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Introduction

Romeo in the City is a new play which has been
researched and developed with teenagers from two
London schools: Valentines High School, Ilford and St
Michaels High School, Southwark.

This pack is designed to be used in three parts:

Part 1 – Romeo in the City
The first part is initially aimed at teachers/and or students to
give some background information about the play and allow
some pre-performance work around setting, themes and
characters. It offers interviews with the artists involved and
outlines the process behind creating the production.

Part 2 – Adapting Shakespeare
Part two is aimed primarily at teachers. It addresses
different approaches to modifying plays and includes many
practical exercises for getting started in adapting
Shakespeare. It also provides interviews with professional
writers who have previously transformed Shakespeare for
the stage.

Part 3 – Devising theatre to address an
issue
The final part invites you to follow the exercises and use
drama and theatre techniques to create your own response
to the issues that are drawn from Romeo in the City.

TEACHERS NOTE
Teachers can either use the ideas or photocopy the pages to make a booklet, which the students can use
independently to help them with devised projects and playwriting. All the exercises have been created
with students Year 10 and up in mind, but can easily be adapted for younger students.
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PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY

Michael Judge

Director of Romeo in the City discusses his approach to the play.

I have developed this piece with the writer, Amber Lone, over a period of two
years. The inspirations have been many and varied:
� Seeing how young people, who maybe come from different cultural or

religious backgrounds, can work together on the common endeavour of
making a piece of theatre.

� Watching a one-woman show by Yasmin Alibhai-Brown (journalist for the
Independent), in which she told the true story of how she played the part of
Juliet in Uganda. As an Asian, young girl cast opposite a Black African
Romeo, she portrayed the enormity of the racial barriers of that situation
and told of how her father never spoke to her again.

� Working with teenage young men and seeing the extent of their creative,
physical energy. Studying the martial art/dance form Capoeira and
recognising the fine line between vibrant physicality and violence.

� The movies, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon and House of Flying
Daggers.

� The power and richness of Shakespearean verse.
� The structure of a play-within-a-play.
� Seeing the pressures that young men face to join a gang for personal

safety.
� Listening to school children talk about the fear they face when walking out

of the school gates into the streets.

I would not want to say what the play is about, but if there is a question to be
asked at the end of the play for a teacher to open up a discussion, it could be,
“why did the death happen?” There are many possible answers; racism,
prejudice, economic deprivation, territory, betrayal are a few of them.

Setting
Romeo in the City is set in a modern day urban comprehensive school. A cast of 15-17 year olds have been chosen to
perform Romeo and Juliet as the school production. Against this background we follow the parallel stories of the cast
members as they are forced to work with people who they would not normally associate with. As the story unfolds, the
audience will reflect whether fact will follow fiction as two cast members fall in love.

Themes
At its core, the play is a love story, which also explores issues of friendship, territory, gangs and knife crime. In this pack
we have included some information about techniques that students can use to explore these issues through drama.
Please refer to Part 3: Devising theatre to address an issue.

Style 
The play mixes Shakespeare’s words during rehearsals, and the words of the characters outside the rehearsals. The
speech links at times through a shared verse, rhythm or rhyme. Shakespearean language has links to today’s youth dialect
and popular culture. The writing in the play makes the connection between these two seemingly different times and
languages.
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PRE-PERFORMANCE EXERCISE

1. Read the stage directions below from the opening of the play: 
A hot summer in a London borough. The local school is holding auditions
for a play. The school sits in the middle of a busy thoroughfare. Shops
selling clothes, take aways, bric-a-brac, cheap household goods sit near
businesses, offices and pubs. People occupy flats on top of premises.
The feeling is claustrophobic on the streets, made more so by the unusual
heat. The action takes place with a sense of all these buildings and lives
almost toppling over each other. 'Imaan' take-away across Ajeeb taxis,
across Ali's café and 'Cheapa' Food Hall. 

2. Split the class into groups and read the list of scene titles from
the script (below). 
� Friday Audition/Be The Best
� E2 Tiger Crew
� Saturday/Hometime
� Monday/Stalk Your Prey
� Tuesday/Schooldaze
� Wednesday/Homing In
� Camouflage
� Thursday/Acting Out
� E8 Lion's Paw
� Friday/Heatstroke
� Saturday/Pounce
� Monday/Hold Life Close

3. Ask the groups to come up with a freeze frame for each scene
title, and bring each character to life for two sentences. 

4. Evaluate what is happening in these scenes - what is the reality
contained within these scenes?

5. Introduce one of the articles contained in the Appendix (page
21).  Discuss how the article links to these scene titles.

6. Ask the groups to create a whole piece which links these
scenes through movement accompanied by sound or music.

7. After watching these scenes, split the class into pairs and ask
them to come up with one frozen image and a word that
encapsulates all that they have seen and read.

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY
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Characters

A typical London school is a diverse mix of ethnicities and languages. For example – White Hart Lane School in North
London recently reported that over 70 different languages were spoken by its pupils. 

Romeo in the City focuses on two characters: Kiran and Omar. They come from different communities in the same way
that Romeo and Juliet came from two opposite families with a long-standing vendetta.

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY

Fact File – Omar
� 16 years old. 
� A Somali who came to England when he was

three. 
� His parents are dead. 
� He has aspirations and wants to do well at

school.
� He has just moved to this school from another

school two stops away.
� He is a newcomer to the area. 
� He wants to show the world he can look after

himself. 
� Charismatic, witty, athletic, determined. 
� He is Romeo in the school play.

Fact File – Kiran
� 15 years old. 
� Pakistani girl.
� Popular and selfish at times.
� She wishes to be tougher but is

overshadowed by her brother Safraaz. 
� Clever and good at school work.
� She also enjoys dancing and performing.  
� She is cast as Juliet in the school play (which

gives her the chance to be liked and envied).  

Fact File – Safraaz
� 17 years old. 
� Born in Pakistan.
� Kiran’s older brother.
� Deals drugs.
� He blames Omar for his family losing out on a

property deal to Omar’s uncle.
� Safraaz’s family constantly harass Omar’s

uncle. 
� He plays the part of Tybalt in the school play.

Fact File – Feyza
� 15 years old. 
� She is from a big Asian family.
� Tough, scheming, doesn’t display emotions

easily.
� Kiran is her only confidante.  
� She plays the part of the Nurse in the school

play.

“I'm flat roofin', gettin' out with my marks.
Might not be heavy but its better than,
Hangin' about with rudeboys
In East City's parks.”

“If the Pakistanis had bought the café, it
wouldn't be tense,
The Somalis are on the wrong side of the
fence.”

“I'm not into the drugs you lot push on your pedal bikes.”

“Check my reports and my exam grades.
Doing just fine with plenty of promise.
If you care and 'sposin you do.
Trust me. I won't let you down.”

“You want to crucify me for seeing a black guy?”

“This is where I come to escape,
To shake off the whiff of the street,
Of new boys in town always up in my face.
We was here first…they need to know their place.
Kicking around like they're owed a fair shot
None of us...no-one. That ain't what we got.”

“You got Juliet…what did I get?
All the extra parts…no-one remembers them.”

“What did they come runnin' from Somalia for anyway?
It's continents away…couldn't they go closer to home?”

“A djinn's (spirit) bewitching your mind,
We don't mix with just anyone,
We stick to our own kind.”
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Fact File – Daniel
� 16 years old. 
� Mixed race young man.
� Brought up by his grandmother. 
� Streetwise, defensive, tough 

but loyal.
� Ruthlessly protective of those he loves. 
� He deals drugs because he wants to be 

self-reliant as soon as possible. 
� A keen footballer.

Fact File – Aabbe
� Omar’s uncle.
� He is Somali.
� Recently bought a shop and converted it into a café.
� Unassuming but disciplined. 
� Survivor, spiritual, loving, and wise. 
� He fled the war in Somalia.
� He keeps to his old values in a new land.

In the play there are two gangs – one of which Safraaz belongs to:

SAFRAAZ: What you doing here?
This is our park near the school
Yours is on the next road,
By Tesco you fool.

Like Romeo, Omar is set apart from these gangs.  He doesn’t carry a knife.

“You're dealing more than you can.
I'm warning you brother. It'll get out of hand.”

“That's it, you're just jealous,
'Cos you ain't got no bling?”

“Just makin' sure you're tooled up for the job.
Don't get surprised by one of those knobs
Like it or not, you're one of us
We don't take no hurt and we don't take a loss.”

“Always pray after your parents, child,
They were fighters for truth.”

“How do you have the time to wander in dreams
Do you know what a chance to life really means?
Do you know, I/found you in”

“/Found you in a hut, where she had hidden me,
The night the killers came.”

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY
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PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY

EXERCISE 1

1. In groups read the fact files for Omar and Safraaz.

2. Read article 1 and 3 about gangs (Appendix Page….). Look at how Safraaz may feel towards his
gang. Why did he join? What does he get from it? What does he dream of achieving?

3. Now read Article 1 and 2 (Appendix Page….). Think about where Omar has come from. What might
he be fighting against?

4. Create the dreams that Omar might have before the play begins - a dream of the past and a dream
of the present.

5. Repeat this for Safraaz's character.

6. After each dream get the actors playing Omar or Safraaz to “wake up”. Then hot-seat the characters
about their dreams.

a. What is Omar living with and fighting not to be a part of?
b. What is Safraaz living with and is a part of?

TEACHERS NOTE
The play highlights the conflicts between different gangs. Gangs can be drawn along
a variety of lines - geographical, cultural, age, fashion and music.  

The articles in the Appendix can be used to fill in some background information about
the characters, particularly in the London context. Article 3 serves to broaden the
discussion to understand that gang violence is not a problem limited to one cultural
group. Unfortunately there are many parallels in the news every day which reflects the
universal nature of the theme. Other articles can be substituted for those in the
Appendix.

Roma Patel

Designer of Romeo in the City talks about some of the inspirations
and images behind her design.

Describe the main elements of the set.
The set consists of a series of concrete finish platforms or stages, metal grills,
a set of steps, a metal cage, 3 metal poles connected by wires, shop signs and
a billboard.

What were your inspirations for the design of the set?
The main inspiration for the design was an urban street setting, the alliance that
youths and gangs have to their urban surroundings and street culture today. The
visual elements of the set were inspired by the city streets: grey concrete,
Banksy’s graffiti, advertising billboards and metal grills. I felt that the urban
environment was always present even within the scenes set indoors.

How did you approach creating the different worlds in the play – for
example, the world of the school, the world of the gangs, the play-
within-a-play?
The urban street scenes are indicated when particular shop signs are lit. The
play- within- a-play takes place in the drama hall and is created by using various
props such as Chinese lanterns, bamboo, printed material, cloths and
costumes. 
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What is the meaning of the graffiti on the set?
The graffiti is the work by an artist called Sixten, who lives in Melbourne,
Australia – his work is very similar to the UK based artist Banksy. I decided to
use it because it is a shocking image which I think represents issues brought
up in the play; where young innocent lives are lost through violence.

Is there any symbolism in the wires on the set?
The wires form a visual link to the different areas and could be interpreted as
connecting the different families.

There is a lot of action in the play – how is this reflected in the set?
Mainly by leaving space in the centre of the stage for the actors to move around,
by keeping the various set pieces small and to the three edges of the stage
area.

Why have you chosen a thrust style?
It creates a more intimate relationship between the audience and the
performance. It also allows the actors to move behind the spectators and blurs
the boundaries between them and the action.

Why have you chosen colours to signify the different gangs?
The colours of the gang’s territory come from an article in the Sunday Observer,
which reported how actual city gangs define their territory by the colour of the
road sign and wheelie bins.

What’s your approach to costume?
Costumes are the last thing I design. I first do research by collecting images
and doing collage/mood board for the character. Then, I talk to the actors about
how they interpret their characters, for example, the kind of clothes they may
wear, colours and brand. 

The costumes for this play are mainly influenced by urban street style. For the
world of the play-within-a-play we use green Chinese costumes – influenced by
the film The House of Flying Daggers.

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY
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Design

Staging

The staging is fluid with a stylized set. This allows the audience to experience
how the actors and director must work to change location and atmosphere with
few props, lights and little shifting of set. The effect is to create a sense of lives
toppling over each other. 

When you watch the play it will be performed in the thrust. This allows the
actors to explore the stage and links to the urban environment and sense of
claustrophobia the writer wanted to achieve.

Lighting

Ian Scott

Lighting Designer for Romeo in the City, talks about his approach to
lighting the set. 

The lighting enhances the urban feel of the set design and helps create an
environment within which the action of the play can shift location and mood in
clear and dynamic ways.
Roma’s research for the set design included many visual references of street
furniture, wall textures, shop frontages and street lighting. The lighting is
focussed on these elements in the set using colours that suggest both
streetlights and light spilling from the various buildings of a busy city street.
In this production the themes of the play are highlighted with stylised movement
sequences which pay homage to recent martial arts movies. With the use of
saturated colour and strong contrast of light and shadow these sequences are
an opportunity for the lighting to help bring the action out of the urban at key
moments in the story.

Music

Stephen Hudson 

Composer for Romeo in the City, talks about his approach to
composing the music.

The music in Romeo in the City can be divided into three different sections:
� There is the world of the family which takes reference from Pakistan and

Somalia.
� The world of gangs and ‘street life’ which is influenced by a harder, more

urban sound.
� The world of the play-within-the-play which is influenced by Chinese fantasy

action – films such as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.

The music is also used in different ways – sometimes for underscoring a scene,
sometimes to accompany specific choreography or perhaps to introduce a
setting and give it a specific emotion or mood. The music has been written very
much in concert and has been adapted to the specific needs of the cast and
director as they arise in rehearsals. The song, for example, had not been written
when rehearsals started – instead I waited to see who had been cast so I could
write a song which best suited the voices that were performing the song.

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY
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Fighting

Bret Yount

Fight Director for Romeo in the City, describes his approach to the
fight scenes.

The most important thing about any fight scene is safety. So, I’m always looking
out to ensure that it is safe for the actors and the audience. Much of the
“violence” in Romeo in the City is posturing rather than actual violence. It is
about exuding violence rather than being violent. For those moments, we spent
some time with the actors working on their physical proximity to the other
characters and how that affected their physicality. We then worked on the
scenes with physical contact or possible contact in them. I teach the actors the
moves that they will be performing, explain the safeties required and involved
and why/how it will work for the audience. Then they walk through it slowly and
with each rehearsal pick up speed and intention. If there are any problems, we
stop, resolve the problem and begin the rehearsal process again. The actors will
rehearse the sequence every day and before every performance to ensure they
all remember what they are doing.

Amber Lone

Writer of Romeo in the City talks about the process of writing the play.  

Why did you pick Romeo and Juliet as your inspiration?
It was actually a suggestion by Michael and I thought about it. Initially, the idea
of a love story put me off but that is just one part of the story as we know. I re-
read ‘Romeo and Juliet’ and considered the language and the families and the
feuds, and realised I could use it as a springboard to inspire me. So I was very
much up for it after that.

Where did you start? With theme, the characters, the setting?
I felt strongly it had to be set in the present - possibly because that’s
immediately accessible to the potential audience and myself - I knew I wanted
it to be ‘close’ to young people. The second aspect was setting it in a city. This
is to explore a pressured environment, which can be merciless to its residents,
although it has its advantages – such as in living down the road from your mate
instead of miles away. The claustrophobia of city life is a release as well as a
restriction. Locating each scene took longer than expected and changed as I
worked on it.

What got you the most excited about the project?
That I didn’t have to do a ‘faithful’ or rigid adaptation; that I would be
collaborating with many talented individuals. Also I could experiment with
language, I could use the play as a seed, and that it was a touring piece for
young people – an audience that is canny and honest. That also made me
nervous, but the excitement spurred me on.

If you were going to help someone adapt another Shakespeare play -
what advice would you give?
Just to read the play and choose whatever themes you identify with. With
Shakespeare, the plays are full of complexity with a myriad of themes, so in a
way, you could go anywhere. I’d say use it to inspire you and forget the
baggage. Shakespeare can be overwhelming but it’s all about life.

London's gang violence
scarred us all

Territory is everything to these
teenagers. Ben was killed in the
green borough, named simply
because of the colour of the road
signs and wheelie bins. A few
hundred yards down the hill
where Southend Road turns into
Beckenham Hill Road, the signs
are blue. The rivalry between
gangs on either side of that divide
led to Ben's death.

Extract from The Observer, 
page 20
Sunday July 1, 2007

PART 1 – ROMEO IN THE CITY

B
E

C
K

Y
 T

O
V

E
Y

romeo teachers pack final  11/9/07  17:48  Page 10 + 

+ 

+ 



10

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE

Interview with Roy Williams

Writer of Days of Significance, a new play inspired by Shakespeare’s
Much Ado about Nothing.

What made you pick that specific play to work on?
It was the structure of that play I wanted to borrow. I remember the play starting
with young men returning from war. I married that with ideas of my own. I also
loved the dialogue in Much Ado about Nothing, which is interesting, because I
don’t think Much Ado is a very good play. Just good dialogue.

Where did you start? With theme, the characters, the setting?
I always start with the theme. Then I find a character to tell the story. Until I do,
I cannot move an inch. 

What got you the most excited about the project?
That I had a free hand, I could basically do what I wanted with it. I haven’t
worked this way before, and I found it quite liberating. 

If you were going to help someone adapt another Shakespeare play,
what advice would you give? 
Be respectful, but don’t be too loyal. This is your play! 

How did you make the connection between Much Ado about Nothing
and the story you wanted to write?
The war the characters return from in Much Ado is barely mentioned. I was
always curious what that war was. The Iraq war is something that is still making
the news, so it seemed right to have that in the play.

Interview with Rona Munro

Writer of The Indian boy, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s A
Midsummer Night’s Dream for the Royal Shakespeare Company.

What made you pick that specific play to work on? 
I picked A Midsummer Night’s Dream because it’s the first Shakespeare play I
remember seeing. I saw it on television when I was very young and I loved the
magic and fantasy of it. I also completely identified with the character of the non
speaking Indian boy who Oberon and Titania were fighting over. I was about the
same age as the actor playing this character on screen – about six or seven. I
remember being really upset when the play finished and it was not clear what
had happened to him. That’s why when I was asked to write a contemporary
response to a Shakespeare play I picked The Dream and called my play The
Indian Boy. It tells the story of what happened to him in the centuries since the
end of the Shakespeare play.

Where did you start – with theme, the characters, the setting?
I started with character and then the setting. The setting is a magical forest
being cleared for building development, which made it very contemporary.

What got you the most excited about the project? 
The idea of reinterpreting magic for a modern audience and being able to have
eight or nine actors on stage with no budget issues!

If you were going to help someone adapt another Shakespeare play,
what advice would you give? 
Don’t treat Shakespeare like a god – it doesn’t do his work any favours. He’s
just a very good writer.
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Interview with Takbir Uddin

Co-writer of I Love You, Let’s Foot It, Takbir worked with students from
Morpeth and Oaklands secondary schools to write a modern play
inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.

What was the process?
The process was quite simple – to take Shakespeare’s words and infuse them
with the language and culture spoken by the young writers. We started by
taking key sonnets, and broke them down into language and experience that
meant something to the young writers. They then wrote their own responses to
the Shakespearean text. This process made it easier for everybody to
understand what was being said and gave them a meaningful gateway into
Shakespeare’s world.

Where did you start? With theme, the characters, the setting?
We focused on four sequences from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and
chose to explore the dance, love, fight and death scenes. These scenes also
happen in chronological order so it gave our story a nice thread to follow.
Everybody knows Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet but we wanted to create a
pair of star-crossed lovers who felt real and relevant for our young writers. To
do this they drew from their own experiences and diverse use of language.  I
Love You, Let’s Foot It follows the lives of a contemporary Romeo and Juliet,
and the city they live in – London. It has its own voice and rhythm which our
young writers reflect. 

What got you the most excited about the project?
The ideas that just kept on flowing from the young writers. I sometimes found it
difficult to contain them all, as the ideas they had were fantastic but we just
didn’t have the time to follow them all the way. I’m really looking forward to
watching the play as both Oaklands and Morpeth have written a fantastic and
original version of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. 

If you were going to help someone adapt another Shakespeare play,
what advice would you give? 
Just keep it simple. Don’t try to capture or copy Shakespeare’s style especially
with the language. I learnt that some of the words the young writers were using
amongst themselves would baffle Shakespeare himself. Language is a
wonderful thing regardless of who is speaking it, so just trust yourself. Use your
own voice, your own words and experiences – it’ll give your work its heart and
soul and then everything else will fall into place.

“White, Asian, Christian, Muslim.  Black.  White.
So different, yet so alike.  Listen...   
The story I will tell you see is not of one, but of
two 
One in the past, with pain and joy
Another of future, fear and woe.”

“Tumi amar mysh tee.”
“What did you say?”
“I said you are my sweetie.”

“We are a cliché; you are a girl from the right
part of the city and I, from the opposite. My
family answers to the call fives times a day and
you worship the cross.”

“What lady's that, which doth enrich the hand
of yonder knight?”
“What?  Speak clear my brother I can't
hear…”
“That girl, who is she?”

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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I Love You, Let’s Foot It 

Inspired by Shakespeare, Theatre Centre’s Young Apprentice writers from Morpeth and Oaklands secondary
schools collaborated with Bengali playwright Takbir Uddin to create a play about contemporary love.

WORKSHOP MODEL

Use this workshop model to help you write one scene in each workshop session. Continually think
about possible links to the next scene.

We took the 4 major scenes from 'Romeo and Juliet':
� Session 1: DANCE scene
� Session 2: LOVE scene
� Session 3: FIGHT scene
� Session 4: DEATH scene

WORKSHOP SESSION 1: DANCE SCENE

1. Play a game to 'wake up'.

Shakespeare word exercise

2. Choose 10 Shakespeare 'dance' words or phrases from the masked ball scene in the original play,
and read them to the group.

3. The students have 10 seconds to write their initial response to each Shakespeare phrase.

4. In a circle, read their responses as a group poem - discuss.

5. Ask the students to highlight their 5 favourite Shakespeare words/phrases and their 5 favourite
responses.

Modern word exercise

6. Give the students 2 minutes to write 10 of their own 'dance' words/phrases.

7. In a circle, read their responses as a group poem – discuss.

8. Ask the students to pick their 5 favourite words/phrases.

Each student should have 15 words or phrases; 5 Shakespeare words, 5 Shakespeare responses, 5
modern words/phrases.

Events

9. As a group decide on 5 events that happen in the scene, and put them in order.

Write the scene

The students must include their 15 chosen words/phrases and follow the selected sequence of events.
Allow them 1 hour.

Think about the language

Encourage the DANCE and LOVE scenes to use LYRICAL, SWEET language, the FIGHT scene to use
BRUTAL language, and the DEATH scene to use MOURNFUL language.

You can use the workshop model above to write a scene inspired by any Shakespeare play. 

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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Lovers Sonnet

Lovers walk into your life, in their own world
Bewitched in passion, they can't complain
Young love is something, that no-one can steal

Their foe is the idea of breaking up
But they ignore these extremities
As tempering as it may be to get carried away
Still through consciousness they breathe

Amazed and entranced they walk into your eyes
Spell-bound by the love they can't resist
For them love is an unknown feeling
A passion that only special people feel

Ibrahim Zaman
Oaklands School

Death Monologue

Where has the world gone?
The sun no longer shines a bright yellow
But a burnt red
Time showing mercy for no one
My job, dead like everything else
The existence of the world
Fading away
With the quickness of a jab
The world itself, like a shadow
Covering the death of the young
My hobby now becoming fulltime
Souls swimming in a lake of bodies
Drowning myself, with scars so deep
Blood running down drains
As grains of sand do a timer
Gangs fighting in petty wars
Killing for no reason
What has it come to?
Where has the world gone?

Sapphire Walker
Morpeth School

Approaches to adapting Shakespeare

An adaptation is not like an original new play. Many of your audience will be people who know the original play and are
interested in how you make it different. Make sure you think about ways of surprising the audience.

Where do you begin?

� Firstly read the Shakespeare play, watch, or listen to it.

� Get a group of actors together – at school you are in the best position to create a group of 3 – 6 actors.

� You become the writer and director of the play to start with. Now do the following exercises with your actors

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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Noël Greig leads an inspiration workshop
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EXERCISE 1

Reassess the characters

1. READ THE PLAY AGAIN, but give the parts out.

Create an instant adaptation

2. Ask each actor to pick the line that their character says at the beginning of the play - this helps to
inform the audience WHERE or WHO they are.

3. Get the actors in a circle in a freeze-frame about to deliver that line.  Ask them to decide how they
feel when they deliver the line.

4. Play the PIANO! The actors become keys of a piano and you play them. Each time you point at them
they come to life and repeat the line. Now you have your own character piano. Make sure you push the
actors to really play the feeling.

5. Play with this and see how you can mix the lines up. What mood does it create? Which characters
becomes interesting?

6. Now repeat this but split the actors into pairs and throw them together. They begin with the line from
the script and have to then improvise their own words in character. Where does this take the scene and
characters? 

These exercises can be repeated when there is a conflict between characters, a dilemma or a new
character enters. 

THROUGHOUT THIS PROCESS YOU SHOULD BE MAKING NOTES OF ANY SURPRISING
MOMENTS..

EXERCISE 2

Explore character

Of course you can 'hot-seat' the characters, but this sometimes leads to ideas being a bit one-
dimensional and you then follow just one actors idea. 

1. So, create a 'HOT SOFA'. Use 2 chairs for 2 actors - they will now answer as one character. 

2. Get someone to ask a question, then tap an actor on the shoulder and they respond with one
sentence as the character.

3. Then tap the other actor on the shoulder and they say another sentence in response but it must follow
on from the first answer.

4. Then tap again or ask for a new question. 

SOMETHING NEW AND INTERESTING MAY BE UNLOCKED, which will allow you to explore the story
from another angle. The actors will also be stimulated into creative answers as they don't know what
their partner in the 'hot sofa' will say - but their sentence must follow on.

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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Why oh why? 

Telling a story from a different point of view may unlock ideas that were hidden in the original. This might make it more
interesting for audiences who already know the characters from the first play.

You can also play with the audience’s preconceived ideas and surprise them with a scene or the way the story develops.
This can shock, entertain, confuse or stimulate them.

EXERCISE 3

Update the story

Another way of retelling the story is to update the time and context in which the play is set.

1. Get a larger group of actors together (a class). Take a Shakespeare play and ask 3 actors to tell the
story in 3 sentences - beginning, middle and end.

For example Romeo and Juliet:

Romeo sees Juliet at a party. They run away. He kills himself.

2. The 3 actors stand in a line and say each sentence left to right. Now they separate and say the lines
again.  Then a new actor joins in and can put themselves anywhere in the line and add a sentence. 

E.g.

Actor 1: Romeo sees Juliet at a party.

Actor 4: He drops his glass spilling his drink all over Tybalt.

Actor 2: They run away.

Actor 3: He kills himself.

3. Build this up until all actors are in the line and you hear the story from left to right. Now ask the actors
to repeat the line, but this time update their sentence to the present day.

The actors should ask where the scene is set - in this country? Is it spoken in English?

4. Once you have heard the updated story ask the actors to improvise in pairs the part of the story
represented by their two updated lines.

5. What ideas does it unlock?

Throughout this process you will be able to see the dramatic moments, where something important
happens in the story, the turning points and those parts of the story that help us to understand the
characters and the context.

Break up the story

A story can be told in many different ways – here are some examples:
� A narrative progression with chronological events 
� An episodic progression with jumps backwards or forwards in time
� In the third person 
� In the first person
� In the first person from different viewpoints
� A mix of the above

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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EXERCISE 4

Take the story of the stealing of a wallet:

In groups of 4

1. Act out the story from the beginning of the day to the stealing of the wallet in 3 scenes. Each actor is
a different character.

2. Act out the story but mix the scenes, moving backwards and forwards in time. Again each actor plays
a different character.

Ask your audience what the difference is for them - they should feel engaged in a different way - in the
first way they are wondering what will happen next. In the second way they will know what has
happened in the first scene and will then be looking at how it happened as you move back in time.

3. Now have one actor as a character who narrates the story - BUT this character can also comment on
what is going on.

Ask your audience what the effect is. This time you will probably find that the character can control what
the audience sees and how they feel about what has happened. The character becomes much more
interesting than just a narrator.

4. Repeat this but use the character in the first person so the character talks about what they did and
their own views about what happened. 

5. Repeat with running the same scenes but rewinding fast forward and freeze as the character tells
their story and see the effect it has on your audience.

After this exercise, you will have a whole list of techniques that you can use to retell a Shakespeare story: 

� Freeze Frame
� Thought Track
� Slow Motion
� Fast Forward
� Rewind
� Monologue
� Choral Speaking

Apply these techniques to different Shakespeare scenes and see how it works.

Stage pictures

Theatre is about seeing a play as well as hearing it! Once you have the sequence of scenes, words and techniques you
need to put it together in a visual way. At its basic level, a play can just involve people reading from a script. This will mean
that the audience will concentrate on the words used, the tones and inflexions of the actors’ voices. A stage picture allows
our eye to have the words reinforced.

TEACHERS NOTE
Go to www.audiolicense.net/t3_atmosphere.asp for a selection of music - tracks 85p each.

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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Music

Music can be used in a number of different ways: in Romeo in the City it indicates that time has passed and also creates
atmosphere. Each director has his/her own ideas about what kind of music to employ. If you use more recognisable tracks
the audience will begin to relate their feelings to that song.  This can take them away from the play and into their own
thoughts about the song. If you use music that has lyrics, the words will form part of the play.

EXERCISE 5

1. Take a simple line like “I love you”.

2. In pairs sit on a chair and each say the phrase as neutrally as possible. Have 4 pairs on stage.  Ask
the audience to look at the floor. Experiment with different feelings in the same way as with the
character circle earlier.

3. Evaluate the response from the audience.

4. Now move the pairs so some are looking at the audience, at each other, at the ground, have their
backs to each other, have their chairs right next to each other. Repeat the phrase and look at how the
audience's response/story that they create alters.

Now in groups of 4

5. Recreate a dinner table scene from Romeo and Juliet with the Nurse, Juliet, Mother and Father
around it. In today's language improvise a two-minute scene of when Juliet tells them about Romeo.

6. Once you have that, repeat but without using any words. The actors need to now concentrate on their
stage positions and body language. See these improvisations and then do the next step.

EXERCISE 6

1. Go away and come back with a track that has lyrics that you would play over the moment when
Romeo and Juliet are alone. They are just about to kiss and then Romeo leaves as they are disturbed
by something. Show a number of examples.

2. Then find a piece of music that has no words but can create one of the following atmospheres:

� Suspense
� Comical
� Terrifying
� Melancholy
� Depressing
� Uplifting

It can be any type of music, from classical to house. Try to find one that is not well known because then
your audience will not have preconceived ideas about it.

3. Now with this music rehearse the scene again, adapting your movements and timing to the music.
You will see how it can free the actor and also create a completely different feel to the scene.

4. You can also take the scene you did without words in Exercise 5 and add these different tracks to it.
Really examine how the actors change their movements, timing, pace and expressions.

PART 2 – ADAPTING SHAKESPEARE
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PART 3 – DEVISING THEATRE TO ADDRESS AN ISSUE

Romeo in the City – A response

Romeo in the City can be used as a starting point for discussions about gangs, knife crime and territory.

What about using drama and theatre techniques for creating your own response to the piece? What do you want your
play to say? 

Below is an approach that you could use to create a play designed to highlight the dangers of knives and gang culture.

EXERCISE 1

Do your research

A good link is www.knifecrimes.org. The news section carries a number of stories of what is happening
at the moment. Through reading these articles you will see how these issues are complicated and have
many factors, which have turned gang violence and knife crime into the problem it currently is.

Explore the issue from every angle in your initial discussion.

1. Create a mind map with 'gang' on one sheet and 'knife' on the other.  On this sheet write down all the
positive things you can think of about gang membership. Do the same for knife.

2. Now write all the negative things.

3. In groups of 4 create an 'Essence Machine' of the positive things about being in a gang. Turn those
words on the paper into different characters and a line they would say.

For example:

If your word is 'friendship' can you convert that word into a line that a character in a gang would say?
Maybe “You're in with us now”. Really concentrate on the movement and tone of voice that goes with
that.

This is important because if you are going to try and tackle why people join gangs you need to
pinpoint what makes them attractive so that your play can show the other side of the coin.

4. Place the 4 actors in a line looking at the audience and ask the one at the end to begin. S/he must
continue repeating the line and movement. After 3 repeats bring in the next actor, and continue until all
4 are going. Ideally the actors should also find a way to connect or link movements to become a
machine.

5. Now repeat, but for the negative aspects of gangs. 

6. Combine the two 'Essence Machines' so that the machine starts and seamlessly turn into the
negative.

This is what you will be trying to do in your play - turn all those positive ideas people have into
negatives.

You may use this technique in your play; you may enlarge on it, use it between scenes, you could set it to music. Already
you have a technique that you can use to link the scenes of the play.

romeo teachers pack final  11/9/07  17:48  Page 19

• .. 



19

Fact or fiction

As a director, actor or writer you have to choose the best way to tell the story to change people’s minds. How you mix
fact and fiction is key to creating the piece.

EXERCISE 2

1. Through newspaper articles about gang crime you may be able to look back in the past to find
interviews with those involved – both the victim and perpetrator.

� Make a list of those things they have said
� Make a list of the facts of the crime
� Make a list of facts about gangs and knife violence
� Make a list of all the events that you think contributed to the attack

2. With each list put a different speech or fact on a different piece of paper.

You now need to put these things in an order. How do you want to tell the story? Start with the murder,
the funeral, the birth of the victim, the birth of the murderer? 

Put the pieces of paper on a table in order and this way you can easily rearrange the order during
rehearsals.

NOTE: Select a case from a few years ago as it is easier to find more interviews and analysis about
it. It also provides a distance that makes the audience more able to look at the play and consider
what happened. You may want to change names and the place it occurred in to a fictional place.

However don't forget that you can mix fact and fiction to really make the audience think and surprise
them.

Use the techniques we put in place for adapting a Shakespeare story (Part 2). This will allow you to work collaboratively
with your cast as they build up the details of the story with you.

Kitchen sink?

Don’t try and put too much in and remember every scene does not need to be the same style. You might have a realistic
scene at a dinner table followed by a movement piece set to music showing the scene again.

The repetition of a scene in a different style can be useful to highlight when someone had a choice or made the wrong
choice, or reinforce facts.

Audience

Now that you have a structure for your play, you need to think of the way you will tell it that will be best for your audience.
A general rule is that the younger the audience the more they will need a visual element to the piece; an older audience
can cope with both vision and sound to get the message across. Primary school children will need clear stage pictures
and movement to reinforce what they are hearing.

Design

Romeo in the City is set in the thrust with the audience on 3 sides. 

There are other alternatives:

End on As it sounds, the audience are all on one side of the stage – end on to the performance.

Traverse The audience are set up so that there is a long rectangular stage with the audience on both of the long
sides.

PART 3 – DEVISING THEATRE TO ADDRESS AN ISSUE
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Thrust The stage is T shaped with a section thrust out into the audience so that they are on 3 sides of this piece
of stage.

In the round The audience are situated all around the stage on all 4 sides or as a circle.

Promenade There are no chairs and the audience move around to different parts of the theatre, building or area. Usually
used in non theatre venues.

Decide on what kind of design you want. Where possible look at how you can put on the show with minimal props and
objects, or use pieces of set to double as other things. 

EXERCISE 3

1. In pairs take one chair and create a freeze that has the two characters using the chair but it is now
not a chair but something else. The characters must come to life and say a sentence each.

For example:
� A mobile phone
� A football

2. Give the pairs just 15 seconds to come up with new ideas.

If you have blocks use those in the same way. 

Now build the idea of using blocks or chairs for many different props and settings into your play. This
will mean that your piece will flow and have a good pace and avoid the need for lots of slow changes.

PART 3 – DEVISING THEATRE TO ADDRESS AN ISSUE

Costume references and map of Africa
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APPENDIX

Article 1 – http://www.somalimediacentre.org

UK Somali community faces new

challenges

By Harun Hassan 

Monday, October 30, 2006 

Streatham Boy

Meet Ahmed Hassan known as Dayax. His

parents travelled thousands of miles from the

civil war experience and hostility in Somalia to

a better life and sanctuary in UK. 

He says he was expected to study, work and

help out his parents. But when he found

himself here, the good intentions withered. For

all the promising options, he chose the worst:

drugs, robbery, street life and gang

membership.

“I did not kill any body,” he insists, as a

consolation to himself.

Dayax, 19, is a member of a notoriously

young Somali gang in Streatham, South

London, who are described by the locals as a

‘frightening group’ in the area. He was one of

the founders of the group and claims proudly

that other gang members are grateful to him. 

“I taught them how to steal, do drugs and

stay safe,” he claims. “They [gang members]

will tell you that Dayax is a gentleman’”. 

Dayax came here 10 years ago when he

was just nine with his brother. Since then his

parents joined him. 

Contrary to his parent’s wishes, he teamed

up with a group of Somali teenagers who

started meeting and socialising as a group in

1997 at a small park outside a mosque near

Streatham High Street. In 2000, he virtually

swapped his family for his new friends. 

His involvement with drugs begun during a

visit to Brighton, South East England. He

started carrying drugs from one dealer to

another – all of them white. “The money was

crazy”, he recalls. He says he made thousands

of pounds. 

It was in this period that he made his “good

reputation” in the group. 

“When I had the money, I used to buy them

clothes and take them out to eat – they were

never hungry while they were with me,” he

claims. “I would pay for their car repairs, take

them to nightclubs and involved them in

drugs.” (He denies taking drugs himself.) 

Dayax also became popular with the police,

for the wrong reasons. Since 2003 he has

been to prison twice, on the last occasion for

17 months, in Huntercombe prison,

Oxfordshire. He was released 15 weeks ago.

Although he admits to drug dealing and

robbery, he refuses to talk about the offence

that led to his two jail terms. 

However, Dayax is well known to the Somali

community. One community member

describes him as a “heavyweight” member of

the group. A Somali community worker

introduced him as “someone who knows

everything that is around and about” in

Streatham. 

Dayax rejects the label given to his group,

Streatham Boys: “It is no more than an area

name.” 

The Streatham Boys have victimised both

Somalis and non-Somalis. Asked whether they

are feared by the locals, have a bad reputation

and whether many gang members are in jail,

Dayax is ambiguous. “Some of us have

become very clever,” he says. “I do not want

talk about it; this does not benefit me in any

way.”

Dayax [Moon] is dark, skinny, relaxed and

polite – at least during the interview. He agrees

to introduce me to members of the group.

“Here they are,” he says pointing to a dozen

Somali youngsters fiddling with machines at a

betting office. “Some are gamblers, some are

betting, some use drugs, some alcohol, others

are muggers.” 

They laugh at his description. They also

seem chatty and relaxed. 

One of the youngest in the group, Ismael,

says he is not a member of the group and asks

if I am carrying a recording device.

Half of the estimated 150, 000 Somalis live

in London with the rest scattered in

Birmingham, Leicester, Manchester and

Sheffield, among other cities. 

Following the murder of the policewoman,

Sharon Beshenivsky in Bradford and the

concern by the police of the rising gang

culture, the community is fearful about its

reputation in the UK. Community activists do

not seem to have plans in place to confront the

activities of those tainting the image of the

community. 

Abdul Ahmed of Streatham Youth Centre

says he once tried to involve members of the

Streatham Boys in activities such as job

training, free internet, CV preparation and

interviewing techniques. Only three filled out

the reply slips “out of 30 to 40 of them”. 

“It’s the culture,” he says. “They do not dress

like us; they do not listen to Somali music: they

listen to Hip Hop and R&B.”

Ahmed admits there have been failings on

the part of some Somali parents. But he

believes that social services must also take

some blame, because they have given

youngsters “the wrong signal” by offering them

accommodation and assistance if they fall out

with their parents. “If some parents punish their

children – according to the culture – they run

into trouble with the social services”, he claims.

“Social services prefer foster carers to the

youngsters’ own parents.”

Ahmed also points out that “the vast majority

of gang members performed poorly at school

or dropped out.” 

One factor is probably their poor English.

Most of the troubled youngsters came to

Britain when they were at least six years old,

often older. 

Some members of the Somali community

also blame disaffection and poor

communication between the younger

generation and their parents – “They don’t talk

to each other,” says restaurant owner O. A.

Afrah. 

Afrah offers to some of the youngsters to

dine at his restaurant for free. “I just want them

to feel as part of the community”. 

Dayax says he regrets what has happened

to him. He say his life has been hollow but that

he is working to correcting past mistakes. “I

was stupid,” he says wearily.

Recently, Dayax says, he visited his mum

and went shopping for her. He says he wants

to come back to life, pray and start working: “I

want money that nobody asks how I got it.” 

But he also complains that he cannot afford

to go to a nightclub tonight. Why go to a

nightclub if he wants to avoid the past, I ask. 

“I feel relief at nightclubs. I entertain the

girls.”

Article 2 – http://english.aljazeera.net/English

Somalia War Fuelling Refugee Crisis

From Al Jezeera.Net 

Tuesday, May 08, 2007

Somalia now has the worst refugee crisis in the

world, the UN has said, estimating that nearly

half a million refugees who have fled

Mogadishu lack food, medicine and shelter. 

The refugees fleeing fighting between pro-

government forces and Union of Islamic Courts

fighters have ended up in the country’s

impoverished border regions. 

The UN estimates 400,000 people have fled

Mogadishu since February, making Somalia’s

refugee crisis the world’s worst. 

After weeks of fighting, the interim

government backed by Ethiopian forces

launched a huge operation against Islamic

Courts fighters in March, killing more than

1,000 people. 

The UN accused both sides in the conflict of

breaking humanitarian law by indiscriminately

firing on civilian areas. 

Up to 18,000 refugees from Mogadishu

have ended up in a district called Bulla Hawa

on the Somali-Kenyan border. Most of them

hope to cross into the already overflowing

refugee camps in Kenya, but even that murky

oasis is out of reach as the border has been

closed. 
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Mohammed Adow, Al Jazeera’s

correspondent in Bulla Hawa, said the refuges

lived in desperate conditions in the lawless

town. 

Nimo Billow, one of the refugees, said: “I

decided to flee Mogadishu with my children

when our neighbours’ houses were hit by

mortars and rockets. It was a sudden decision

and even my husband was not at home when

we fled. The market where he works was hit by

mortars the same day we fled. We still have no

information on his whereabouts.” 

The refugees are putting more pressure on

an already impoverished community. 

The frontier town, like many parts of Somalia,

remains chaotic and unsafe, with militias ruling

and gun battles common. 

Abdullahi Yusuf, the Somali president, said

last month that his pro-government forces had

won the battle in Mogadishu and the fighting

was over. He urged residents to return to their

homes. 

“I urge residents in Mogadishu to return to

their homes... We, the government, regret

fighting in residential areas and forcing them to

flee their homes,” he said. 

But many refugees do not appear to be

heeding his call. Despite the poor conditions in

areas like Bulla Hawa, most will not return to

Mogadishu but hope for help to reach them. 

“Despite all my problems here I do not

intend to go back to Mogadishu anytime soon,”

Billow said. 

The International Committee of the Red

Cross on Tuesday appealed for more than

$15m for Somalia. The move would bring the

Red Cross’ budget for Somalia to nearly

US$38m for 2007.

Article 3 – http://www.manchesterevening

news.co.uk/news/s/156/156875_teenage_

gang_murder_fifth_arrest.html

Teenage gang murder: Fifth arrest

From Manchester Evening News

April 30, 2005

A FIFTH teenager, a 17-year-old boy from

Scholes, was arrested on suspicion of

murdering a Chinese shopkeeper who died in

a ‘horrific and frenzied’ attack, according to

detectives.

The arrest today came after four teenagers

also arrested on suspicion of murder were

released on bail.

Mi Gao Huang Chen, 41, was battered to

death with a spade, tree branch and metal

pipes by a gang of more than 20 teenagers

outside his takeaway in Scholes, Wigan,

Greater Manchester last Saturday night.

Mr Huang Chen, known to his customers as

Michael, suffered massive head injuries in the

15-minute attack, which was seen by his

girlfriend. 

He was left in a coma and died in Hope

Hospital, Salford, on Thursday without

regaining consciousness. 

Two boys and two girls, aged 14 and 15,

were arrested on suspicion of murder on Friday

but released on police bail today. 

A further 15 teenagers arrested on

suspicion of assault and violent disorder were

released on bail earlier last week. 

Takeaway 

Mr Huang Chen was set upon by the gang at

11.30pm last Saturday outside the Superb Hut

takeaway. He came to the UK a number of

years ago to better himself, and locals and

police described him as a hard worker. Mr

Huang Chen was married but is understood to

have split from his wife, who lives in

Manchester. 

Detective Chief Inspector Steve Crimmins,

leading the investigation, said: ‘It is quite

frightening really, it was a frenzied attack. 

‘It was horrific and sickening. There have

been on-going problems in the area. There was

a heightened police presence prior to the

incident. There’s been general nuisance that

you associate with large groups of youths, in

essence rowdiness and criminal damage. For

some reason it has escalated out of all

proportion and a man has lost his life. This type

of behaviour will not be tolerated and the

attack last weekend is unacceptable.’

Mr Crimmins said the victim had the window

of his shop smashed the night before the

attack. Residents and shopkeepers in the area

claimed that the gang has plagued the

community with anti-social behaviour, and the

killing has prompted claims that teenagers are

‘out of control’ and the criminal justice system

is in ‘crisis’. 

The four teenagers arrested on suspicion of

murder were a 14-year-old boy from Scholes, a

14-year-old girl from Ince, a 15-year-old boy

from Scholes and a 15-year-old girl from

Wigan. 

A Greater Manchester Police spokesman

said: “The latest arrest brings the total number

of people arrested in connection with this

inquiry to 20. Nineteen other people have been

released on bail.”

Websites
www.knifecrimes.org
www.audiolicense.net/t3_atmosphere.asp
www.flickr.com/photos 
www.africanorphans.com/africa_map.htm 
http://farm1.static.flickr.com/166/336203012_00825a6bd4_o.jpg 
http://static.flickr.com/68/225860478_1f0ad5b8d2.jpg
http://www.razorapple.com/tag/hoodie/
http://www.north-wales.police.uk/nwp/public/admin/_globalimages/uploaded/AmnestyKnifeCrimeEn.jpg
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ABOUT THEATRE CENTRE
Founded in 1953 by Brian Way, Theatre Centre is dedicated to

commissioning, producing and touring the best new writing for young
audiences into schools and theatres. We are committed to intimate,

exciting, accessible theatre which reflects and respects the diversity of
contemporary cultures.

Director: Natalie Wilson

Shoreditch Town Hall
380 Old Street

London EC1V 9LT

Tel: 020 7729 3066
Fax: 020 7739 9741

email : admin@theatre-centre.co.uk

www.theatre-centre.co.uk

Creating vibrant new theatre for young people for over 50 years.

REG. CHARITY NO 210262
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