
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Themes 
Conflict: In a Shakespearean tragedy, conflict is both internal and external. In external conflict, the hero and his party are pitted 
against their antagonists. However, internal conflict occurs in and affects the mind and soul of the hero. This conflict is between 

attitudes, loyalties, conceptions or passions.* 

Death: As might be expected, most commentary on death and dying in Shakespeare's plays centres on the final moments of his tragic 
heroes. Elizabethan and Jacobean drama was especially gruesome, notorious for on-stage deaths. The causes of death in 
Shakespeare's plays are numerous. Almost half the characters who die are stabbed; the next largest group are beheaded, and the 
next poisoned. Several characters die of shame and quite a few are hanged. 

Family: A common theme among a lot of Shakespeare works is the idea of family and what it means to be within and part of a family. 
This idea of a natural law, in which it deals with society's and family's expectation of what is to be given from parent to child as well as 
the bond which is made. 

Hate: Hate is another crucial theme in many of Shakespeare’s works. In many plays, the antagonists develop a heartfelt hatred 
towards someone based on prejudice and personal ambition. The hatred that these antagonists experience causes them to act 
irrationally. Hatred motivates characters to seek revenge against others and it leads to sabotage and conflict in the plot.  

Love: Love is a universal human theme, complex and packed with emotion, that appears in many different forms in Shakespeare's 
plays. In Romeo and Juliet, being forbidden to love each other only makes the young couple more determined. In Macbeth, 
ambitious love ultimately destroys the central characters. Love is the overarching theme of Shakespeare’s sonnets.  

Supernatural: Some of Shakespeare's most well-known plays such as Macbeth, Hamlet, The Tempest and Julius Caesar were very 
much influenced by witchcraft and the supernatural. He often used ghosts, witches, floating daggers and prophetic apparitions 

throughout his plays.* 

The Big Questions 

Why do we study Shakespeare? 
What are the topicalities’ of Shakespeare’s plays? 

What was the importance of religion in the Elizabethan 
era? 

 

LIT:  
L1, L2, L3, L4, L5, L6, L7, L8, L9, L10 
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L11, L12, L13, L14* 
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L15, L16, L17, L18, L19, L20* 
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Example answers: 

Why do we study Shakespeare? 
All of Shakespeare's plays tell a story in an enlightening and 
absorbing manner, captivating the reader into the tale. The 
stories’ themes are timeless. People of all ages can benefit from 
reading the works of this literary legend whilst inspiring them to 
gain knowledge about past histories and enhance their 
imaginations. Everything Shakespeare wrote is able to take the 
audience on this roller coaster ride of emotions. We encounter 
Romeo’s love, Othello’s rage, Macbeth’s ambition and Hamlet’s 
injustice which becomes vengeance, with tragic consequences. 
The best soap operas could only dream of the twists and turns 
that are commonplace in Shakespeare’s writing: the drama is 
unparalleled.  

What are the typicalities of Shakespeare’s plays? 

• Shakespeare’s plays have 5 acts. 

• His plays are generally split into comedies/tragedies/ 

• The comedies have common elements: they involve 
lovers and they almost always have a happy ending.  

• The tragedy must end in some tremendous catastrophe 
involving the death of the protagonist. This occurs 
because of a fatal flaw in their character that leads to 
their downfall (hamartia).  
 

What was the importance of religion in the Elizabethan era? 
Religion was extremely important in the Elizabethan era. 
Shakespeare often referenced religion and its effects on culture 
and politics in his plays. Some Elizabethans were strong 
supporters of the Protestant reformation, some were Catholic 
and some still practiced a stricter form of Christianity, Puritanism. 
While Shakespeare often commented on current events 
regarding the Protestant/Catholic debate within the action of his 
plays, his personal religious leanings are unknown. His plays, 
however, do give a clear picture of the religious climate in 
Elizabethan England and its effect on daily life. 

 

Key concepts in this module:  
 

1. Role of women  
2. Ambition  
3. Good and Evil  
4. Loyalty  
5. Supernatural  
6. Power 
7. Tragic hero  
8. Family  
9. Responsibility  
10. Morality  
11. War 
12. Power 
13. Leadership 
14. Life and death  
15. Inner Conflict  
16. Identity / Culture 
17. Fear and Abuse of 

power.  

Curriculum Intent: Why are we 
studying this? 

1.Knowledge of universal themes & 
ideas in Shakespeare’s work.  
2.Increase our own self awareness 
3.Recognise our own difficulties 
through literature 
4.Recognise that personal strength 
can overcome difficulties 
5.Be successful developing analytical 
writing skills from KS2 to KS3 and 
beyond. 
6. Confidence & resilience in exams 
7. How does the writer use language 
and structure to develop different 
character types? 

Sentence types:  
Simple: expresses a complete thought  
1. Compound: two or more independent clauses. Joined 

by a coordinating conjunction. 
2. Complex: contains independent and dependent 

clause. Dependent clause begins with subordinating 
conjunction (after, before, because, although, when, 
since, if, unless, while, etc) 

3. Capital Letters – Understanding – Punctuation – 
Spelling  

 

Tier 2 Ambitious Vocabulary 
animosity    conflict    

courage    cunning    despair    
feud    hostile    *impulsive    

injustice    kingship    
supernatural    tormented    

*tumultuous    tyrant 

Spellings 
Shakespeare 
*Playwright 
William   Similarities 
Hierarchy* 
Theatre  
Jacobean  
Antagonist / 

Protagonist. * 
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Key terminology 

Antagonist* A character who opposes the protagonist, the villain.  

Comedy Shakespearean comedies may contain funny moments: 
usually what defines a Shakespearean play as a comedy is 
that it has a happy ending, often involving a marriage. 

Context In literature, context means the background of an event, 
narrative or an idea. Context can be social, political, 
historical or cultural.  

Globe Theatre A theatre built in 1599, where Shakespeare’s works were 
performed. It burnt down in 1613.  

Great Chain of Being Elizabethans believed that God set out an order for 
everything in the universe. God created a social order for 
everybody and chose where you belonged. 

*Hamartia A fatal flaw leading to the downfall of the tragic hero. 

Hierarchy An arrangement of items in which the items are 
represented as being "above", "below", or "at the same 
level as" one another. 

*Patriarchy A system of society or government in which men hold the 
power and women are largely excluded from it. 

Protagonist* The main character; the hero.  

Rhyming Couplets A rhyming pair of lines of verse. 

Sonnet* A poem of fourteen lines. Shakespeare wrote 154 
sonnets and the main theme is love.  

Tragedy Genre in which a protagonist is brought to ruin or suffers 
extreme sorrow; usually as a consequence of a fatal flaw. 

Tragic Hero A great or virtuous character in a dramatic tragedy who is 
destined for downfall, suffering, or defeat. 

Key characters 
Hamlet Hamlet is melancholy, bitter, and cynical, full of hatred 

for his uncle's scheming and disgust for his mother's 
sexuality. Hamlet is often indecisive and hesitant, but at 
other times prone to rash and impulsive acts. 

Henry V  The young, recently crowned king of England. Henry is 
brilliant, focused, fearless, and committed to the 
responsibilities of kingship. These responsibilities often 
force him to place his personal feelings second to the 
needs of the crown.  

Julius Caesar A great Roman general and senator, recently returned 
to Rome in triumph after a successful military campaign. 

King Lear The aging king of Britain and the protagonist of the play. 
Lear is used to enjoying absolute power and to being 
flattered, and he does not respond well to being 
contradicted or challenged.  

Lady 
Macbeth 

Lady Macbeth is one of Shakespeare’s most famous and 
frightening female characters. Cunning and ambitious, 
she is one of the protagonists of the play, encouraging 
and helping Macbeth carry out his bloody quest to 
become king.  

Macbeth Macbeth is a brave soldier and a powerful man, but he 
is not a virtuous one. He is easily tempted into murder 
to fulfil his ambitions to the throne, and once he 
commits his first crime and is crowned King of Scotland, 
he commits further atrocities with increasing ease. 

Prospero Prospero is the protagonist in The Tempest. At times, 
Prospero is a sympathetic character who is mistreated 
by his brother; at other times, he is an unsympathetic 
character because he uses magic to control other 
people 

Romeo A young man of about sixteen, Romeo is handsome, 
intelligent, and sensitive. Though impulsive and 
immature, his idealism and passion make him an 
extremely likable character. He lives in the middle of a 
violent feud between his family and the Capulets, but 
he is not at all interested in violence. 

Richard III Richard is both the central character and the villain of 
the play. He is evil, corrupt, sadistic, and manipulative, 
and he will stop at nothing to become king. 

Shylock Shylock is the antagonist and a tragic character in The 
Merchant of Venice. A Jewish merchant living in a 
Christian city, he seems greedy, jealous, and vengeful.  

Titus 
Andronicus 

Titus Andronicus is a tragic hero. He is a Roman 
nobleman and general in the war. He begins the play as 
an exemplary citizen. However, Titus murders five 
people during the play, including one of his sons and his 
daughter. He dies in the end, bringing an end to the 
cycle of revenge that has prolonged the play. 

Context (AO3) 
The Elizabethan Theatre: The theatre was a popular source of entertainment in Elizabethan 
England. Audiences included servants, labourers, the wealthy, and they could become quite 
rowdy during performances. The poorer people in the audience stood on front of the stage 
and wealthier people sat in the covered galleries above. It was illegal for women to act, so 
female roles were played by men. 

*The Great Chain of Being: a strict religious hierarchical structure of all matter and life which 
was believed to have been decreed by God. The chain starts from God and progresses 
downward to angels, demons, stars, moon, kings, princes, nobles, commoners, wild animals, 
domesticated animals, trees, other plants, precious stones, precious metals, and other 
minerals. 

Shakespeare’s Life: Born April 23rd 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, Shakespeare's work has 
made a lasting impression on theatre and literature. His work consists of 39 plays, 154 
sonnets and 2 long narrative poems. His plays are generally divided into the categories of 
comedies, tragedies, and histories. In 1597 he was part of a group of actors and producers 
who built a theatre called “The Globe” in London. Many of his plays were performed there. 
His work remains popular due to the accessibility of the themes: love, hate, conflict, violence 
and family.  

Religion: It is important to understand that religion played an important part in people’s lives: 
attendance at church was demanded, and marriages, baptisms and funerals all took place in 
church. The church was an essential part of people’s lives. As well as Christian beliefs, people 
also held a number of superstitions. Astrology was considered a science; and magic was 
believed by many people. Witchcraft was considered to be real – and in 1563 it was made a 

criminal offence punishable by death.  * 

How to write about it… 

Shakespeare 
introduces the 
character as…  
The author’s 
intention is…* 
A sense of………….is 
created by 
Shakespeare 
because……. 
The audience may 
interpret this as…. 
The character 
embodies/ 
represents/ 
symbolises….* 
Shakespeare is 
influenced by…. 
 

Write about the 
writer with 
academic verbs. 
Shakespeare… 
shows  
conveys 
portrays 
implies * 
communicates  
insinuates * 
creates  
highlights  
displays  
alludes* 
hints  
expresses 

Write about the 
audience… 
 
The reader: 
ask themselves  
wonders  
questions  
agrees 
sympathises * 
assumes  
remembers  
believes 
BECAUSE…AND…SO… 
 
This makes the 
audience feel… 
shocked* 
amused  
disgusted  
outraged  
confused  
puzzled  
sadness 
melancholy * 
frustration 

fury 
BECAUSE…AND…SO… 

Wherever you see 

* on an English 

knowledge 
organiser it means 
this is a stretch & 

challenge 
element. 
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