Concept Design with Shakespeare’s Macbeth
Claudia Zelevansky

Exercise: Concept Design

(This exercise is related to design slam, but its agenda is different: to get to the essence of the students’
imagined production-- and in getting to the essence of the production, to understand the world of the
play more deeply. While both exercises can accommodate different levels and learning styles, it is fair to
say that Design Slam is better for younger students and Concept work more easily suited to older ones.)

Here’s an example of working with Macbeth and concept exploration:

e Have the group read-through Act Il, sc ii together, the murder of Duncan.

® (Macbeth is in general a great play for design and concept, since it’s got a lot of mood, weather,
witches, etc!)

e Divide the group into smaller groups and ask each group to find THE FACTS of the scene, which
should include:

0 Imbedded stage directions (separate the ones specific to acting from the environmental
ones)

0 Imbedded props

o0 Indications of time of day, place, season, any sensory information

O You can include other basic facts if you think that’s useful, including characters names,
etc.

e Come back together and make a comprehensive list.

e Ask the group to identify words in the scene that feel the most operative, juicy, or essential to
the story of the scene. (Hint: could be words or phrases which are repeated, typically nouns or
verbs). Make a master list of those, and, if there are a lot, have the group vote it down to the
strongest 6.

® Ask the group to make a final list that uses their imaginations, filling in the phrases:

o If this scene were a smell, it would be
o If this scene were a sound, it would be
o If this scene were an image, it would be

® Ask the group to land on one or two key ideas from this final list and use that as the launch for
the scene (or play’s) concept. “This scene is going to be like a rotting peach in the sun”- non-
literal, but based on text! And ripe (pun intended) for imaginative work for directors, actors, and
designers.

e ADD ON: if you have the time and inclination, have the students divide into jobs (designers,
actors, directors, etc.) and stage the scene with this concept in mind. The primary question for
each of them would be “How does this choice support our conceptual vision?”
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Here is a page from the scene, as an example, with key words, images, and givens highlighted or
marked, including repeated phrases:

28

What hath quenched them hath given me fire. H did wake each other. I stood and heard them.
Peace! - i - s ‘(}l};;y did say thexr prayers, and addressed them 28
1, the fatal bellman, n to sleep. 5
Which gives the stern’st good-night. He is about it. Y ETH ere are two lodged together. EE
The doors are open; and the surfeited grooms % . >
Do mock their charge with snores. I have drugged th
possets,

That death and nature do contend about them
Whether they live or die.

MACBETH [Within] Who's there? ‘What, ho!
- LADY MACBETH
Alack, I am afraid they have awaked, :
And ’tis not done. Th’ attempt and not the dee
Confounds us. Hark! I laid their daggers ready;
He could not miss 'em. Had he not resembled
My father as he slept, I had done ’t.

Enter Macbeth, [bearing

My husband!
MACBETH ;
I have done the deed deed Dldst thou not he:
LADY MACBETH
I heard
Did not you speak?
MACBETH When?
LADY MACBETH Now.
MACBETH As I descended?
LADY MACBETH _Ay. :
MAcBETH Hark! Who lie |
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