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William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on a date that is widely acknowledged to be 23 April 
1564. His father John Shakespeare was a glove-maker, and his mother Mary Arden was a local heiress. 
Although there is no evidence to support the idea, it is thought that Shakespeare probably attended the 
grammar school in Stratford, where he would have been given a strong classical education. 

He married Anne Hathaway (a local woman who was eight years older than him) in November 1582. Anne 
was already pregnant at the time and gave birth six months later to their eldest child, Susanna. In January 
1585 Anne gave birth to twins, Judith and Hamnet.

It is thought that shortly after the births of the twins Shakespeare left Stratford for London. Rumour has it 
that this was the result of him being caught poaching deer. Once in London, Shakespeare began to establish 
himself as an actor and a playwright. Whilst there, he also became a member of the Lord Chamberlains 
Company.

Shakespeare did not publish his plays himself, they were written down and published by other actors and 
associates after they had been performed, so it is difficult to know in which order he wrote them. However, 
it is most likely that his first play was the comedy The Two Gentlemen of Verona, closely followed by The 
Taming of the Shrew. However, after writing these two Italian-based comedies, Shakespeare decided to turn 
his attentions to English History. 

It is now thought that the first history play Shakespeare wrote was The First Part of the Contention of the 
Two Famous Houses of York and Lancaster in 1590, closely followed by The True Tragedy of Richard Duke 
of York and the Good King Henry the Sixth in 1591. These are the plays that eventually became known as 
Henry VI: Parts Two and Three. Due to their success with audiences, in 1592 he wrote Henry VI: Part One as 
a prequel, before completing the cycle with Richard III in 1592–3. 

The First Tetralogy (as this history cycle became known) undoubtedly contains some of Shakespeare’s 
earliest work as a playwright; the raw and earthy dialogue of the Henry VI plays suggest a writer gradually 
exploring and developing his craft. By the time he wrote The Second Tetralogy, which charts the earlier cycle 
of English history, covering the reigns of Richard II, Henry IV and Henry V, his writing style had become 
more poetic and complex. But in Richard III we begin to see Shakespeare constructing a psychologically 
complex central character, flawed yet charismatic, perhaps paving the way for future Shakespearean tragic 
heroes such as Hamlet and Macbeth.

It is believed that Much Ado About Nothing was written and performed between 1598 and 1599 and is 
considered one of Shakespeare’s best comedies. The first documented performance of Much Ado About 
Nothing was believed to have been performed 3 years before his death.

Shakespeare wrote a total of 38 plays, not including collaborations with other playwrights, as well as 154 
sonnets and four narrative poems. His first collection of works was published in 1623 and is known as ‘the 
First Folio.’

He died on 23 April 1616 at his house in Stratford-upon-Avon and is buried in Holy Trinity Church in 
Stratford.

SHAKESPEARE 
HIS STORY 



Much Ado About Nothing  Teaching Resources Page 5 of 21

Shakespeare 
LIFE & WORKS 

1564  – William Shakespeare is born on 23 April in 
Stratford upon Avon.

1582  – Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway.

1583  –  Shakespeare’s first child, Susanna, is born, just 
six months after her parents’ wedding.

1585 – Shakespeare’s twins, Judith and Hamnet,  
are born.

1589–90 – Shakespeare writes his first play, The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona.

1590–91 – Shakespeare writes another comedy, The Taming 
of the Shrew, and begins writing his first cycle of 
History plays, with Henry VI  
Part Two.

1591  – Henry VI Part Three.

1592  –  Shakespeare writes a prequel for his Henry VI 
plays Henry VI Part One. He also writes his first 
Tragedy Titus Andronicus.

1592–93 – Shakespeare concludes the First Tetralogy with 
Richard III. He also writes the poem   
‘Venus & Adonis’.

1593  – Shakespeare begins to write his collection of 
sonnets.

1593–94 –   ‘The Rape of Lucrece’ (poem).

1594  –  Shakespeare writes another comedy, The Comedy 
of Errors, and there is evidence to suggest that 
he may have collaborated with other writers on 
Edward III.

1594–95 –  Love Labour’s Lost.

1595  – Shakespeare begins his second cycle of History 
plays, returning to the start of the Wars of 
the Roses with Richard II. He also writes A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream and Romeo & Juliet.

1596  – Shakespeare writes King John. His only  
son Hamnet dies at the age of 11.

1596–97 –  The Merchant of Venice and Henry IV Part One.

1598  – The Merry Wives of Windsor and Henry IV Part Two.

1598–99 –  Shakespeare writes the comedy Much Ado 
About Nothing and the conclusion to the Second 
Tetralogy, Henry V.

1599  – Julius Caesar and As You Like It.

1600–01  –  Hamlet.

1601  –   ‘The Phoenix & the Turtle’ (poem).

1601–02  –  Twelfth Night and Troilus & Cressida.

1604  – Measure for Measure and Othello.

1605  – King Lear.

1606  – Antony & Cleopatra, Timon of Athens  
and Macbeth.

1606–07  –  All’s Well That Ends Well.

1607  – Pericles.

1608  –  Coriolanus.

1609–10 –  The Winter’s Tale.

1610–11  – Cymbeline.

1611  – Shakespeare writes what is considered by many 
to be his final play, The Tempest.

1612–13 –  It has been suggested that Shakespeare 
collaborated with other writers to write the plays 
Cardenio and Henry VIII.

1613  –  The Two Noble Kinsmen, allegedly a 
collaboration between Shakespeare and  
John Fletcher, is written.

1616  – William dies on his birthday aged 52.
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Much Ado About Nothing 
A History 

Much Ado About Nothing is one of Shakespeare’s most famous and popular comedies, being regularly staged across 
the globe by renowned directors and actors.

1598–99 – Shakespeare writes Much Ado About Nothing 
and the first ever performance takes place.

1613 – Led by John Heminge, the company performs for 
James I daughter, Elizabeth as part of a selection 
of twenty plays, at her wedding to Prince 
Frederick of Bohemia, the Elector Palantine.

1662 – Much Ado About Nothing is assigned to Davenant 
and The Duke of York’s company and they 
perform it under the new title The Law Against 
Lovers, a hybridise with Measure for Measure.

1721 – It is performed at Lincoln’s Inn in London with 
Mrs Cross as Beatrice and Ryan as Benedick.

1723 – Passages from the script are incorporated in Love 
in a Forest at Drury Lane Theatre.

1737 – An adaptation by James Miller; The Universal 
Passion is performed.

1737 – It is performed at Covent Garden Theatre with 
Mrs Binks as Beatrice and Chapman as Benedick.

1748 – David Garrick plays his first performance as 
Benedick at Drury Lane on 14 November, 
accompanied by Hannah Pritchard as Beatrice. 
Garrick continues to play the part every year 
until his retirement in 1776. Over the course of 
twenty years he performs with several Beatrice’s 
including, Mrs Pritchard’s daughter, Miss Pope 
and finally Mrs Abington.

1978 – Miss Abington performs her final Beatrice at 
Covent Garden Theatre, and Charles Kemble made 
his debut playing Claudio at the Haymarket.

1803 – It is again performed at Covent Garden Theatre, 
this time with Helen Faucit and Charles Kemble 
as Beatrice and Benedick.

1829 – Charles Kemble’s daughter; Fanny Kemble joins his 
company and later takes on the role of Beatrice.

1879 – Helen Faucit gives her last performance as Beatrice 
at Shakespeare Memorial Theatre in Stratford-
Upon-Avon with Barry Sullivan as Benedick.

1882 – Ellen Terry and Henry perform at The Lyceum 
Theatre. It runs for 212 performances before 
touring America and returning to London in 
1884. Ellen continued to play the role until the 
end of her career.

1891 – Much Ado About Nothing is revived at the 
Lyceum with Ellen Terry as Beatrice and Henry 
Irving as Benedick.

1895 – Ben Greet directs his company at Stratford.

1904 – Influenced by William Poel’s effort to re-create 
Shakespearean plays in the conditions for which 
they were originally written, the Elizabethan Stage 
Society gives seven performances of Much Ado 
About Nothing in halls in poor areas of London, 
ending with a public matinee at the Royal Court.

1905 – Beerbohm Tree produce Much Ado About 
Nothing at His Majesty’s Theatre, influenced by 
the Victorian era and with Beatrice played by 
Winifred Emery.

1915–16 – Ben Greet Directs Much Ado About Nothing at 
The Old Vic with Sybil Torndike playing Beatrice 
– it transfers to Stratford Festival. It is produced 
several more times until 1956.

1936 – Iden Payne directs Much Ado About Nothing at 
Stratford staring Barbara Couper and James Dale.

1947 – Bristol Old Vic’s production came to the Embassy.

1950  – John Gielgud directs Much Ado About Nothing 
at Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, Stratford 
and also plays the part of Benedick alongside 
Peggy Ashcroft as Beatrice. The production later 
transfers to America.

1968 – Trevor Nunn directs Janet Suzman and Alan 
Howard for the Royal Shakespeare Theatre. The 
production transfers to the Aldwych.

1971 – Ronald Eyre directs a Victorian inspired 
production, staring Elizabeth Spriggs and Derek 
Godfrey for the Royal Shakespeare Company. 

1976 – Set in British India in the 19th Century, the Royal 
Shakespeare Theatre produce Much Ado About 
Nothing directed by John Barton and staring 
Judi Dench and Donald Sinden. 

1982 – Terry Hands directs a more traditional Much Ado 
About Nothing starring Sinead Cusack and Derek 
Jacobi for the Royal Shakespeare Company, in a 
production that later transfers to the Barbican.

1993 – Mark Rylance takes to the stage as Benedick 
opposite Jenet McTeer at the Queen’s Theatre.

2006 – The Royal Shakespeare Company produce Much 
Ado About Nothing again, this time directed by 
Marianne Elliott, staring Tamsin Greig and Joseph 
Millson, which sees Greig win an Olivier award.

2007 – Nicholas Hytner directs Zoë Wanamaker and 
Simon Russell Beale for the National Theatre.

2011 – The Globe produce Much Ado About Nothing, 
which is directed by Jeremy Herrin and stars Eve 
Best and Charles Edwards.

 – Josie Rourke directs Catherine Tate in her 
Shakespeare debut alongside David Tennant  
at the Wyndham’s Theatre.

2012 – Iqbal Khan directs Meera Syal and Paul 
Bhattacharjee for the Royal Shakespeare 
Company.

2013 – Mark Rylance directs a Much Ado About Nothing 
set in 1940s England staring Vanessa Redgrave 
and James Earl Johnes.
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The Old Vic’s production of Much Ado About Nothing, is set in autumn 
1944, England. Based in a country house and village near an American 
airfield, the light hearted comedy tells the tale of two sets of lovers; 
Beatrice and Benedick and Hero and Claudio. While young lovers 
Claudio and Hero have their forthcoming nuptials threatened by the 
resentful scheming of a prince’s brother, marriage seems out of the 
question for reluctant lovers Beatrice and Benedick.

Don Pedro, Prince of Aragon, and his men, including soldiers Claudio and Benedick, 
return from battle to the town of Messina to stay with the Governor of Messina. 
A great battle has been fought and everyone is in high spirits. Leonato’s daughter 
(Hero) and niece (Beatrice) also live with him along with Beatrice’s father Antonio, 
Leonato’s brother. Hero is young, quiet and sweet whereas Beatrice is outspoken, 
clever and witty, proclaiming at the beginning of the play that she will never marry.

As the soldiers meet Leonato and his family, Claudio is introduced to Hero and 
immediately falls in love with her. He is too shy to approach her himself and enlists 
the help of Don Pedro, who agrees to speak to Hero on his behalf later that evening. 
Jealous of Claudio and his success at war Don Pedro’s evil brother, Don John decides 
to intervene and tells Claudio that Don Pedro is actually intent on wooing Hero 
for himself. After temporarily believing Don John’s lie, Claudio soon sees through this and, after asking 
permission from Hero’s father, she agrees to marry him.

Benedick and Beatrice have known each other for many years and have a playful, love/hate relationship. At 
the beginning of the play they both proclaim that they have no interest in marriage. However, convinced 
that there is more to their friendship, Don Pedro, Leonato, Claudio, Hero and Ursula decide that they 
will trick them into falling in love with each other. Leonato, Claudio and Don Pedro trick Benedick into 
overhearing them discuss that Beatrice loves him, whilst Hero and Ursula allow Beatrice to ‘overhear’ them 
discussing how Benedick loves her. The plan works and they both decide to fall in love.

Meanwhile Don Pedro, with Borachio, decides to cause more disruption by spoiling the wedding of Claudio 
and Hero. Borachio is to woo Hero’s maid Margaret but in Hero’s name, whilst Don John will bring Claudio 
and Don Pedro to discover them, telling him that he will present evidence of Hero’s unfaithfulness. Claudio 
and Don Pedro are convinced, believing that it is Hero that Borachio is wooing. Claudio declares that at the 
wedding the next day he will ‘out’ Hero’s secret.

Unbeknownst to them though, the Watch (led by Dogberry and Verges) overhear Borachio boasting to 
Conrade another about the success of his plan. They are immediately arrested and interrogated by Dogberry 
and Verges but, when Dogberry reports it to Leonato, he is too busy with wedding preparation to hear what 
has happened and dismisses Dogberry for the time being.

The following day, at the wedding, Claudio announces that he cannot marry Hero as she has been unfaithful. 
On hearing this, Hero faints at which point Claudio, Don Pedro and Don John leave. Determined to discover 
the truth, Leonato questions his daughter but she is adamant that it the accusations are not true. Supported 
by Friar Francis, they decide that she should pretend that she has died in order for the truth to be revealed.

Meanwhile Dogberry and Verges discover the truth and bring Borachio to Claudio and Don Pedro to explain 
himself. Claudio is ashamed of his behaviour and agrees to marry Leonato’s ‘niece’ instead to make amends; 
the niece who happens to look just like Hero (and is in fact Hero). At the wedding, Hero reveals who she is 
and everyone celebrates the happy union. Beatrice and Benedick also finally admit their love for each other 
and agree to be married. At this point Don John is reported as being captured. The play concludes with a 
grand celebration.

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING 
SYNOPSIS 

James Earl Jones as 
Benedick  
Photo: Tristram Kenton
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Act I 

A messenger arrives to inform the governor of Messina, Leonato, that the Prince Don Pedro will soon arrive 
back from the war. Leonato asks if they lost many men and is informed that they didn’t; the war has gone 
well and the men were successful in their quest. They have also found a hero in a soldier named Claudio 
who fought well in battle and distinguished himself as a great soldier. Leonato’s niece, Beatrice, enquires 
if Benedick of Paudro has returned and mocks him but both Leonato and the messenger remind her of the 
good service Benedick has given throughout the war. 

Don Pedro arrives with Don John, Claudio, Benedick and Borachio. Beatrice and Benedick bicker and 
Beatrice tells Benedick it is lucky that he doesn’t love anyone because no woman would love him. Don 
Pedro informs the men that Leonato has invited them to stay and they will stay a month. 

Benedick and Claudio remain and Claudio asks Benedick what he thinks of Hero. Initially Benedick chides 
and makes fun of her saying he does not like her, but Claudio tells him that he would like to make Hero 
his wife. They are interrupted by Don Pedro who returns and demands to know what they are discussing. 
Benedick tells Don Pedro that Claudio is in love with Hero and Don Pedro remarks that Hero would be lucky 
to have him. He also asks Benedick why he is mocking Claudio who responds that it is because he himself 
will never love or marry. Don Pedro tells him that he will fall in love and he will see it before he dies before 
sending Benedick to deliver a message to Leonato. Don Pedro tells Claudio that he will speak to Leonato 
about Hero later that evening and will woo Hero in Claudio’s name.

Later that day, Leonato speaks to his brother Antonio about a conversation that was overheard between 
Don Pedro and Claudio, in which Claudio declared his love for Hero. Leonato tells Antonio to keep this a 
secret but that he will tell his daughter so that she can prepare an answer.

Conrade, one of Don John’s servants, speaks to Don John to tell him that he should be happy and make an 
effort with his brother, Don Pedro, as they have only recently reconciled. Borachio, another of Don John’s men, 
appears and tells them that he has just overheard a discussion between Leonato and Don Pedro where they 
were plotting a marriage between Claudio and Hero. He tells them the plan is for Don Pedro to woo Hero and 
then give her to Claudio. Don John plots with his men to find a way to disrupt the plans – they agree that they 
will help him. 

Much Ado About Nothing 
ACT BREAKDOWN 

Below left: Leroy Osei-
Bonsu as the Messenger, 
Michael Elwyn as Leonato 
and Beth Cooke as Hero 
Photo: Nigel Norrington

Below right: Michael Elwyn 
and Alan David as brothers 
Leonato and Antonio. 
Photo: Simon Annard



Much Ado About Nothing  Teaching Resources Page 9 of 21

Act II

Leonato asks after Don John at dinner; Hero remarks that he is melancholy. Beatrice jokes that a mixture 
between Don John and Benedick would make the perfect man. Leonato tells her that she will never be 
married if she talks like that and she informs him that she would rather be a spinster. 
 
At the masque ball, Don Pedro and his men arrive accompanied by Margaret and Ursula – they are all 
masked. Don Pedro asks Hero to walk with him and she agrees. At the same time, Borachio approaches 
Margaret and they flirt. Ursula dances with Antonio, guessing that it is him which he denies. Beatrice and 
Benedick dance together but Benedick refuses to reveal who he is. Beatrice talks about Benedick, saying 
unkind things about him and Benedick promises to tell him if he finds out who he is. 

Don John and Borachio spot Claudio and approach him, asking if he is Benedick. Claudio plays along with 
this and says that he is. Don John tells him that his brother, Don Pedro, is planning to marry Hero and that 
he should persuade him not to as she is ‘no equal for his birth.’ Fooled by this Claudio believes that Don 
Pedro aims to take Hero for himself whichis further confirmed when Benedick arrives and tells Claudio that 
‘the prince hath got your Hero.’ Claudio is upset by this and leaves. As he leaves Don Pedro appears and 
Benedick accuses him of stealing Hero for himself. He denies this and explains that he is just trying to help 
them both. Upset by what Beatrice said to Benedick as they danced, he tells Don Pedro about it and how he 
was hurt by her words. As he sees Beatrice approaching he leaves, as he cannot bear to be near her.

Don Pedro chides Beatrice for what he said about Benedick, she remarks that she once gave him her 
heart but he lost it. Don Pedro tells Claudio that he has wooed Hero on his behalf and that Leonato has 
consented to their marriage. Beatrice remarks that she will never be married and Don Pedro offers to marry 
her but she refuses his offer as his ‘grace is too costly to wear every day.’ After Beatrice has left, Leonato 
tells Claudio that he and Hero can be married in one week, to which he agrees. Don Pedro suggests to 
Leonato that they should trick Beatrice and Benedick into falling in love; Hero and Claudio agree to help.

Don John discovers that Claudio is to marry Hero and is furious by the news. Borachio suggests that they could 
trick Claudio into thinking that Hero is cheating on him. Borachio tells Don John that he is close with Hero’s 
servant Margaret; if Don John could get Don Pedro and Claudio to look up at Hero’s bedroom at an allotted 
time, Borachio will be there with Margaret but would speak to her as Hero. Don Pedro and Claudio would then 
think that Hero is with another man and the wedding would be called off. They all agree to this plan.

Benedick is walking in the garden. When he sees Claudio and Don Pedro approach, he decides to hide and 
listen to them. Aware that he is listening, Claudio, Don Pedro and Leonato begin to discuss Beatrice and her 
love for Benedick but how she will never admit it remarking that Hero thinks, ‘she will die ere she make her 
love known.’ Once the men leave, Benedick emerges from hiding and states that as Beatrice loves him, he 
must do his best to love her back. Beatrice appears and calls him for dinner, Benedick responds but Beatrice, 
unaware that Benedick thinks she is in love him, continues with her mean remarks.

Below from left: Alan 
David as Antonio and 
Penelope Beaumont as 
Ursula; Kingsley Ben-Adir 
as Borachio and Melody 
Grove as Margaret 
Photos: Simon Annand
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Act III

Hero calls Margaret and tells her to find Beatrice and tell her that Hero and Ursula are walking in the 
Orchard, talking about her. As they see Beatrice approaching stealthily, they begin to discuss how Don 
Pedro has told Hero that Benedick is in love with Beatrice but that he will never tell her for fear of Beatrice 
mocking him. Hero also remarks that Beatrice ‘cannot love,’ and that she often finds faults in men that do 
not exist. Ursula agrees and points out that Benedick is a great man with a great reputation. After they 
leave, Beatrice reappears and decides that if Benedick does love her she must ‘requite,’ and love him back. 

Don Pedro, Leonato and Claudio are with Benedick. They notice that he is ‘sadder’ than normal and realise 
that he must be in love. He asks to speak with Leonato and they all think it must be to discuss his love for 
Beatrice. Don John arrives with news for Claudio; Don John suspects Hero of cheating and he can prove this 
to Claudio if he would meet with him later outside Hero’s bedroom window. Claudio agrees to meet him and 
states that if he sees anything that leads him to believe that Hero is cheating on him, he will not marry her 
the next day and will shame her in the church.

Dogberry and Verges are instructing the watchmen of their duties for the evening, telling them that they 
should keep silence during the night. Borachio and Conrade arrive and, within earshot of the watch, 
Borachio tells Conrade that he has earned, ‘a thousand Ducats’ from Don John for going to Hero’s bedroom 
and wooing her servant Margaret by the name of Hero thus making Don Pedro and Claudio, who were 
hiding nearby, believe that Hero has cheated on Claudio. Having overheard the story, the night watch arrest 
the two men and take them for questioning. 

As Hero prepares for her wedding day, Beatrice arrives but is unwell. Margaret enjoys telling Beatrice how 
Benedick has now fallen in love and that perhaps one day she will also. The men then arrive to take Hero to 
the church. Meanwhile, Dogberry goes to Leonato to tell him of last night’s proceedings. He asks Leonato 
to come and interrogate Borachio and Conrade but Leonato refuses as it is the day of the wedding, telling 
Dogberry he must do it himself. 

Act IV
At the church everyone is eagerly awaiting the marriage of Hero and Claudio. 
However, as the service proceeds Claudio declares that he will not marry Hero 
because he believes that she has betrayed him. The accusation is supported by Don 
Pedro who tells them that they saw Hero ‘talk with a ruffian at her chamber window 
who ... confessed the vile encounters they have had a thousand times in secret.’ Upon 
hearing this Hero faints. 

As Don John, Don Pedro and Claudio leave the church, Leonato tells Hero that if she 
has done this then she would be better off dead than alive. Friar Francis states that 
he believes the way she has reacted to the news may suggest her innocence. Hero 
wakes and protests her innocence causing Leonato to declare that if he discovers that 
the men have set out to destroy Hero’s name, he will take revenge. The Friar suggests 
that Hero should pretend that she has died of shame and upon hearing this everyone 
will begin to pity her instead. Benedick agrees that, despite his friendship with 
Claudio, he will keep the secret.

Everyone leaves and Beatrice and Benedick are left alone. It is at this time that they 
confess their love for one another. Benedick sees that Beatrice is upset and asks if there is anything he can do 
to prove his love; ‘kill Claudio’ Beatrice replies. Benedick initially says that he cannot do this but when Beatrice 
replies that he must not love her then, Benedick changes his mind and states that he ‘will challenge him.’

Sexton (the town clerk) and Dogberry are interrogating Borachio and Conrade about the discussion they 
overheard. To make sure they do not miss anything, everything they say is carefully written down. Sexton 
orders Dogberry to call the watchmen to give evidence and they explain what they heard at which point 
Sexton declares that they must be guilty. He informs the men that Hero has died of shame and that they 
should be bound and taken to Leonato to explain themselves.

James Earl Jones as 
Benedick and Vanessa 
Redgrave as Beatrice 
Photo: Alistair Muir
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Act V

Leonato is being comforted by Antonio, who tells him he must, ‘make those that do offend you, suffer 
too.’ Leonato vows that he will make Claudio and Don Pedro pay for what they have done. Don Pedro and 
Claudio enter. Leonato informs Claudio that as a result of his accusations, Hero has died of shame and he 
challenges Claudio to a duel, which Claudio refuses. Antonio supports his brother and tries to force them 
into a duel. Don Pedro tells Leonato that whilst he is sorry for Hero’s death, there is proof that she had been 
unfaithful to Claudio. In a rage, Leonato and Antonio leave.

Benedick arrives and also challenges Claudio to a duel. Both Claudio and Don Pedro think that he is joking 
and begin to laugh at him. Eventually he leaves telling Claudio that they will meet again soon for a battle. 
Benedick also tells Don Pedro that Don John his ‘brother the bastard has fled from Messina.’ 

Dogberry and Verges enter with Borachio and Conrade and tell them that the two men are ‘lying knaves.’ 
Don Pedro asks Borachio to explain himself and Borachio tells him how they plotted to make them think 
that Hero was unfaithful. Leonato arrives with Sexton, who has told him what has happened. He is furious 
and accuses them all of killing his daughter. Claudio and Don Pedro are apologetic and promise that they 
will clear Hero’s name. Leonato suggests to Claudio that he should firstly proclaim his sorrow over Hero’s 
death which would clear her name and then marry his niece, who is the sole heir to his fortune, and ‘almost 
the copy of my child that’s dead. Claudio agrees.

Beatrice and Benedick discuss their love for one another. They are interrupted by Ursula who comes to tell 
them that Hero is innocent and it was an evil plot concocted by Don John who has now fled. Claudio, Don 
Pedro and three or four other men visit the tomb of Hero to pay their respects to Hero; Leonato sings her a 
song, which he promises to do every year. Don Pedro and Claudio bid the other men good night and go to 
Leonato’s house.

It is the day of the wedding of Claudio and Leonato’s niece when Antonio has promised to pretend that 
‘Hero’ is his daughter. Benedick arrives and asks if he can also marry Beatrice; Leonato and the Friar agree. 
The women arrive for the wedding and Claudio asks where the woman he will marry is, as the are all masked. 
Antonio introduces him to ‘his niece’. Once she has taken off her mask Claudio proclaims, ‘another Hero.’ To 
which she replies, ‘Nothing certainer. One Hero died, but I do live.’

At the wedding Benedick calls for Beatrice who reveals herself. They both proclaim their love for one 
another and realise that they were set up as they both tell one another what gossip they heard. As they are 
all celebrating the love of Beatrice and Benedick and Hero and Leonato a messenger arrives to tell them 
that Don John has been captured. They all rejoice and continue with their celebrations.

Below from left:: Tim 
Barlow as Verges and Mark 
Ross as Sexton; Lloyd 
Everitt as Claudio and Beth 
Cooke as Hero 
Photos: Simon Annand
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Antonio
Brother of Leonato and Hero’s uncle. He has one daughter, 
Beatrice. He lives with Leonato, Beatrice and Hero in Messina. 
He is supportive of his brother and helps him, supporting both 
the house and also defending his niece of the charges brought 
against her by Don Pedro and Claudio.

Beatrice
Niece of Leonato and daughter of Antonio, she is clever, 
outspoken and witty. She has a love/hate relationship with 
Benedick, and they often tease and make fun of each other. 
Like Benedick, at the beginning of the play, she is adamant 
that she will never marry but as she realises her true feelings for 
Benedick this changes.

Benedick
A soldier who has just returned from battle with Don Pedro. He 
is described as Claudio’s closest companion and is extremely 
witty. He has a love/hate relationship with Beatrice and they 
often tease and make fun of each other. At the beginning of 
the play he is adamant that he will never marry but by the end 
of the play his views are changed.

Borachio
A confidante of Don John. He is instrumental in the plot 
against Hero but ultimately repents.

Claudio
A soldier serving under Don Pedro. During the war, he has 
distinguished himself as a great soldier and receives much 
praise from Don Pedro and Leonato. He is trusting of others 
which leads him to be deceived regarding Hero. However, he is 
essentially honest and decent.

Conrade
A confidante of Don John, who assists him in his plan to split 
up Claudio and Hero.

Dogberry
Head of the night watch. His use of language often confuses.

Don Pedro
Prince of Aragon and friend of Leonato. He has just returned 
home from battle with his men and has brought them to stay 
at Leonato’s palace in Messina. He himself is unmarried but 
is central in helping Hero and Claudio, as well as Beatrice and 
Benedick, realise their true feelings for one another.

Don John
Also known as ‘the bastard prince.’ He is the illegitimate 
brother of Don Pedro’s and the villain of the play. Don John 
and Don Pedro are recently have reconciled, however, Don 
John is still determined to bring him down. He is malicious and 
conniving.

Friar Francis
The priest who conducts the wedding of Hero and Claudio. He 
is a kind and trusting man, who takes pity on Hero when she is 
accused of cheating on Claudio. 

Hero
Daughter of Leonato and cousin of Beatrice. She is honourable 
and sweet, but also mischievous as shown in her participation 
in the plot to trick Beatrice. Although her honour is questioned, 
she is proved to be beyond reproof.

Leonato
Governor of Messina, Hero’s father and Beatrice’s Uncle. When 
the men return home from battle, they stay at his house. He is 
protective of both his daughter and niece and is keen for them 
both to marry and be happy. Honour is important to him and 
he will defend those close to him in whatever way he can.

Margaret
One of Hero’s waiting ladies. She is fooled into behaving 
inappropriately which causes many problems but is forgiven.

Sexton
The judge of the trial of Borachio

Ursula
One of Hero’s waiting ladies, who happily joins in the plotting 
to fool Beatrice.

Verges
Dogberry’s partner

Much Ado About Nothing 
Character Breakdown 
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The setting for Mark Rylance’s Much Ado About 
Nothing is rural England in 1944, next to a base for 
American soldiers. 

England in 1944 was dominated by the Second 
World War. The war came as no surprise to most as 
Hitler’s actions in the preceding years had led to 
unrest within Europe. In April 1939, Britain showed 
its hand by forming an alliance with Poland and 
Romania, stating that if Germany attacked either 
country, Britain would declare war with Germany. 

On 1 September 1939, Germany invaded Poland. 
On the morning of the 11 September Neville 
Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister broadcast 
the following statement to the nation:

“This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin 
handed the German Government a final Note stating 
that, unless we heard from them by 11 o’clock that 
they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops 
from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. 
I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has 
been received, and that consequently this country is 
at war with Germany.

World War II was a global war that involved the vast 
majority of the world’s forces including 61 countries; 
an estimated fifty million people lost their lives 
and thousands were left injured. For Britain, a vast 
change was seen; thousands of men and women 
joined the forces, children were evacuated and, in 
1941, rationing was introduced. 

The Role of Women

The role of women changed significantly during and after the Second World War. Unlike in the First World 
War, where women were unable to join the armed forces ,the significance of the support that they could 
give to the war effort was recognised. All women were designated as either ‘mobile’ or ‘immobile’ and those 
who were ‘mobile’ were deemed fit enough to join the forces or support from the home front. 

Many women once again had to take on roles that men had done previously. Women were enlisted to work 
in a range of settings including, aircraft factories, mechanics, lorry drivers and engineers. In July 1939, the 
Women’s Land Army was re-formed. In an effort to entice more women to sign up, the government created 
a campaign to glamorise the work; in reality, however, the work was very heavy duty and the women worked 
extremely long hours. Women were also paid considerably less than men. On average, men over 21 were 
paid 121s 4d compared with women over 18 who would be paid 62s 4d.

In 1941, conscription was introduced for all women aged 19–30 and the number of women involved in the 
war effort increased so that by 1943 17 million women were involved in some form and 443,000 women in 
the forces.

Historical CONTEXT  
1940s ENGLAND

Vanessa Redgrave as 
Beatrice.  
Photo: Simon Annand
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The USA in Britain

At the beginning of World War II, whilst the USA supported Britain and France by the sale of arms, they did 
not want to be actively involved. However, this changed when in 1941, in retaliation to the USA blocking 
any trade with them, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour, killing over 2000 people. America officially 
entered the war and by 1942 American Soldiers were arriving in the UK. 

Between 1942 and 1944, more than a million Americans troops arrived in Britain, with 100,000 being 
black American troops, far outnumbering the black population of the time. They were stationed across the 
UK and, for many Britons, they were a welcome support in the war against Hitler. Many people, however, 
having never previously met an American, were unsure of what to expect. The Times newspaper reported 
on 4 Aug 1942: “Their manners were good, though a little different from those in Britain. Americans were 
perhaps a little quicker on the uptake, but they made friends more easily...”
 
Britain had been used to living in a time of austerity and the Americans brought with them wealth, glamour, 
cigarettes and the jitterbug dance which made them popular with a lot of women. Women were impressed 
by what appeared as a carefree spirit and the generosity of the soldiers. It is estimated that by the end of 
the war more than 70,000 women were to become GI brides and 60,000 babies were born out of wedlock.

To help Americans settle in the American Authorities produced a pamphlet entitled: ‘Instructions for 
American Serviceman Across Britain’, with the hope of giving them helpful tips to take on board during their 
time in Britain as well as explaining some of the culture of Britain. Tips included:

‘The British do not know how to make a good cup of coffee. You don’t know how to make a good cup of 
tea. It’s an even swap.’

‘Don’t be misled by the British tendency to be soft-spoken and polite … The English language didn’t spread 
across oceans and over the mountains and jungles and swamps of the world because these people were 
panty-waists.’

‘It is always impolite to criticize your hosts; it is militarily stupid to criticize your allies.’

Above left: Lloyd Everitt as Claudio and James Garnon as Don Pedro. Photo: Nigel Norrington 
Above right: Danny Lee Wynter as Don John. Photo: Simon Annand
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Music to Their Ears

Claire van Kampen describes how the radio opened 
the door to a new musical sound in wartime Britain, 
leading to a cultural usion that echoes throughout 
this new production.

By 1940 80 per cent of all American households 
owned a radio. Over in wartime Britain the wireless 
became the biggest weapon in England’s defence; 
it claimed a national audience for information and 
propaganda, bolstering the country’s community 
spirit especially after the devastation of the Blitz.
At the same time it provided a central source of 
entertainment and comfort for entire families when 
housing and food – as well as menfolk – were 
becoming increasingly scarce. With its ability to 
broadcast music from all ethnic backgrounds, the 
wireless created an audience that was geographically 
liberated from issues of segregation. 

In America, before the Second World War, the finest 
jazz singers, composers and band leaders in the 
country often could play only in clubs designated 
for ‘coloreds’; thus so many gifted black American 
musicians were unheard by the majority of the white population. As a consequence, record companies 
prior to 1940 felt that ‘white’ jazz bands and performers such as Bing Crosby, Benny Goodman and 
Tommy Dorsey had more popular appeal among their growing global consumer markets. Black singers 
and instrumentalists in films were often portrayed as eccentrics or comics; even the superb vocal groups 
including the Five Red Caps and the Delta Rhythm Boys – who achieved recording contracts – were shown 
on the screen prior to the war confined to singing in servant roles, despite their evident virtuosity.

The Second World War was instrumental in changing this status quo. Duke Ellington, Erskine Hawkins 
and Dizzy Gillespie soon became the names that signified the finest in the new ‘swing’ that American GIs 
brought with them to England from 1942. A combination of American radio programmes broadcast by 
artists such as Hawkins – aimed particularly at black troops abroad – and new dances such as the jive and 
jitterbug captivated the English public. Suddenly their gentle and staid foxtrots as well as pre-war bands, 
such as Harry Roy and His Mayfair Hotel Orchestra, slipped softly into the past, falling behind an England 
forever changed by the fusion of American glamour and vigour.

Even in Nazi Germany, jazz music played a part in the ‘cultural war’ and resistance, alongside the fighting. 
Rooted in African music, jazz had been declared by Hitler’s racist regime to be ‘inhuman’ and subsequently 
banned across occupied Europe. Rebellious German teenagers, however, would meet in secret locations 
to listen to Allied music stations. Mirroring the days of slavery back in America, when the origins of jazz 
grew from a fusion of African, Creole and, to some extent, bluegrass music, it had become an expression of 
resistance and survival.

In this production of Much Ado About Nothing, set in 1944, the merging of American and English cultures 
creates a series of alliances extraordinary even by wartime standards. Here Borachio plays harmonica and 
sings the blues in ‘Sigh no more’ as if he had first heard it as a child on the streets of Tennessee; the solemn 
hymn initiated by Claudio, meanwhile, as his tribute to Hero in her ‘tomb’ is a combination of English 
choirboys and American Gospel crooning. And the ‘GI Jive’ – a hot radio favourite in 1944 – is the song 
Benedick asks for at the end of the play, when he is finally (perhaps) to be married to Beatrice.

Michael Elwyn in rehearsal 
Photo: Simon Annand



Much Ado About Nothing  Teaching Resources Page 16 of 21

For Life and Love

Mark Rylance considers how the 1944 setting for Much Ado About Nothing serves both the play’s essential 
nature and the principal artists.

This production was born from the idea of Benedick and Beatrice being played by James Earl Jones and 
Vanessa Redgrave. They were not only the original inspiration but have been the continuing inspiration 
during rehearsals. Vulnerable, inventive, natural, humorous, eloquent and deeply experienced in our craft 
of acting; I believe there are none of us, fellow actors, who haven’t wished we might be able to be like 
them when we are the same age. The possibility to work with artists of their generation at the centre of a 
production, which incorporates almost every other generation, has been a rich delight that I hope you will 
enjoy too.

In imagining a setting for Much Ado About Nothing, Ultz, Claire van Kampen and I didn’t want Vanessa 
or James to have to change their own natural speech and dialect, or adopt a distant historical culture in 
their behaviour. In an ideal world, we wanted a culture for the play that was associated with their own 
life experiences. I’m sure people fall in love at any age and each age has its particular beauty through the 
eyes of the lover and beloved. Age was clearly going to be the central theme of this particular production. 
I do not know of Benedick and Beatrice ever having been played at the age of James and Vanessa. We 
have been influenced by Tyrone Guthrie’s theatre ideas of the 1930s and 40s, which in turn were inspired 
by ideas of the Elizabethan stage. Our stage also benefits directly from the lessons learnt through Sam 
Wanamaker’s reconstruction of the Elizabethan playhouse at Shakespeare’s Globe. We have rearranged, cut, 
and in some cases replaced a small amount of words.

The surviving Elizabethan texts suggest to me a process of collaboration between the author and actors, 
especially the comics. These plays are living theatre works when acted, and living theatre works require 
collaboration with the artist and audience at hand. Shakespeare’s original is set in Messina, Sicily. So why 
did the author choose this location for Much Ado About Nothing? The references to Messina are as accurate 
and detailed as Shakespeare’s references to all his locations in Italy and Sicily. 

Virgil described the Strait of Messina, the dangerous waterway between Sicily and Italy, as an entrance to 
the Mysteries, a real and ritual gateway. An individual who ventured to navigate the strait faced two mortal 
perils. At one side roared Charybdis, the powerful whirlpool that submerged boats and tossed them into 
the air until they were reduced to matchsticks. On the other side, high up a perilous cliff lived a harpy who 
would lean down and eat your brains. Only those who sailed a middle course between the whirlpool and the 
harpy entered the Mysteries.

It was certainly a rite of passage through death. The relationship, separation and marriage of opposites is 
the subject of all Shakespeare and I think in many ways he personified the Strait of Messina in the balanced 
opposing characters of Much Ado About Nothing. I believe that’s possibly why he set the play in Messina. 
Yet despite the strait, the names and details above, the play has always seemed very English to me. The 
characters of the watch, Hugh Oatcake and George Seacoal, for example, remind me very much of an 
English village community. It is not possible to know whether the original players at the Globe would have 
worn Italian or English clothes when the play was first acted. They certainly could have worn either, I think, 
but most likely both would have been modern dress or dress of relatively recent times. 

As in Twelfth Night, his characters and language seem much more English. So while hopefully preserving 
the essential qualities of the play, we have chosen to move its setting to England in the autumn of 1944, 
around a country house and village near an American airfield. We make no comment on the history of 1944 
by setting the play in that extraordinary time. There are many moving documentaries, not least those by 
Humphrey Jennings, which tell that story. We only use the history of 1944 to serve the essential nature of 
the play. What is that essential nature? The story requires a war, a rebellion, in the background. We think 
that background might be stronger than we had at first imagined. There are no young men in Messina. 
We wondered if many had died in the war or were away fighting. There is a pressing need in many of the 
characters for life-enhancing banquets, dances, romance, humour and marriage, which seems resonant with 
times of warfare when death is so much more present, and life’s fragile mortality so much more tangible. 
Despite the obvious shadow of these needs in Don John’s isolation and divisiveness, many of the dilemmas 
faced by the characters are equally caused by the almost desperate rush for life and love.
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Love

Shakespeare depicts the many sides of love through the different characters. The romance of Hero and 
Claudio is very different to that of Beatrice and Benedick, and in many ways is a more ‘traditional’ depiction 
of love, whilst the playfulness of Beatrice and Benedicks represents aspects of a more childlike friendship. 
Beatrice and Benedick become more interesting in their relationship as we witness their challenging and 
bickering tactics. At the beginning of the play Beatrice says to Benedick, ‘I wonder that you will still be 
talking Signior Benedick, nobody marks you.’ He replies, ‘What my dear lady disdain! Are you yet living?’ 
Noticing their blossoming relationship the pair has to be tricked into realising their love for one another. 

At a compete contrast Claudio is more romantic in his love for Hero. As soon as he sees her he falls in love 
with her, telling Benedick, ‘In my eye she is the sweetest Lady I ever look’d on.’ In contrast to Benedick and 
Beatrice, Claudio is very poetic with his language as he is wooing Hero.

Lies and Deception

There is much deception throughout the play, predominantly led by Don John and his men. Claudio 
falls victim to Don John’s scheming when, for his own vengeance, he plots to stop the marriage and also 
happiness of Claudio and Hero. He achieves this by spreading rumours that Don Pedro is wooing Hero for 
himself and, when that fails, he manages to convince Claudio that Hero has cheated on him.

We also see deception used as a positive tool to influence good. Throughout the play we see Beatrice and 
Benedick’s playful relationship develop and, although they are both clear that neither would want to be 
married, the others see the spark between them and decide that for their own good and happiness they 
should trick them into falling for one another. They do this by tricking both Beatrice and Benedick into 
hearing them discussing their hidden love for each other. The plan works and they fall in love.

Much Ado About Nothing 
Themes 

Below from left: James 
Earl Jones and Vanessa 
Redgrave in rehearsal; 
Danny Lee Wynter in 
rehearsal 
Photos: Simon Annand
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Gender Roles

The gender roles in Much Ado About Nothing are easily defined and 
there are distinct differences in the roles that the male and female 
characters take on. This is seen in the way the men approach ‘wooing’ 
both Beatrice and Hero. Claudio is the first to make his love for Hero 
known as well as his intention to marry her; he does this by speaking 
first with Don Pedro and, secondly, her father Leonato. Although Hero 
states that she too loves him and is happy to marry him, we never 
see the two make the decision to marry together. It is governed by 
both Claudio and Leonato, with Leonato even setting the date for the 
wedding. Although Beatrice is fooled into loving Benedick, as he is also 
fooled, it could be said that it is a more equal start to the relationship as 
neither has the higher status.

Honour and Status

Honour and status as important elements are clear from the offset. As the 
men return from battle, questions are asked as to if the war went well and 
if they had lost many men, to which the messenger responds ‘but few of 
any sort and none of name’ suggesting that no men of a high rank were 
lost in the battle therefore making the battle a great success.

Most notable, however, is the reaction by not only Hero but also her 
father and Claudio when she is accused of cheating on Claudio. The 
suggestion that she has been unfaithful and lost her virginity was seen as an unbearable label to have. 
Before Claudio has even confirmed that the rumours are true, he states that he will cancel the wedding the 
very next day if it is found to be true. He also doesn’t give Hero a clear opportunity to defend herself and 
her innocence, preferring to go on the evidence of hearsay from the other men. Hero herself is wracked with 
embarrassment and shame which causes her to faint. Even her father says that if it is true then she would be 
better off dead than alive. The fact that people believe that the shock of the accusation is enough to kill her 
shows how important a ‘good name’ was in those times. 

Trickery and Mistaken Identity

Throughout the play, there are several cases of mistaken identity which in turn lead to comedic moments. 
Masks are used in several celebrations which causes much confusion amongst the guests. At the evening 
dance, Beatrice dances with Benedick but doesn’t realise that it is him and she therefore speaks about 
Benedick in an unkind way. However, one of the most pivotal moments in the play is when Claudio is 
tricked into thinking that a young man is wooing Hero when it is actually Borachio speaking to Margaret. 
This case of mistaken identity causes him to break off his engagement to Hero and leads to her supposed 
death. Trickery is finally used in the last act when Leonato suggests to Claudio that, as Hero is dead, Claudio 
should marry his niece. As the wedding takes place and Hero removes her mask, the truth is revealed and 
Claudio rejoices that he has his love once again. 

Charles Aitkin as Tom 
Junior and Owen Rowe as 
Boss Finlay. Photo: Manuel 
Harlan

Beth Cooke as Hero and 
Vanessa Redgrave as 
Beatrice.  
Photo: Simon Annand
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When you start rehearsing a play like Much Ado About 
Nothing, how long does it take for the language to click 
and for it to become natural?
Beth  I think it’s easy to understand the simple story and the 
journey of the character intellectually from the beginning. But 
the more you explore, the more you understand that emotional 
journey of that human being; of a soul. It’s a soul that you’re 
trying to grasp at. And that is an ongoing journey – it doesn’t 
stop.

Do you think it’s important that everyone has access to 
Shakespeare’s work?
Lloyd  His work is timeless. When I was at school, I didn’t 
like it because I didn’t think I’d be able to understand the 
language. And I thought it was just for ‘posh’ people who could 
talk in a certain way. And then I saw an amateur production 
of Titus Andronicus and I understood it. Even if I didn’t 
completely understand what I was hearing, I understood what 
was happening. It was a barrier that I’d put up in my brain. I 
think a lot of children in school can have that problem with 
Shakespeare.
Beth  They do. But he’s arguably the greatest writer that’s has 
ever written and those stories are accessible. He wouldn’t be 
the best writer in the English language if his plays weren’t for 
everyone.

Would you agree that the theatre should be open to 
everyone, regardless of age, class and background?
Beth  That’s the whole point of storytelling. Everyone has a 
story. Everyone needs to hear stories to help them make sense 
of their life. It’s nothing to do with where you’ve come from, or how much money you have. Theatre, when 
it’s at its best, should be an emotional experience – it shouldn’t be an intellectual experience. So it’s nothing 
to do with how many books you’ve read or what background you come from. Everyone has the ability to 
feel, so when we come out of the theatre we should feel something.
Lloyd  Hopefully, when you’re on the stage you’re representing the people that are watching you in some 
way. You can see moments of your own self in one or two of the characters. We’re all human beings, really, 
and it’s about identifying those qualities in each other.

How did you both start your careers? What drew you to acting as a profession?
Lloyd  I didn’t start until pretty late. I was on a film studies class and one of the girls was part of an 
improvisational group and I went along. That’s where it started; that was just playful acting with no scripts. 
That’s just one way of acting, and it wasn’t the purest way of improvising. It was more about who was the 
funniest, or who could keep the straightest face when you’re shouting at them. But I guess those were the 
foundations. Then I decided to go to drama school.

Was it very different going to drama school?
Lloyd  Oh yeah, completely different. I went there at the perfect time and I was ready to take it very 
seriously. I was blessed with having a really lovely class of people and two wonderful teachers who were like 
family to me at the time. So I don’t have any bad experiences from drama school. There was competitiveness 
but everyone was very different – you couldn’t say that one person might go for the same role as you. So it 
was a very organic class to learn from and appreciate what other people could do.

In conversation with  
Beth Cooke (Hero)  
& Lloyd Everitt (Claudio)

Beth Cooke as Hero and 
Lloyd Everitt as Claudio  
Photo: Simon Annand
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Was your experience of getting into acting different, Beth?
Beth  I’ve loved Shakespeare since I was a child. I used to condense the plays and make them my own little 
plays but with the same story. My dad has a really wonderful knowledge and understanding of Shakespeare, 
so it was a big thing for me. Then I went to drama school. I was always quite a daydreamer at school so 
there was something about drama school that didn’t quite click with me. I learnt lots of things, but I didn’t 
hold it as a gospel. I didn’t go ‘Oh, this is the answer!’. I’m constantly unsure about things, and I don’t think 
you can ever have the one answer to acting. It’s a very, very personal thing. But I did learn a lot about your 
voice, about your body and about how to penetrate someone.

When you’re part of a cast that includes such stage greats as Vanessa Redgrave and James Earl 
Jones, are you a little in awe of them?
Lloyd  It took me a good week to catch my breath. From the age of five I’ve watched James Earl Jones in 
films. I knew Vanessa Redgrave, but because I’d be round at my nan’s house watching movies I knew more 
of James Earl Jones. That voice: he’s in The Lion King, he’s Darth Vader! But you become normalised to it. 
At the end of the day, they’re amazing people who have achieved great things, but they’re people.  
They’re kind and they want to get to know you – and that relaxes you. 
Beth  They’re an absolute inspiration; as are everyone in the cast. But the statures that they have, the 
experience they bring and the age that they are: they are totally inspirational in the way they continue  
to search for stories and expression. And they’re not old, they’re so young at heart. I think that’s a thing 
with actors. 
Lloyd  It keeps your soul young.

Did the age of the cast have an impact on Mark Rylance’s production?
Lloyd  There’s a lot of older actors on the stage. But it split down the middle between young and old – it’s  
a really lovely blend of experience and people who are just starting out. 
Beth  We’re playing the young lovers and James and Vanessa are the older couple. They’re in the autumn 
of their life and we’re in the summer of ours. And it’s like a cycle of life with a baton being passed on. 
Within the play, I think that adds a real richness to the relationship between Beatrice and Hero and between 
Claudio and Benedick.

How have you found working with Mark Rylance (the director)?
Beth  Working with Mark Rylance has been such a wonderful experience. He doesn’t have a pre-conceived 
idea of what he wants the production to look like or how he wants you to express certain things. 
He enjoys the uncertainty, yet it seems to me that he has a clear idea of his own vision. He’s irreverent  
and he doesn’t conform to staging: sometimes that falls flat on its face; sometimes it’s incredible!
Lloyd  We’ve learnt so much from Mark. He’s a wonderful man and very much a ‘people person’.  
He’s an actor himself, which helps.

What is it that drives actors on, do you think?
Lloyd  As an actor, you’re always chasing moments. You’re always on the edge of your seat and I think  
the most successful actors never lose that; there’s always that feeling of ‘What’s next?’. 
Beth  You have to keep your appetite alive. Mark talks about appetites a lot.
Lloyd  You’ve got to find the pleasure in what you’re doing. As you get older that doesn’t change. James 
is 82 years old, but you see him grow every night. And that’s because he gets so much pleasure from what 
he’s doing.
Beth  He does. He loves it. I said to him the other day. ‘You know, James, you’re just an inspiration’ and  
he said, ‘No, you’re an inspiration!’. That’s it. It’s an exchange. And that’s what acting is really; an exchange. 
Lloyd  He’s a very funny guy, and Vanessa too. They’re very unique people.
Beth  Vanessa is just so profoundly loving. And so incredibly generous.

Is there a positive future ahead for British theatre?
Lloyd  I think there is. It’s amazing that so much theatre is being produced, at the level that it is, especially 
with the cuts to arts funding. This kind of sponsorship is really helping and it would be terrible if it were 
taken away. So we really need to maintain things like the Under 25s scheme and keep it going.
Beth  London is the heart of theatre in the world. It’s so important that we keep that alive for people –  
for the people that live in London and the people that visit London. I don’t think the theatre will ever die,  
I don’t think there’s a chance of that.
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