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"Not for an age but for all time"
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William Shakespeare was born in Stratford in 1564. By 1592, his plays were being performed in theatres in London. Shakespeare wrote and performed plays in the most popular acting company in London, the Lord Chamberlain's Men. In 1599 they built their own theatre, the Globe in Southwark on the south bank of the Thames. He and his actors performed for Queen Elizabeth I and King James I. He retired and moved back to Stratford in 1613 when the Globe burned down. He died in 1616, aged 52.


We have thirty-seven plays which are believed to have been written by Shakespeare. In 1623, two of his friends published his plays in a collection called the First Folio. In the preface to the plays, another writer, Ben Johnson wrote that Shakespeare was "not for an age but for all time".


More than 400 years after his death, Shakespeare's plays are still performed all over the world. People love the comedies and still find them funny. People admire the tragedies and their studies of human nature, for example, the corrupting nature of power in Macbeth. Shakespeare's history plays have forever changed how we think of historical persons like 'evil' King Richard III or 'good' King Henry V. His plays are performed in traditional costumes or re-imagined in a modern context.


The plays have also been adapted in different forms. Verdi wrote an opera based on Othello. There have been many ballets based on Shakespeare plays, including Prokofiev's Romeo and Juliet. In the 20th century, there have been popular musicals based on the plays, like West Side Story (Romeo and Juliet) and Kiss Me Kate (The Taming of the Shrew). Books have re-told Shakespeare's stories and the stories have even been re-told in children's films: Gnomeo and Juliet is a version of Romeo and Juliet with garden gnomes and a happy ending, while The Lion King is a version of Hamlet with singing animals in Africa!
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This collection of stories is not a re-telling of the plays. Instead, it takes individual characters from three of Shakespeare's comedies and imagines their stories in a modern setting.


The first story has the craftsmen from A Midsummer Night's Dream preparing to do a performance for a wedding party. It is a funny story with some fantasy elements.


Then we re-imagine the story of Portia and Bassanio and their friends Nerissa and Graziano, just some of the characters from The Merchant of Venice. We think about how Portia and Bassanio might date in the 21st century and who the evil lenders are in today's world.


Finally, we place the main characters from Twelfth Night into our world. People are often surprised that Shakespeare's tragedies have amusing scenes and that his comedies can be quite dark and have some troubling plots. In Shakespeare's play, the twins Viola and Sebastian are washed up on the beach of a strange country after a shipwreck and have to be creative to survive in their new home. My version of this story has a darker background as it reflects the experience of migrants in the UK today.


Each story is introduced with a summary of the original play ("Shakespeare's original") and a short chapter about vocabulary or language ("Language focus"). The first "Language focus" looks at words we use to describe people and their reactions. These are words which you will read often in the stories.


The second one compares the process of finding a partner in the 16th century and the 21st and looks at some specific vocabulary used.


The final "Language focus" highlights some of the references from Shakespeare's original plays which are hidden in these stories.


I hope you enjoy the stories and maybe it will encourage you to find a version of the original plays. Shakespeare's stories truly are "for all time".
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Shakespeare's original


Why is the play called "A Midsummer Night's Dream"?


Midsummer Night is the longest day of the year. It is also sometimes called summer solstice. As a pagan festival, people celebrated this night by lighting fires, dancing and drinking. They believed that fairies and evil spirits would visit them in the night. In Shakespeare's play, the fairies interact with the humans and play tricks on them.
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What's the original play about?


The play has three groups of characters:


• the couples at court


• the craftsmen who are the actors in the play within the play


• the fairies


The characters from these separate worlds meet and mix in the play.


The play starts in the world of the court where the Duke of Athens, Theseus is preparing to marry the Queen of the Amazons, Hippolyta. The duke is asked to help a nobleman who wants his daughter Hermia to marry a man called Demetrius who is in love with her. However, Hermia is in love with Lysander. We also learn that Hermia's friend Helena is in love with Demetrius. Hermia and Lysander decide to run away together. Helena tells Demetrius about their plan. He decides to follow them and Helena follows him. So, all four lovers find themselves in the woods outside of Athens.


We then meet the group of craftsmen who want to perform a play for the duke's wedding. They arrange to meet and practice in the woods. The most dominant player in the group is Bottom who wants to play all the roles.


By coming into the woods, the humans have entered the space where a group of fairies live. They are ruled by Oberon and Titania who are arguing. Oberon asks his servant Puck to help him have his revenge on Titania by dripping the juice of a special flower into her eyes while she is asleep. When she wakes, she will fall in love with the first thing she sees.


After Puck has dropped the juice into Titania's eyes, he finds the craftsmen rehearsing in the woods. He makes Bottom look like a donkey and makes sure he is the first thing Titania sees when she wakes up.


He and Oberon also see the young lovers and Oberon tells Puck to help. However, he gets it wrong and both men end up in love with Helena.


By the morning, all the confusion is resolved. Oberon frees Titania from the spell and they are reconciled. Puck takes away Bottom's donkey head and he goes back to his friends. The young lovers are discovered by Theseus and Hippolyta who are out hunting. Hermia and Lysander are in love with each other again, and Helena and Demetrius are also now in love. The couples agree to marry that day with Theseus and Hippolyta.


At the wedding feast, Bottom and the craftsmen perform their play and the fairies come to bless the marriages.
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What about this version of the story?


In this version of the story, I have focused on Bottom and the other craftsmen. Can you find the elements of the story which are similar to the original?




Language focus


Body language


The stories have a lot of vocabulary to describe people and how they act and react. We communicate not just by what we say, but how we say it or even what we do not say. Here are some of the words you will find in the stories.
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Let's start with some words for describing people.


It would be very rude to call someone fat, so we usually use different words like round or to have a full figure. Informal words to describe someone who is a little round are chubby, tubby, chunky, stocky, or plump. If someone is chubby, their clothes may be a snug fit. That means they may be a little tight.


For the opposite of fat, we could say someone is thin. Slim is a positive word, while skinny is more negative. If someone is tall and thin, we might call them lanky.


If you are thinking about someone's mood, they could be happy or sad. They could be in a bad mood (grumpy) or they could be extremely angry about something (furious). If they are nervous, then they might behave in an awkward way which means that their behaviour is stiff or shy and shows that they do not feel relaxed or confident.
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Clothes


A piece of clothing or a new haircut which looks good may be called fetching. Another word to describe something that looks good is flattering.


The opposite could be described as tatty or scruffy which means untidy or dirty.
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Reactions


There are so many different human reactions. If you are surprised by a piece of news, you could say you are amazed or maybe stunned, if you don't know what to say. If you do not know what to say, you may hesitate or wait a moment before you speak. If you are very surprised or shocked, you might gasp, which means to breathe in sharply.


These are quiet reactions but if you are really angry about something you might shout or yell. If you are sad or upset, you might have tears in your eyes or even cry or sob. Another reaction would be a groan. If you groan, you make a long sound while breathing out, usually because you are unhappy or in pain, although it can also be because you have heard a terrible joke!


When people interact, they often smile or grin. A grin is a smile where you show your teeth. A nervous laugh is a giggle. We often use this word for the way children laugh. If you find something really funny you might burst out laughing. Smiling and laughing is usually friendly. The opposite is frowning. That is when your eyebrows move closer together and you have wrinkles in your forehead.


If you agree with something, in English-speaking countries, you move your head up and down. This is called nodding. If you disagree, you shake your head from side to side.


If someone does not know the answer to something or does not care, they move their shoulders up and down. This is called a shrug.


Our eyes express a lot of emotion. You might wink at someone. This is when you close one eye for a short moment. An unfriendly gesture is a glare. If you glare at someone, it shows you are angry or annoyed about something.


Another way to show you are annoyed is to roll your eyes. If you do not believe someone, you raise your eyebrows. One final thing we do with our eyes is stare at someone which is when we watch someone or something very intently for a long time. Children in the UK are always told it is rude to stare.
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Eating and drinking


If you wolf down your food, you eat it very quickly.


There are lots of words for drinking very fast, like to gulp, to guzzle or to chug. For drinking slowly, we say sip.




Bottom - a star is born!


VOCABULARY


If someone is in the limelight, they are the centre of attention.


Nuptial is an adjective for things to do with a wedding.


A badge is a small object which may be fixed to your clothes with a pin. It often has a picture on it. if you are wearing a suit jacket you might put a badge on your lapel which is the part of the jacket which is turned back and attached to the collar.
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Nick woke to find the sun shining through a gap in the curtains. He hadn't even opened his eyes and he was already in the limelight. He chuckled to himself. Tonight was the first meeting of the Amateur Theatre Excellent Nuptial Shows (AThENS). When Nick had auditioned, Pete, the Creative Director had been speechless. Because Nick was so good ... obviously. This was his chance to become a world-famous actor. He was sure of it. He could see his name in lights: NICK BOTTOM.


"You out of bed yet, Nick?" his mother called up the stairs. Back in the real world, Nick still worked in the local cotton mill. "Just getting up, mum," he called and rolled out of bed with a groan and walked to the bathroom.
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