
DISCOVERING SHAKESPEARE : THE TRAGEDIES 

1) “Come not between the dragon and his wrath”. 
2) “This above all : to thine own self be true”. 
3) “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” 
4) “Look like an innocent flower but be the serpent under it!” 
5) “Men should be what they seem.” 

The above are quotes from the Shakespearian tragedies Romeo and Juliet, King Lear, 
Othello, Hamlet and Macbeth. Below is a very brief synopsis of each play. 

MACBETH 
3 witches tell Macbeth that he will become King of Scotland. His ambitious, unscrupulous 
wife persuades him to make that happen before time by murdering the reigning king. 
The witch’s prophesies are, however, deceitful, and his villainous acts are uncovered. 
(This play is often referred to as ‘The Scottish play’.) 

HAMLET 
On returning home to Denmark from university, Prince Hamlet discovers that his mother 
the Queen has married his uncle. He sees the ghost of his father who tells him that his 
own brother murdered him and asks Hamlet to avenge this treachery. Hamlet does this, 
but not before he loses his own life at the end of a poisoned sword. 

OTHELLO 
A great general , of Moorish descent, is brought low by jealousy. Othello is led to believe 
that his beautiful Venetian wife Desdemona is unfaithful by a scheming servant. As the 
play progresses Othello becomes more and more caught in a fateful mesh and in the end 
smothers his wife before taking his own life. 

KING LEAR 
An ageing British king divides his kingdom among his daughters, as he has no son. He will 
only give a share of the kingdom to the daughters who love him, and asks them to 
declare their feelings openly in court. His youngest daughter gives an unsatisfactory 
response and is disinherited. The other two daughters proceed to treat the old king 
badly and too late he discovers who loved him best. 

ROMEO AND JULIET 
The Veronese families of teenagers Romeo Montague and Juliet Capulet have been in a 
feud for some time. When they meet at a ball in Capulet’s house they fall in love, and 
with the help of a friar and Juliet’s nurse, get secretly married. Things become very 
tangled when Juliet’s father insists she marry someone else and to avoid this she takes a 
drug which makes her seem to have died. Romeo arrives at her tomb and before Juliet 
has time to awaken he takes poison, and she wakes up to find him inanimate beside her 
so she stabs herself. 

The great actor, Laurence Olivier (1907-1989) , said this of the playwright : 
“Shakespeare - the nearest thing in incarnation to the eye of God.” 



CLASS 8 ENGLISH LESSON PLAN

Date: Monday 1st June Lesson #4

Topic : Discovering Shakespeare Time 45 minutes

Focus : Tragedy On the separate page you will see quotes 
from 5 of William Shakespeare’s tragedies 
and a very brief synopsis of each play.
On the left you will see an illustration. By 
Arthur Rackham of ‘Romeo and Juliet’, 
one of the plays dealt with in this lesson. 

Exercise 1) 
See if you can match the quotes listed 
with the plays. (There are 5 quotes and 5 
plays mentioned.)

Exercise 2 
Having read the brief synopses, and 
perhaps having done some research to 
find out more about the plays, either by 
talking with your family or by looking it 
up, chose which you think is the most 
tragic of all these 5 plays. 

Give your reasons for this choice. 

Tragedy = a drama in which the main 
character is brought to ruin or suffers extreme 
sorrow, especially as a consequence of a tragic 
flaw, moral weakness, or inability to cope with 
unfavorable circumstances. 

(Picture of King Lear and his Fool on the right.)

Proof read your work for spelling, 
punctuation, vocabulary and grammar. 
Hand in by : 8th June
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