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Activities to explore language and meaning 
Written by Justin Audibert, RSC Assistant Director 
 
 
The RSC has provided simple and engaging activities based on five key questions that will help your 
students to explore language and meaning: 
 

• What is happening in the play? 

• What is the speech about?  

• Who is being spoken to? 

• Why are they talking? 

• How is it being said? 

 
 
These activities will encourage your students to consider different approaches to rehearsing and 
performing the Off by Heart monologues. Once they have an understanding of the play and their own 
voice, they can begin to make performance choices based on the language and the context of the 
monologues. 
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1 What is happening in the play? 
 
The best way to prepare to perform a speech is to get to know the whole play. We recommend that your 
students be practically introduced to a play by doing it on their feet and whenever possible seeing a 
production live. Characters never exist in isolation and it helps to understand the part a character plays in 
telling the story and how they relate to other people.  
 
 
Activity: Introducing the Plot 
 
This is a quick and easy way to introduce the entire play. 
 

• Break down the plot of your chosen play into five segments. Incorporate original language with 
the plot summary. We have created an example of how this could be done for Macbeth.  

• Divide the class into five groups and explain they are each going to tell a part of the story. 
Each group is given a section of the story to tell. They can choose to be characters or 
storytellers but they must use movement as well as words to tell their section of the story. 

• Ask the groups to show their work. 
 
Macbeth 
 

1 Three witches meet on a heath waiting for Macbeth: “a drum, a drum, Macbeth doth come”. 
They meet with him and his friend Banquo, telling Macbeth that he shall be king: “All hail, 
Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter”, and that Banquo will be the father of kings: “Thou shalt 
get kings, though thou be none”. Macbeth writes to his wife about the witches’ prophecy and 
she quickly plots to kill the current King Duncan in order to make her husband king.  
 
 

2 King Duncan comes to visit Macbeth’s castle, saying: “We are your guest tonight”. While he is 
sleeping, Macbeth murders him. Macbeth tells his wife: “I have done the deed”. Macduff, a 
Scottish nobleman, discovers Duncan’s body and raises the alarm. King Duncan’s two sons, 
Donalbain and Malcolm, run away from the castle afraid that whoever killed their father will 
want to kill them too. Donalbain warns Malcolm: “Where we are./ There's daggers in men's 
smiles”. Macbeth becomes king. 
 
 

3 Once Macbeth is king, he becomes afraid of the witches’ prophecy that his best friend 
Banquo’s sons will be king, “Our fears in Banquo / Stick deep”. He hires men to murder 
Banquo and his son Fleance. They successfully kill Banquo but Fleance gets away. One of the 
murderers complains: “There's but one down; the son is fled”. At the castle, Macbeth is holding 
a royal feast and is visited by the ghost of Banquo. Macbeth starts to shout at the ghost: 
“Hence, horrible shadow! / Unreal mockery, hence!” which scares and confuses his guests at 
the feast as they cannot see the ghost. Lady Macbeth gets everyone to leave the party, asking 
them to “go at once”, worried that her husband is going crazy. 
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4 Obsessed with the witches and their prophecy, Macbeth visits them again. The witches 
conjure a spirit that tells him to watch out for Macduff, a Scottish nobleman: “beware Macduff”. 
Back at his castle, Macbeth orders the murder of Macduff and all his family. The murderers go 
to Macduff’s castle and kill his wife and children. Macduff is not there, however, as he is in 
England, joining forces with King Duncan’s son, Malcolm. The two of them decide to fight 
Macbeth. Malcolm declares that “Macbeth / Is ripe for shaking”. 
 
 

5 Macduff and Malcolm take their army to Macbeth’s Castle, chopping down tree branches from 
Birrnam Wood to provide camouflage. Lady Macbeth cannot sleep and is feeling guilty for 
everyone who has died, so she commits suicide. Macbeth is told the news: “The queen, my 
lord, is dead”. Macduff and Malcolm’s army attack the castle and Macduff kills Macbeth, 
leaving Malcolm King of Scotland: “Hail, King of Scotland”. 

 
 
 
2 What is the speech about?  
 
The first thing to understand when working on a monologue is the context in which it is being spoken. 
Based on your understanding of the play and after reading through the Speech Text and Performance 
Notes, ask what has happened to the character before their monologue.  
 
 
Activity: Animate the story  
 

• Distribute the speeches to your class. Ask them to create a cartoon strip detailing the events 
that lead up to this monologue. Explain that the last frame of the cartoon strip should be the 
moment the monologue occurs in the play. 
 

• Discuss everything that is going on for their characters. How is the character feeling after 
everything that has happened – happy, sad, angry, anxious? Ask them to draw a picture of 
their character’s head and to write all the adjectives about their feelings inside it. 
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3 Who is being spoken to? 
 
Ask who the character is speaking to: is he addressing someone he loves; a huge crowd; the audience? 
How will this change the nature and tone of his speech? Is it a public debate that everyone is meant to 
hear, or a plea to a girlfriend, or a private set of thoughts that Shakespeare wants the character to share 
with the audience? 
 
 
Activity: Address the right audience 
 

• Supply a copy of their chosen Off By Heart speech. 

• As a whole group, discuss who else could be in the scene, e.g. servants, another character, no 
one, etc. 

• Explain that it is important to determine who they are speaking to while delivering their 
monologue.  

• Students form a circle. Invite a volunteer to say the first few lines of the speech, addressing 
them to everyone in the circle.  

• Invite another volunteer to say the first few lines of the speech as if talking to themselves, but 
ask the circle to turn their back to the middle so the speaker cannot make eye contact with 
anyone. How does this feel for the person delivering the speech? 

• Ask a second student to enter the circle with the speaker. Determine as a group which 
character from the play they represent. Ask the speaker to direct their lines to that one 
character. 

• Discuss what worked. How did saying the speech in these two different ways change the 
delivery of it? Was it angrier, quieter, more thoughtful, etc? 

• Explain they have to make a choice for their own character.
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4 Why are they talking? 
 
It is very difficult to perform a speech well if you do not know why you are saying it. In the rehearsal room 
we would call that ‘working out a character’s intention’, it is a key part of the early exploration that an actor 
does in creating their character. For example, for the speech below, you could suggest that Brutus’s 
intention is to work out whether or not he thinks that Julius Caesar needs to be assassinated. Another 
way of looking at Brutus’s intention is that he is justifying to himself why he must kill Julius Caesar. There 
is a subtle difference between these two but they speak volumes for how you interpret the character. 
 
BRUTUS 

It must be by his death. And for my part  
I know no personal cause to spurn at him  
But for the general. He would be crowned:  
How that might change his nature, there's the question.  
It is the bright day that brings forth the adder 
And that craves wary walking. Crown him that,  
And then I grant we put a sting in him  
That at his will he may do danger with.  
Th’abuse of greatness is when it disjoins 
Remorse from power. And to speak truth of Caesar,  
I have not known when his affections swayed  
More than his reason. But 'tis a common proof 
That lowliness is young ambition's ladder,  
Whereto the climber-upward turns his face;  
But when he once attains the upmost round  
He then unto the ladder turns his back, 
Looks in the clouds, scorning the base degrees  
By which he did ascend. So Caesar may.  
Then lest he may, prevent. And, since the quarrel  
Will bear no colour for the thing he is,  
Fashion it thus: that what he is, augmented,  
Would run to these and these extremities:  
And therefore think him as a serpent's egg  
(Which, hatched, would as his kind grow mischievous)  
And kill him in the shell. 

 
Activity: Find the motivation  
 
Distribute these four incomplete statements: 
 

• I wish that... 
• I do not want... 
• I am feeling... 
• The next thing I am going to do is... 

 
Ask students to complete the statements in pairs, using their comic strips from the Animate the Story 
Activity and share back with the group.
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5 How is it being said? 
 
Once your students have the intention of the monologue clear in their mind; the next logical step is to 
examine all the details that serve to create that intention. To help them achieve this, they should try to 
break up all the different changes of thought the character is having. This will help them in two ways.  
 

1 Firstly it will give them a clue as to what condition his/her mind is in. If he/she is having lots of 
short, sharp changes of thought, it could suggest he/she is highly anxious. If his/her thoughts 
are longer and more developed, it could suggest he/she is more rational and maybe their 
speech has been planned beforehand.  

2 Secondly it will really help students to make sure that the tone of their monologue is naturally 
varied.  
 

For example, they could break up the thoughts in the passage spoken by Brutus in Julius Caesar, in two 
different ways by marking the new thought (NT) as follows: 
 
It must be by his death.(NT) And for my part It must be by his death.(NT) And for my part 

I know no personal cause to spurn at him I know no personal cause to spurn at him (NT) 

But for the general. He would be crowned:(NT) But for the general.(NT) He would be crowned:(NT) 

How that might change his nature, there's the question. How that might change his nature, there's the question.(NT) 

It is the bright day that brings forth the adder It is the bright day that brings forth the adder (NT) 

And that craves wary walking.(NT) And that craves wary walking.(NT) 
 
 
It all depends on whether you think Brutus is in a state of turmoil and thus unable to fix his mind on one 
idea for any length of time, or whether he is calmly working out with the audience what he needs to do 
using his skills of reason dispassionately. There are no right answers, merely different choices. 
 
There will be various ways of breaking the thoughts up, and making different choices will help to create a 
very individual performance.  
 
 
Activity: Identify the new thought 
 

• In pairs, students examine the speech and decide where each individual thought begins and 
ends. 

• Students then stand in pairs and address each thought to their partner, as if they are having a 
conversation. Students swap back and forth after every thought. 

• Ask a few pairs to show their work to the class. Discuss the differences between the different 
choices of where the thoughts are placed. How does this change the monologue? What did 
different choices bring out of the text? Was the character more anxious, more settled? 

 


