men were 
bald and seven people had hats on.
CAL [exploding]: Jesus, Robbie! Our mother’s 
funeral and you’re counting heads! That’s — why 
are you so —
ROBBIE:  Three of the hats were pink …
CAL [trying to control himself]: Look, numbers 
are fine. Colours are fine. They’re both fine, in 
the right situation, like a — a football match or 
something. But not there! Not in a church, when 
people are … grieving! You don’t count heads 
when people are grieving!
ROBBIE:  Why not?
CAL:  You just don’t, that’s all! It’s not the right 
thing!
ROBBIE:  It was interesting for me.
CAL:  Well, ‘interesting’ is not necessarily right.
ROBBIE [nodding; committing it to memory]: 
‘Interesting is not necessarily right.’
CAL:  For God’s sake!

Relational conflict, where 
two characters struggle 
with opposing beliefs. 
The conflict could also be 
seen as situational; Cal 
has difficulty in dealing 
with Robbie’s situation, or 
condition. (5–11)

in Robbie’s view of the 
world, there is no logical 
reason not to count heads, 
so he simply does it. (19)

The conflict is heightened 
because, for Robbie, there 
is no problem — which is 
even more exasperating 
for Cal. (20–26)

over to You …

Work in small groups. Choose one of the types of conflict — inner, relational, societal 
or situational — and write a scene that demonstrates that conflict. Below are some 
possible contexts for your scene:

 ● A character is feeling guilty about their role in an argument with a best friend over a 
minor issue (inner).

 ● Two people are in conflict about the details of their upcoming wedding  
(relational).

 ● A character is angry about the increasing number of homeless people in his or her 
city (societal).

 ● Two characters have been hiking in the mountains and are caught in an unexpected 
storm (situational).
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anaLYsing PerformanCe
How can we analyse a specific play?
now that we know about characters in performance, let’s examine a specific play — 
William Shakespeare’s Macbeth — in order to find out more about the characters, their 
world and the moral positions that lie behind the play.

The tragedy of Macbeth
Macbeth was written in about 1606. it is the story of a Scottish thane (lord), who is 
persuaded by three witches that he will become king. Encouraged by his ambitious 
wife, Macbeth secretly murders King Duncan and is then crowned the king of Scotland. 
However, he soon discovers that his crime can only remain a secret if he is prepared 
to eliminate those who suspect him of treachery. This he does at great cost to himself 
and to his wife, who loses her mind. Eventually the English forces, led by Duncan’s son 
Malcolm, challenge and defeat Macbeth. He is killed in a fight with Macduff, who seeks 
vengeance for the earlier murders of his own wife and children.

This summary seems to describe a violent play filled with criminal action and intent. 
However, the play has many greater qualities than this. its full title, The Tragedy of 
Macbeth, indicates that the play is a tragedy.

6.2

need to Know
tragedy in dramatic 
terms, a play in which a 
character makes decisions 
that lead to the suffering 
of many other charactersActivities . . .

understanding and resPonding to tragedy
Getting started
 1 Write your own definition of the word tragedy. Then, check a dictionary 

definition.
 2 Below are three statements from the media, which use the word tragedy. Does 

each statement represent an appropriate use of the word? Why or why not?
 ● The deaths of three children in a house-fire in Sydney yesterday were 

described by police as ‘a monumental tragedy.’
 ● Watson was run out for 99, a tragedy after he had batted so resolutely for 

nearly five hours.
 ● This election result is a tragedy for the people of Australia.

Working through
 3 Below and on the next page are two stories. Which of these is the most tragic? 

Discuss why in small groups.

Story 1
A famous singer is trying to fly home 
for Christmas but cannot get a flight 
due to the bad weather. He decides 
to drive home, but at the last minute 
he meets a friend who has a seat 
booked on the final flight out of 
town. The friend offers the singer the 
seat, which, after some discussion, 
he accepts. The plane takes off and 
crashes, killing all on board. The 
singer was 29 years old.
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Tragedy in text
in Shakespearean plays and performance, the term tragedy has an application that is 
different to that commonly used. Tragedy is:

 ● The story of one character (the protagonist), who has a high position in the 
community, such as a king, queen, prince or princess.

 ● This person has a character flaw (such as arrogance, impetuousness, ambition), 
which affects their decision making.

 ● That character flaw leads the protagonist to make poor decisions.
 ● These decisions lead to suffering for many other people, such as citizens of the 

community — hence, the tragedy of the title.
 ● This suffering can be resolved only by the defeat (death) of the protagonist, often at 

the hands of the antagonist, whose role is to restore order in the community.
 ● Following the defeat of the protagonist comes the restoration of order and 

goodness.
We could summarise these characteristics as follows:

Protagonist Flaw Decisions Su�ering Defeat Restoration

Let’s test these characteristics against three of Shakespeare’s tragedies: Hamlet, 
Julius Caesar and Romeo and Juliet.

Hamlet
William Shakespeare

Julius Caesar
William Shakespeare

Romeo
and

Juliet

William Shakespeare

need to Know
protagonist the main 
character in a play, around 
whom the action is based

character flaw a fault in the 
personality of the character 
which leads to poor decision-
making

antagonist the opponent 
of the protagonist

Story 2
A group of three men and 
women are climbing one 
of the world’s highest 
mountains. A blizzard 
sets in, so the group 
hunkers down. Twenty-
four hours later, after the 
blizzard finishes, they 
realise that they have only 
enough oxygen for two 
of them to make it back 
to base camp. One man, 
Wilhelm, volunteers to 
remain behind because 
he is nearly 60 years old 
and says he has lived a 
good life. The others are 
younger. They agree, 
depart and make it back. 
Wilhelm’s body is found 
a week later by rescue 
teams.
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Characteristic Hamlet Julius Caesar Romeo and Juliet

Protagonist Hamlet, Prince of Denmark is  .  .  .  Brutus, Senator of Rome is  .  .  .  Romeo, favoured son of the rich 
Montague family is  .  .  .  

Flaw obsessed with avenging the murder 
of his father so he  .  .  .  

weak enough to support the desire 
of the other senators to  .  .  .  

an impetuous young man who 
marries Juliet, the daughter of his 
family’s enemy  .  .  .  

Decisions pretends to be mad, which leads 
to  .  .  .  

kill Caesar, the ruler of Rome, which 
they do, leading to  .  .  .  

before killing Juliet’s cousin and 
being sentenced to exile, which 
leads to  .  .  .  

Suffering the deaths of his girlfriend, mother 
and stepfather, and eventually  .  .  .  

riots from the common people 
(who loved Caesar) and then civil 
war, resulting in  .  .  .  

Juliet pretending to kill herself, 
her family grieving and Romeo 
mistakenly believing she is dead, 
causing him to  .  .  .  

Defeat his own death from poison, 
meaning that  .  .  .  

the death of Brutus after he sees 
that his army is defeated and  .  .  .  

take his own life — as Juliet does 
upon awakening, before  .  .  .  

Restoration the norwegian army can take over 
and restore order.

the rise of a new ruling duo, Antony 
and Octavius.

the sorrowful families finally end 
their feud.

now let’s test the characteristics against the plot and characters of Macbeth.

The Thane
Macbeth

is
ambitious

so he 
decides
to kill 

King Duncan

but loses
his friends
and wife as

a result

and is
defeated
in battle

by Macdu�

after which
Duncan’s

son becomes
king.

The Tragedy
of

Macbeth

William Shakespeare

Activities . . . 

understanding shakespearean tragedy 
Working through
 1 Summarise the main difference between our common understanding of the 

term tragedy and its application in Shakespearean plays.
 2 Macbeth murders a king in order to seize the throne himself. Then he murders 

his best friend and his enemy’s family in order to remain king. Despite this, his 
own defeat is regarded as tragic. How can this be?

 3 What kind of conflict is in evidence in the play Macbeth? How do you know? See 
the Wordsmith on pages 165–6 to guide you.

Going further
 4 Obtain a copy of the play Macbeth — either online or in print. Read Macbeth’s 

soliloquy (Act V, Scene v, lines 17–28), in which he responds to news of his wife’s 
death by contemplating the nature of existence.
a in your own words, write a brief summary of the meaning of this speech.
b How might this speech reinforce the notion that Macbeth’s fate is tragic?
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The structure of tragedy
Shakespeare used a structure of five acts in his tragedies, each act containing one or 
more scenes. This structure allowed the tragic story of the protagonist to develop in a 
clear and logical manner:

Act Title What happens in each act
How this structure applies to 
Macbeth

1 Exposition  ● The time, place and characters 
are established, as well as 
any relevant background 
information.

 ● The identity of the protagonist 
and roles of other characters 
become clear.

 ● The protagonist’s goal, which 
comes about because of his or 
her character flaw, introduces 
the main conflict of the story.

 ● King Duncan and his soldiers 
celebrate victory over norway, 
noting Macbeth’s bravery in 
battle.

 ● Macbeth meets the witches, 
who prophesy that he will be 
king.

 ● Macbeth is ambitious and 
wants to be king, but the king 
has sons who will inherit his 
title.

2 Complications 
(or rising action)

 ● The action becomes 
complicated as a range of 
problems, or complications, 
arise and tension mounts.

 ● The protagonist moves 
resolutely towards his or 
her goal, established in the 
exposition.

 ● The antagonist objects to the 
protagonist’s actions.

 ● Despite feelings of guilt, 
Macbeth kills the king. The 
other thanes are immediately 
suspicious of him.

 ● The king’s sons flee in fear 
of their lives; Macbeth is 
announced as the new king.

 ● Macduff refuses to go 
to Macbeth’s coronation 
ceremony.

3 Climax  ● The conflict reaches its high 
point as the protagonist 
achieves his or her goal.

 ● However, there is potential 
for further action because, 
in achieving that goal, the 
protagonist has hurt or 
damaged others, including the 
antagonist.

 ● The protagonist could win or 
lose at this point.

 ● Macbeth arranges for the 
murder of his suspicious best 
friend, Banquo.

 ● Macbeth’s guilt plagues his 
mind, making him see ghosts. 
His relationship with Lady 
Macbeth is falling apart. The 
other thanes begin to plot 
against him.

 ● Macbeth will return to the 
witches to hear further 
prophecies.

4 Falling action  ● The consequences of the 
protagonist’s actions begin.

 ● The protagonist is forced 
into further action in order to 
maintain his or her goal and 
status.

 ● This new action reveals the 
protagonist’s character flaw, 
and is the beginning of the 
end.

 ● The witches’ prophecies fool 
Macbeth into believing that he 
is invincible.

 ● Macbeth orders the deaths of 
Macduff’s wife and family in 
order to scare off Macduff.

 ● Macbeth’s over-reaching 
ambition has led him to 
the worst crime of all: the 
slaughter of innocents.

5 Resolution  
(or dénouement)

 ● The conflict that was 
introduced in the exposition is 
resolved.

 ● The protagonist is defeated by 
the antagonist.

 ● Order is restored to the place 
and wider community.

 ● The king’s sons return with 
an army in order to defeat 
Macbeth.

 ● Macbeth discovers that he is 
not invincible and is killed by 
Macduff.

 ● Malcolm, eldest son of Duncan, 
is crowned King of Scotland.

need to Know
exposition the beginning of 
a play (or story), in which time, 
place, characters and sources of 
conflict are established

complication a problem in 
the events of a narrative, which 
complicates the plot 

climax the high point of the 
story, when the complications 
demand to be resolved 

falling action the action 
following the climax, during 
which characters must accept 
the consequences of their 
earlier decisions 

resolution the end 
of the story, when the 
original conflict and its 
consequences are completed 
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Activities . . . 

anaLYsing the five-act structure
Getting started
 1 Who is the protagonist in Macbeth? What is his goal?
 2 What is the major complication that occurs in Act ii?
 3 Who is the antagonist, and what does he do to demonstrate his disapproval of 

the protagonist?

Working through
 4 How is the death of Banquo significant in the structure of the play?
 5 By Act iii, the protagonist has ‘hurt or damaged others’. Does this include 

himself? Explain.
 6 What is ‘the beginning of the end’ for Macbeth?
 7 in terms of structure, why is it important that the king’s sons return at the start of 

Act V?

Going further
 8 Based on the five-act structure as summarised on page 170, who or what is most 

responsible for Macbeth’s actions?
a His character flaw: over-reaching ambition
b The witches and their prophecies
c The weakness of other characters, such as the king’s sons, who flee rather than 

stay and fight.
Discuss this with others in your class and present your view with supporting 
evidence.

The hero and their world are introduced.

The hero is called to adventure, to go to another place
and �nd or retrieve something valuable.

The hero is reluctant but is urged on by a wise character
to cross the �rst threshold, or barrier.

The hero is tested in a range of ways and meets one or
more helpers.

The hero crosses other thresholds and eventually reaches
the place.

The hero undergoes the supreme test.

The hero �nds or retrieves the valuable item but is pursued
by enemies as he returns home and almost dies.

The hero returns home, transformed by the experience.
The valuable item makes the world a better place.

Literature link
structure in myths
The Greek philosopher Aristotle first outlined 
the five-act structure in his book of literary 
theory entitled Poetics, written over 2000 years 
ago. Another interesting book on structure in 
literature, entitled The Hero with a Thousand 
Faces, was written by Joseph Campbell. in 
his book, Campbell showed how the basic 
structure of major myths is also used by many 
films (such as the Star Wars and Indiana Jones 
series), fiction books, comedies and even 
documentaries. This chart shows Campbell’s 
structure in summary.

Find out more about how Campbell’s 
summary of mythic structure has influenced 
writers and creators across the world. What 
are some examples of well-known texts that 
use this structure? You could start by looking 
at the Lord of the Rings series.

Are there any similarities between 
Campbell’s structure and the story of 
Macbeth?
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Characters in Macbeth
We know that the protagonist of Macbeth is the title character, and the antagonist is 
Macduff. There are, of course, many other significant characters, all of whom contribute 
to the action and therefore the play in performance. An interesting way of analysing all 
characters is to place them on a series of continuums, such as those shown below. This 
allows us to make comparisons between the characters. it provides a more detailed 
consideration of each character in terms of performance.

Activities . . .

understanding characters
Working through
 1 Consider each of the characters from Macbeth shown in the box  

below. Where would you place them on each of the continuums  
that follow? Why? Discuss in groups, justifying your response.

King Duncan Malcolm Witch #1 Banquo
Macduff 3rd murderer Lady Macbeth Ross

Continuums:

MAJOR MINOR
How much in�uence does the character have on the action of the play?

FLAT ROUND
Is the character one-sided (�at) or multi-faceted (round)?

Does the character change throughout the play or not? If they do, how much?
STATISTIC DEVELOPING

PARTIALLY
REVEALED

FULLY
REVEALED

How much do we really know about the character? How much remains hidden?

EMOTION-
BASED

REASON-
BASED

Does the character tend to make decisions based on emotion or reason?

MORAL IMMORAL
Does the character exhibit behaviours that most would regard as morally sound?

 2 Do the same exercise for the character Macbeth, and discuss.
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Character in focus: Lady Macbeth
Lady Macbeth is an intriguing character because she behaves (and can thus be 
performed) in contrasting ways, depending on the situation. 

Lady Macbeth, the wife
Lady Macbeth, the 
manipulator Lady Macbeth, the victim

 ● She offers her husband 
great support in his goal to 
become king.

 ● When he is distraught at his 
own actions, she soothes 
and assists him.

 ● She covers for Macbeth 
in front of his friends and 
associates during the 
banquet scene.

 ● She reminds Macbeth that 
they are a team.

 ● She invokes the spirits of 
darkness to ‘unsex’ her and 
fill her ‘with direst cruelty’.

 ● She willingly participates 
in regicide (the killing of a 
king).

 ● She indicates that she 
would have killed Duncan 
‘had he not resembled my 
father’.

 ● She challenges Macbeth’s 
manhood.

 ● She would not have 
considered Duncan’s death 
had it not been for her 
husband’s letter.

 ● Despite helping him in the 
early scenes, she is ‘cut off’ 
by Macbeth and left alone.

 ● She feels great guilt for a 
crime she did not actually 
commit.

 ● Feeling unloved and 
unwanted, she loses her 
mind.

To further illustrate these contrasts, examine the section of the play below. At a 
banquet with the other lords, Macbeth ‘sees’ the ghost of the recently murdered 
Banquo. The lords wish to leave but Lady Macbeth urges otherwise.

Comments and questions
Lady Macbeth addresses the lords, 
covering for her husband by suggesting 
that he often has ‘fits’. She also suggests 
that they ignore him or risk ‘extending’ his 
behaviour.
In doing this, is she being loving or 
conniving?
Is she desperate that their crimes not 
be suspected, or is she being coolly 
manipulative?
Her final comment in this speech — ‘Are 
you a man?’ — is addressed to Macbeth.
Is she mocking him, suggesting that he 
is weak? Or is she trying to shock him 
into amending his behaviour?
In her second speech she reminds 
Macbeth of his past visions and says that 
these are ‘impostors to true fear’.
Is she trying to argue rationally with 
Macbeth, to make him understand that 
he is wrong to see ghosts? Or is she 
mocking him?

ross
lady  

macbeth

macbeth

lady  
macbeth

Text
Gentlemen, rise, his highness is not well.
Sit, worthy friends: my lord is often thus,
And hath been from his youth: pray you, keep seat;
The fit is momentary; upon a thought
He will again be well: if much you note him,
You shall offend him and extend his passion:
Feed, and regard him not. Are you a man?
Ay, and a bold one, that dare look on that
Which might appal the devil.
O proper stuff!
This is the very painting of your fear:
This is the air-drawn dagger which, you said,
Led you to Duncan. O, these flaws and starts,
Impostors to true fear, would well become
A woman’s story at a winter’s fire,
Authorized by her grandam. Shame itself
Why do you make such faces? When all’s done,
You look but on a stool.
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Activities . . . 

anaLYsing shakespearean tragedy 
Going further
 1 View the digital copy of the Macbeth script in the Macbeth script weblink in your 

eBookPLUS. Copy and paste each scene or section that features Lady Macbeth 
into a single document. Work in small groups to read each scene, charting Lady 
Macbeth’s progression as a character. When is she wife, manipulator or victim? 
Does she play other roles within the play? if so, what are they?

 2 With your teacher’s permission, use a video-sharing site to locate a range of Lady 
Macbeth performances. How are they similar? How are they different? is there 
a set of common characteristics that can be ascribed to performances of this 
complex character?

Language link
evaluating texts
Modern audiences may see the witches in 
Macbeth in a range of ways. They might be 
manipulative, criminal, pathetic, nasty or even 
humorous, depending on the performers’ 
interpretations and the values and beliefs of 
the audiences themselves. 

Elizabethan audiences who viewed the play 
Macbeth would have been likely to have 
evaluated the role of witches differently, 
because of their own specific values and 
beliefs. For example, their new king, James i, 
was fascinated by witchcraft, even publishing 
a book on the subject in 1597 (Daemonologie) 
and passing laws about witchcraft in 1604. 
James, who was Scottish, also claimed to 
be a descendant of the real Banquo, so it is 
likely that he would have been flattered by 
Shakespeare’s portrayal of Banquo as a noble, 
decent man who falls victim to a ruthless killer 
— and particularly impressed by the witches’ 
prophecy that ‘your children will be kings’.

Audiences of the time were heavily influenced 
by Christian theory, which indicated that 
witches were spiritual wrong-doers who had 

made a pact with the devil and invariably 
worked in groups.

Thus, the values and beliefs of the time 
— the early 1600s — and the place — 
Elizabethan England — could have meant 
that audiences saw the witches in the play 
as agents of darkness, representatives of 
the devil who were more responsible for 
the evil in the play than other characters.

in this way, we can see that texts can be 
evaluated in different ways according to 
the values and beliefs of the audience.

Think about other values-based contexts 
for the reading of Macbeth, such as those 
listed below. How might these audiences 
read the play?

• Citizens of a country such as 
Afghanistan, who have endured 
decades of civil war

• People who embrace non-Christian 
religions, such as Islam or Hinduism

• Students of Scottish history
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Three witches
in terms of stage-time, the three witches in Macbeth are minor characters. Despite 
this, their impact on the action of the play is significant. As the following photographs 
suggest, the witches can be interpreted in a range of ways for performance purposes.

Image A

Image B

Image C

Image D
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Activities . . .

interPreting the text
Getting started
 1 Look at the photos of the witches and identify similarities and differences.
 2 Which image do you prefer as most representative of the witches? Why?

Working through
 3 Examine image A more closely. Write notes on:

a the use of colour and make-up
b the choice of costumes and props
c the posture and stance of the actors.

 in terms of status and power, are these witches equal or is one more dominant 
than the others? Explain your answer.

 4 Examine image B.
a is one witch more powerful than the others? Why or why not?
b is this group more or less powerful than the witches in the first image? Explain 

your answer.
c Do you prefer image A or image B? Why?

 5 Examine image C. it appeared in a newspaper article about the effectiveness of 
children as actors.
a What physical similarities exist between the three actors chosen for these 

roles? What does this suggest about the characters?
b is one witch more powerful than the others? Why or why not?
c Comment on the decision to use child actors for the roles of the witches. Do 

you see this as a reasonable decision, dramatically or morally? Why or why 
not?

 6 Examine image D — a still taken from Roman Polanski’s 1971 film version of 
Macbeth.
a Two of these witches are clearly much older than the third, central witch. What 

might this suggest in terms of power and position?
b Polanski’s witches were presented as real women who dabbled in black magic 

and the supernatural. in other interpretations they have been presented as 
non-real; for example, as apparitions from another world or dimension. Which 
interpretation do you prefer? Why?

c Having reviewed each image, which do you now see as closest to the main 
purpose of the witches in the play; that is, to represent conflict, darkness and 
turmoil? Justify your response.

Going further
 7 Must the witches be female? Would the play be dramatically altered if the 

witches were performed as males? Why or why not?
 8 Work in groups. Re-read the two key scenes that involve Macbeth and the 

witches:
 ● Act i, Scene iii, in which the witches prophesy that Macbeth will be king, and 

Banquo’s children shall be kings
 ● Act iV, Scene i, in which Macbeth returns to hear more prophecies  

and is shown the apparitions.
Re-create each of these scenes using mime and movement only. Doing this will 
allow you to focus on developing the characters through their physical qualities.
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Wordsmith . . .

textuaL interventions
Writers create characters who come into conflict with each other, and thus contribute to 
a story. in doing so, writers choose to tell us a certain amount about each character and 
place, as well as the plot of the story. The make-up of the final text is carefully selected 
from a vast set of available material, meaning that there is much that is untold.

Intervening a text is a way of tapping into one or more aspects of the untold story. 
it allows a new writer to re-imagine parts of the original base text in order to further 
develop or modify our understanding of that text.

There are many forms of textual intervention, such as those shown in the following 
graphic organiser.

Re-imagining the base text in a 
di�erent genre, e.g. Macbeth as a  
gangster story in the Melbourne 
underworld (2006 �lm)

Creating a completely new
text that o�ers an alternative 
view of the original. For 
example, David Malouf’s
novel Ransom retells parts
of the story of Homer’s Iliad.

Creating  a new text that
mocks aspects of the original
by imitating it in a humorous
or  satirical way

Shifting the focus from a   
central character to a minor   
character, and thus showing 
the story from a di�erent 
angle

Genre
shift

Alternative
text

Focus
shift

Imitation/
parody

Creating textual interventions makes the usually passive process of reading 
more active. in re-imagining the original text and producing a new text, readers are 
effectively rewriting, or at least adding to, the story.

The following excerpt comes from Richard Yaxley’s story ‘it Wasn’t Thee, MacBee’. This 
intervention is told from the point of view of the Thane of Cawdor — a character who 
is silenced in the original text of Macbeth. Cawdor, who is not necessarily a reliable 
narrator, puts forward an alternative plot in which Banquo murders Duncan and sets 
up Macbeth as the killer in order to become king and marry his lover, Lady Macbeth.

1

5

from It Wasn’t Thee, MacBee
by Richard Yaxley
I was there, you see. I saw what really happened. 
And it annoys the heck out of me that there has 
been so much chronic misrepresentation since, 
all because in 1605 Will Shakespeare’s cousin 
went to Scotland and fell in love with one of the 
clan. Talk about coincidence; he’s writing a nice

First-person point of view 
is immediately established, 
creating an intimate 
relationship with the reader. 
(1)

This section merges the 
story of Macbeth with the 
life of the author, reminding 
the reader that it is difficult 
to separate the two. (4–6)

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



  

178 English is … Year 10

My view . . .
How important is it to develop a structure in a piece of writing? What are some of 
the advantages of planning the structure of a story before writing it? How might 
structure in a text help performers to develop their interpretation of that text?

over to You …

Choose and write one of the following possible interventions, based on Macbeth, or 
create your own.

 ● Write a monologue from the point of view of the doctor, imagining that he 
witnessed the death of Lady Macbeth.

 ● Write a story about the first meeting and courting of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth.
 ● Write a short play set in the witches’ den, during which they describe their first 

meeting with Macbeth and Banquo.
 ● Rewrite Act ii, Scene iii, the discovery of Duncan’s body,  as a Western-style film-script.
 ● improvise and create a new play for the Three-Minute Shakespeare Festival, in which 

a cast performs an abbreviated version of Macbeth in under three minutes.

10

15

20

25

30

juicy little history play for King Stuffy James, 
shows the first draft to Cousin Annabel and she 
freaks because she’s worried about what they’ll 
all think of her betrothed, the great-great-great 
et cetera of dastardly Dunc. Will — who was 
by all accounts an obliging sort of chap, if a bit 
socially lame — says okay then, and changes 
Act 2 Scene 2 and a few other bits, having first 
disguised the truth about Lady M and His Most 
Royal Favour, with all the waffly hullabaloo about 
an imaginary dagger and Macca’s conscience  .  .  .  

Anyway, I’ve been sitting around on my blot 
for a few hundred years trying to ignore the 
whole shebang  .  .  .  but finally, I’ve had enough. 
It’s about time Will Shakespeare’s lies were 
fully exposed. Truth is, it was a sordid little 
story of oft-required lust that hardly deserved 
the international exposure he gave it. Having 
said that, there was really only one worthwhile 
warrior in the tale, and I’m that man — the Thane 
of Cawdor. That is, the original, real Thane  of 
Cawdor, who would’ve kept his title and his 
life if it hadn’t been for that idiot Banquo, that 
bigger idiot Flea-brain (his dunderhead son) 
and of course Lady M, who was at the centre of 
everything.

The first indication of 
character re-invention. in 
the original text, Duncan is a 
noble, much-loved king; this 
intervention casts him as a 
foolish wrong-doer. (11)

The intervention is 
justified by the claim that 
Shakespeare deliberately 
altered the truth in order to 
appease his cousin. (13–14)

These kinds of words and 
phrases allow the writer to 
establish a unique voice for 
the Thane: breezy, off-hand 
and informal.  
(16,18,19–20,22–23)

The main focus of the 
intervention — to restore 
the public reputation of the 
Thane — becomes clearer. 
(24–27)

This final statement sets 
up the remainder of the 
intervention, which will 
show the reader  
how Lady Macbeth  
was ‘at the centre  
of everything’.  
(31–32)
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Creating PerformanCe
How can we use text to create performance?
Having developed an understanding of the structure of a text and characters within it, 
the performer’s next task is to investigate, in detail, each scene or section of the text. 
Put simply, performance is live storytelling, so it is vital that the performers know as 
much as possible about all aspects of the story, its people and places. For example, a 
performer who is playing one character should know:

 ● the character’s back-story — what has happened in their past life, including 
significant events or moments that have shaped the person

 ● how the character feels about all the other characters in the text
 ● the character’s super-objective (see page 157) and, within each scene, their main 

desire and any obstacles to achieving that desire
 ● the character’s future beyond the text. This could be hinted at in the text, or it may 

be imagined by the performer; either way, it must be considered.
Let’s investigate a key scene from Macbeth from a performance point of view. in  

Act iii, Scene ii, Macbeth begins to plan the murder of his friend Banquo; however, the 
scene is also pivotal in terms of the relationship between Macbeth and his wife.

Before examining the scene closely, performers need to clarify what has happened 
pre-text. This can be done as an exercise in mindmapping, in which we use notes to 
create a map of information that may be useful in understanding the scene. Here is the 
beginning of a mindmap for this scene:

6.3

need to Know
back-story what has 
happened to a character in the 
past, before the play begins

desire what a character wants

obstacle any person, event or 
idea that prevents a character 
from achieving their desire

mindmap a visual, note-
taking exercise in which 
words, phrases and 
ideas are linked together 

Macbeth is jealous
of Banquo’s  ‘line

of kings’.

Macbeth fears
Banquo’s
goodness

and valour.

All lords
suspicious —

or just
Banquo?

Both saw
and heard
witches.

Long-time
friends and
generals in

army together.

Macbeth lies to
murderers about
Banquo’s role in

their misfortunes.

Murder of
Fleance is ‘no
less material

to me’.

Macbeth
and

Banquo

Macbeth organises
murderers —
cowardly act?

Why not himself?SAMPLE
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 Enter Lady Macbeth and a Servant
Is Banquo gone from court?

Ay, madam, but returns again to-night.

Say to the king, I would attend his leisure
For a few words.

Madam, I will.
SERVANT exits
Nought’s had, all’s spent,
Where our desire is got without content:
’Tis safer to be that which we destroy
Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.
Enter Macbeth
How now, my lord! why do you keep alone,
Of sorriest fancies your companions making,
Using those thoughts which should indeed have died
With them they think on? Things without all remedy
Should be without regard: what’s done is done.
We have scorched the snake, not kill’d it:
She’ll close and be herself, whilst our poor malice
Remains in danger of her former tooth.
But let the frame of things disjoint, both the worlds suffer,
Ere we will eat our meal in fear and sleep
In the affliction of these terrible dreams
That shake us nightly: better be with the dead,
Whom we, to gain our peace, have sent to peace,
Than on the torture of the mind to lie
In restless ecstasy. Duncan is in his grave;
After life’s fitful fever he sleeps well;
Treason has done his worst: nor steel, nor poison,
Malice domestic, foreign levy, nothing,
Can touch him further.

lady 
macbeth
servant

lady 
macbeth

servant

lady 
macbeth

macbeth

Notes for performers 

Lady Macbeth asks only about 
Banquo. Why? Does she see him 
as a threat? if so, why? What 
qualities about Banquo worry 
her? is she worried for Banquo? 
Or is it his friendship with her 
husband? Does this suggest that 
she believes Macbeth will not 
be strong enough to deal with a 
suspicious friend? (2)

Formal statement. is this a sign 
that the relationship is cooling? 
Does Lady Macbeth now have to 
make an appointment to see her 
husband, the king? (4–5)

This section reaffirms 
Lady Macbeth’s wish to be 
unwavering, rather than ‘dwell 
in doubtful joy’. is she steeling 
herself for a battle with her 
wavering husband? Or is she 
battling within herself? The 
four lines rhyme; why? next 
rhyming section is Macbeth’s 
speech at the end of the scene. 
Significance? Link? (8–11)

Change of tone; suddenly 
cheerful? is she trying to reassert 
her previous role as confidante 
and adviser? The final line echoes 
earlier lines; Lady Macbeth wants 
their relationship to return to 
what it once was. (13,17)

Macbeth seems to have come to a 
new realisation; that one act alone 
will not be enough to maintain 
his ambition. is he bitter about 
this? Already resigned to defeat? 
Angry? is he really speaking to 
Lady Macbeth, or simply framing 
his thoughts for himself? (18)

These lines strongly indicate 
Macbeth’s tortured state of mind, 
lack of sleep and ‘terrible dreams.’ 
Has he already conceded that he 
will never be peaceful until his 
own death? Does this mean he has 
become reckless, not caring about 
his actions or their consequences? 
Can this speech be seen as a 
prelude to the ‘Tomorrow’ speech 
in Act V? (24–27)

from Macbeth
by William Shakespeare

Act III, Scene ii

1

5

10

15

20

25

30
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Come on;
Gentle my lord, sleek o’er your rugged looks;
Be bright and jovial among your guests to-night.
So shall I, love; and so, I pray, be you:
Let your remembrance apply to Banquo;
Present him eminence, both with eye and tongue:
Unsafe the while, that we
Must lave our honours in these flattering streams,
And make our faces vizards to our hearts,
Disguising what they are.
You must leave this.

O, full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife!
Thou know’st that Banquo, and his Fleance, lives.
But in them nature’s copy’s not eterne.

There’s comfort yet; they are assailable;
Then be thou jocund: ere the bat hath flown
His cloister’d flight, ere to black Hecate’s summons
The shard-borne beetle with his drowsy hums
Hath rung night’s yawning peal, there shall be done
A deed of dreadful note.
What’s to be done?

Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck,
Till thou applaud the deed. Come, seeling night, 
Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day;
And with thy bloody and invisible hand
Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond
Which keeps me pale! Light thickens; and the crow
Makes wing to the rooky wood:
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse;
While night’s black agents to their preys do rouse.
Thou marvell’st at my words: but hold thee still;
Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill.
So, prithee, go with me.
Exeunt

Macbeth talks of his damaged 
psychology. His wife’s response 
is to ‘be bright and jovial’. She 
thinks appearance will be 
enough: a sign that they are 
very different in their thinking? 
Highly ironic, given that she will 
lose her mind! (33–35)

is this sincere in tone or 
patronising? (35)

Why must he ‘leave this’? is 
she worried about him, or 
about the consequences of 
his apparent state of mind? 
A selfish comment, or one 
based on genuine love for her 
husband? (42)

Macbeth has had enough 
psychology; he is a man of 
action, and it is time for that 
action. (45)

Macbeth’s description here is 
very formal and poetic, as if he 
has become, like the witches, 
a spiritual manipulator. Once 
he would have told her plainly 
what was going to happen; 
now he patronises her with this 
almost melodramatic talk of ‘a 
deed of dreadful note.’ (48–52)

Great urgency in this question. 
Knowledge is power; without 
that knowledge, Lady Macbeth 
is of little use to her husband. 
(53)

Macbeth is now prepared to 
act alone. His assumption that 
she will ‘applaud the deed’ 
is patronising and could be 
seen as sexist; the dutiful 
wife clapping her clever 
husband? What are the gender 
implications of this scene? is 
this the moment when their 
relationship crumbles? (54–55)

‘Go with me.’  Where? To do 
what? is he going to tell her 
more? Are they returning 
immediately to the banquet? 
Does he need her publicly, but 
not privately? How would Lady 
Macbeth react emotionally to 
this request? (65)

lady 
macbeth

macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

 

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



182 English is … Year 10

Activities . . . 
understanding the text
Getting started
 1 Discuss the mindmap in groups, and extend it; what further aspects or ideas 

could be added? For example, what could be said of the marriage of Macbeth 
and Lady Macbeth?

 2 Read the text, at first silently, and then aloud in groups. Discuss the annotations, and 
the questions within the annotations, and then answer the questions in your groups.

Working through
 3 Who is the most powerful character early in this scene? Why?
 4 Who is the most powerful character at the end of the scene? Why?
 5 What differences in the attitudes of Macbeth and his wife are shown in this scene?
 6 Lady Macbeth reappears in Act iii, Scene iv, where she covers for Macbeth at the 

banquet and then urges him to ‘the season of all natures, sleep’. When do we 
next see her? What is ironic about this?

Going further
 7 Develop a performance of this scene, based on your pre-text work and with the 

text itself. 
 8 Choose a different scene. Complete a pre-text mindmap, and notes for 

performers for that scene; then develop a performance.

Guilty or not? Creating a new text for performance
One of the most fascinating aspects of the play Macbeth, and one which will directly 
influence the style in which it is performed, concerns the moral positioning within the 
play: the guilt or otherwise of the characters.

Activities . . .
evaLuating and anaLYsing the text
Getting started
 1 in terms of immoral behaviour, who is the most guilty character in the play? 

Why? Discuss this question in groups. is everyone in agreement?
Working through
Look at these summaries of the first two crimes within the play.

Crime Regicide

Perpetrator Macbeth, Thane of Cawdor

Method Multiple stab-wounds while the victim slept in his chamber

Guilty Macbeth had already been thinking about becoming king before he met the 
witches on the heath.

On the night in question, he used two knives to kill the king.

He then admitted to his wife that he did it.

He had blood on his hands and clothes that he washed off.

Not guilty He is guilty of manslaughter but not murder because his wife made him do it. 
She challenged his manhood and used the possible end of their love as bait, 
thus forcing him to act.

He was also unreasonably influenced by supernatural forces suggesting that 
he might become king.

Thus, he was not of sound mind when the crime was committed.
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Crime Murder of king’s servants

Perpetrator Macbeth, Thane of Cawdor

Method Butchered with sword outside the king’s chamber, having been previously 
drugged 

Guilty Macbeth admitted to all present that he’d killed the servants because he 
suspected them of killing Duncan.

This reason was a lie, designed to protect himself. The servants died without 
the chance to tell their version of events.

innocent people died because of Macbeth’s ruthless ambition.

Not guilty Lady Macbeth drugged the servants and wiped blood on them. Had she not 
done so, they would not have been implicated in the regicide.

Although Macbeth did kill the servants, he was forced into doing so because 
of the blood that she had put there.

His judgment was clearly impaired when the crime was committed.

 2 Are there further arguments that could be added to either the ‘Guilty’ or ‘not 
guilty’ columns? if so, what are they? Discuss in small groups and then compare 
each group’s arguments.

 3 The evidence for and against Macbeth could largely be separated into 
circumstantial or psychological. What do these terms mean? What is the 
difference between each type of evidence? Give examples.

 4 in judging the guilt or otherwise of Macbeth, are you more compelled by the 
circumstantial or the psychological evidence? Why?

Going further
 5 Create and complete charts for these other (possible) crimes from the play:

a the murder of Banquo
b the murders of Lady Macduff and her children
c the death of Lady Macbeth
d the death of Macbeth.

 6 Based on the evidence in your charts, do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements? Discuss as a group, giving reasons with your  
answers.
a Macbeth is more guilty of the murder of Banquo than the murderers 

themselves.
b After the killing of Duncan, Lady Macbeth has little or nothing to answer  

for.
c Ross must share some of the guilt for the murders of the Macduff family 

because he left them alone.
d Macbeth is guilty of causing the unnatural death of his wife because of his 

behaviour towards her.
e Macduff must share some of the guilt for the murders of his family because he 

left them alone.
f The biggest victim in the play is Macbeth himself.
g The witches are responsible for most, if not all, of the crimes in this  

play.
h Macduff killed Macbeth in battle, which is acceptable and  

not criminal.
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Law and order
Law and Order is a long-running television series set in new York city. Each episode 
occurs in two parts.

 ● Part 1 — the investigation of a crime and arrest of a suspect for that crime
 ● Part 2 — the prosecution of that suspect in court.

Let’s imagine Law and Order: Macbeth as the basis for a new performance.

LiteraCY link
rehearsal and delivery
There is a popular belief that many people fear 
public speaking more than they fear death. 
Whether or not this is true, there is no doubt 
that performing in front of an audience can 
be a nerve-wracking experience. To make the 
experience more positive and memorable, 
here are some tips for performers.

1.  Practise to the point where you know your 
role completely. As with any sport or creative 
endeavour, good performance invariably 
stems from good preparation. Even if you are 
nervous, you should be able to perform your 
role because you know it so well.

2.  Warm up both body and voice, which are 
essential to good performance. Stretching 
and doing gentle exercises energise and 
provide a form of relaxation. Vocal exercises, 
including soft singing or chanting, help 
ready your voice for the extra demands and 
stresses of performance.

3.  Stay open to the audience, both physically 
and emotionally. Performers need to be seen 
and heard, or the story will be lost. Angle 
your body towards the audience, unless the 
scene calls for you to face them directly. Let 
audiences hear, see and feel the emotion in 
what you are saying and doing.

4.  Be part of the ensemble. Group 
performance works most effectively 
when the members of the group (or 
ensemble) are all supportive of each 
other. Don’t try to dominate as an 
individual; allow the power of the story 
to be the dominant factor.

5.  Learn to listen. When performing on 
stage, you should always be listening. 
Even if you have heard the lines and 
seen the movements a hundred times, 
for an audience they are new; therefore, 
they must also appear new to you. 
Besides, performers who actively listen 
never miss a line or a cue.

6.  Don’t mention Macbeth! There is an old 
superstition that actors must not say 
the word Macbeth when inside a theatre 
or it will cause disaster; instead, they 
substitute the phrase the Scottish play. it is 
believed that the superstition stems from 
the very first performance of Macbeth, 
when Shakespeare himself was called in 
to play the role of Lady Macbeth because 
the young man who had been cast in that 
role had suddenly died.

Research and collect a range of body and 
voice exercises for performers.
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Judge

Judge’s
associate

Court
reporter

Public seating

Defendant’s solicitor
and barrister

Legal
clerk

Crown
prosecutor

Jury box
Media

Witness stand

Corrective
services
o�cerDock

Activities . . .

Creating new texts
Getting started
 1 Work in groups. Begin by choosing one of the crimes from the play.
 2 Complete your pre-text research and then re-read the relevant scene from the 

play. Make a list of characters and assign roles among the group.

Working through
 3 Develop a sequence for the performance of part 1 of the episode of Law and 

Order using the following guidelines.
a The crime is committed.
b The initial investigation begins with the discovery of the crime scene.
c The first clue is located.
d interviews are conducted with ‘persons of interest’.
e A second, vital clue is located and the suspect’s name identified.
f The suspect is discovered and arrested.

 4 Rehearse this sequence, and then develop a second sequence for the 
performance of part 2 of the episode of Law and Order, using the following 
guidelines.
a The suspect is taken to court and the prosecutor outlines the case against the 

suspect, including the clues from part 1.
b The prosecutor calls witnesses to testify against the suspect; the defence 

lawyer cross-examines these witnesses.
c The suspect is examined under oath, putting forward their case.
d The prosecutor sums up the case against the suspect.
e The defence lawyer sums up the case in support of the suspect.
f The judge (or jury) determines the guilt or otherwise of the suspect, and 

imposes a sentence if necessary.
 5 Rehearse and present both sequences to an audience. When performing part 2, 

the group may find it useful to refer to the diagram of a courtroom below.
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Wordsmith . . .

BLoCKing and emotionaL interPretation
A journalist who interviewed actor Geoffrey Rush made the following observations:

His limbs are always moving  .  .  .  a rolling shoulder; two restless elbows; the busy 
hands  .  .  .  His body informs his character  .  .  .  It’s a body always threatening to break 
into performance; as though it needs a stage  .  .  .  But his body is just moving with his 
mind, a zipping and zinging head full of playful prose and no full stops. 

—Trent Dalton, QWeekend magazine, 15–16 January 2011

This description refers to a key aspect of performance: synchronising the body and 
the mind in order to ‘inform’ a particular character. During the rehearsal process, we can 
assist this synchronisation by blocking the performance, and working on the emotional 
interpretations of words, lines and sections of text. For performance purposes, the stage 
area can be split into nine sections, seen from the point of view of the performer. These 
sections are used in blocking: working out where to enter, stand, move and exit.

Downstage right DR Downstage centre DC Downstage left DL

Centre right CR Centre stage CS Centre left CL

Upstage right USR Upstage centre UC Upstage left UL

Stage

Audience

Wings
(where actors wait

o�-stage)

Wings

Curtain

Here is an example of a possible blocking from early in Act ii, Scene ii of Macbeth.

Blocking

Offstage

Stands DCS

Moves quickly to CL

Enters from CL, startling 
Lady Macbeth.
Crosses to CS

macbeth

lady 
macbeth

macbeth

[Within] Who’s there? what ho!

Alack, I am afraid they have awaked,
And ‘tis not done. Th’ attempt and not the deed
Confounds us. Hark! I laid their daggers ready;
He could not miss ’em. Had he not resembled
My father as he slept, I had done’t.
Enter Macbeth
My husband!
I have done the deed. Didst thou not hear a noise?

Play-script
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note that the blocking uses stage terminology, as well as verbs such as stands, 
moves, enters and crosses, which are not preceded by the subject of the action (he or 
Macbeth). These are direct instructions to the performer, worked out during rehearsal, 
and a reminder of how they must work to create images on the stage.

For performers, a second key aspect of the rehearsal process is to develop a 
greater understanding of the character’s emotions that underlie words, phrases and 
scenes. There are many different ways of playing the same scene, and it is up to the 
performance team to work out the interpretation that best suits their purpose. Here is 
an example, using the same section of Act ii, Scene ii:

Emotional interpretation
Fear that he might be discovered 

with blood on his hands
Misinterprets her husband’s words 

as the waking of the intended 
victims; paranoia, edginess

Frustration at her husband possibly 
messing up the murders, despite her 

preparation
Cold, unfeeling

High level of anticipation: what has 
happened?

macbeth

lady 
macbeth

macbeth

Play-script
[Within] Who’s there? what ho!

Alack, I am afraid they have awaked,
And ‘tis not done. Th’ attempt and not the deed
Confounds us. Hark! I laid their daggers ready;
He could not miss ’em. Had he not resembled
My father as he slept, I had done’t.
Enter MACBETH
My husband!
I have done the deed.  
Didst thou not hear a noise?

note that each example of emotion in this interpretation (the underlined words) is 
supported by reasoning and justification.

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in Roman Polanski’s 1971 film version of the play
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over to You …

Below is further text from the same scene. Work with a partner to interpret blocking 
and emotion. Rehearse the scene and adjust as necessary. Present to an audience and 
ask for feedback on your interpretation.

Emotion Play-script Blocking

macbeth
lady 

macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth
macbeth

lady 
macbeth

I have done the deed. Didst thou not hear a noise?
I heard the owl scream and the crickets cry.
Did not you speak?
When?
Now.

As I descended?
Ay.

Hark!
Who lies i’ th’ second chamber?
Donalbain.

This is a sorry sight.
Looking on his hands
A foolish thought, to say a sorry sight.

There’s one did laugh in’s sleep, and one cried ‘Murder!’
That they did wake each other: I stood and heard them.
But they did say their prayers and address’d them
Again to sleep.
There are two lodged together.

One cried ‘God bless us!’ and ‘Amen’ the other,
As they had seen me with these hangman’s hands.
List’ning their fear I could not say ‘Amen’
When they did say ‘God bless us.’
Consider it not so deeply.

But wherefore could not I pronounce ‘Amen’?
I had most need of blessing, and ‘Amen’
Stuck in my throat.
These deeds must not be thought
After these ways. So, it will make us mad.

My view . . .
This sub-unit has focused on creating performance, both from existing text and 
by developing new texts. What key ideas have you learned about the creation 
of performance? What kinds of performance-based texts are you interested in 
developing? What is the most exciting aspect of performance and the most difficult?
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ComPose and Create
Productive focus: speaking and creating
Either

Create and perform a collage drama 
Your task is to create, rehearse and perform a collage drama based on an aspect of 
Macbeth.
Step 1: Working in a group, choose from the table below or use your own ideas.

Themes Symbols Character group

 ● Excessive ambition
 ● A violent world
 ● The supernatural
 ● Gender stereotypes

 ● Blood
 ● The candle of life
 ● Light and dark
 ● Storms

 ● Macbeth/Lady Macbeth
 ● Parents and children (the Macduffs or Banquo 

and Fleance)
 ● The witches

Step 2: Brainstorm your chosen aspect, creating a mindmap of ideas. Re-read sections 
of the play-script that link to your aspect.
Step 3: Develop new performance texts for your chosen aspect. For example, a group 
working on ‘light and dark’ might choose to create:
a a movement piece in which unnamed characters emerge from the darkness into a 

bright new world
b a character monologue in which the character recounts part of his or her life when 

alone in psychological darkness
c a short scene between two characters named ‘Light and Dark’, in which each tries to 

prove why he or she is more important
d a series of freeze-frames depicting light and dark symbols (such as day–night,  

birth–death, good–evil).
Step 4: Add these new texts to one or more sections of the play to create a collage. This 
means that different items are placed together to create an impression. For example, 
the group working on ‘Light and Dark’ may choose to perform as follows:

Title: Light and Dark
Group: Jess, Kees, Van, Laura
Performance order:
1 Slide show set to music; introduce theme with coloured images (Kees)
2 Scene with characters, Light and Dark ( Jess, Van)
3 Lady Macbeth in bright light, which darkens as she delivers ‘unsex me’ speech; 

Act I Scene v, lines 41–55 (Laura)
4 Self-devised psychological monologue (Kees)
5 Macduff children and their mother playing in sunshine when murderers enter; 

adapted from Act IV, Scene ii (all)
6 Freeze-frames of light and dark symbols ( Jess, Kees, Van)
7 Lady Macbeth with candle, including ‘Out, out’ speech; adapted from Act V, 

Scene i (Laura)
8 Repeat slide show set to music, this time with same images in black-and-white 

(Kees)

1
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Step 5: Once the collage has been devised, rehearse. Focus on blocking and emotional 
interpretation.
Step 6: Organise costumes and props as required.
Step 7: Perform for an audience.

Or

Create a group or individual performance 
Create a group or individual performance of a section or sections of the play.
If working in a group:
Step 1: identify a section or sections of the play for performance. For example, a pair 
who wishes to perform as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth could choose to:
a perform a single scene, such as Act i, Scene vii (where Lady Macbeth pushes her 

husband towards the murder of Duncan)
b stitch together a series of smaller sections (such as Act i, Scene v, lines 55–67; or 

Act i, Scene vi, lines 59–82; or Act ii, Scene ii, lines 57–74 etc.) in order to create a 
performance that demonstrates the course of their relationship.

Step 2: Complete a pre-text mindmap.
Step 3: Read and rehearse, focusing on blocking and emotional interpretation.
Step 4: Organise costumes and props as required.
Step 5: Perform for an audience.
If working as an individual:
Step 1: identify a section or sections of the play to perform, focusing on one character. 
You could choose to:
a perform one or more of the many monologues in the play (Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, 

The Porter, Banquo, Lennox, Malcolm)
b or stitch together a series of smaller sections for one character in order to create a 

performance that demonstrates his or her development throughout the play.
Step 2: Complete a pre-text mindmap.
Step 3: Read and rehearse, focusing on blocking and emotional interpretation.
Step 4: Organise costumes and props as required.
Step 5: Perform for an audience.

? Self-evaluation . . .
1 What were your favourite parts of this unit? What were your least favourite?
2 At times through this unit and in some assessment options, you were asked 

to work in groups. How did that affect the way you approached the task?
3 Have you learned any performance strategies during this unit?
4 What skills in this unit were you good at? What skills do you need to work 

on?
5 What was your experience in completing the assessment task? Would you do 

anything differently, if faced with a similar task in the future?

Use the assessment 
criteria rubric to guide 
you through your task.

Use the assessment 
criteria rubric to guide 
you through your task.

Worksheet 6.1
doc-10139

Worksheet 6.2
doc-10140

Worksheet 6.3
doc-10141

INDIVIDUAL pAthwAys 

2
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