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Shakespeare’s Songbook Teacher Resource 
INTRODUCTION 
 
It is well established that Shakespeare employed music to great 
effect in his plays. Until recently it seemed that few songs in his 
plays had survived with original music; of about sixty song 
lyrics, only a handful have come down to us with musical 
settings. In 2004, musicologist Professor Ross W. Duffin 
published Shakespeare’s Songbook, the inspiration for the 
Toronto Consort’s concert program. Duffin has produced a 
collection of 155 songs--ballads and narratives, drinking songs, 
love songs, and rounds--that appear in, are quoted in, or 
alluded to in Shakespeare's plays.  
 
The Toronto Consort’s concert program presents Mad Tom 
(King Lear), O Mistress Mine (Twelfth Night), O poore soul sat 
singing (Othello), Hey ho for a husband (Much Ado about 
Nothing), Ah Robyn (Twelfth Night) and Full Fathom Five (The 
Tempest) among others, many of which are the result of 
Professor Duffin’s research. 
 
 
ABOUT THE TORONTO CONSORT 
 
The Toronto Consort is Canada's leading ensemble specializing in the music of the Middle Ages, 
Renaissance and Early Baroque — roughly 1200 to 1675. Founded in 1972, The Toronto Consort was 
one of the city’s first professional period music ensembles. Over the past four decades, the Toronto 
Consort has continued to expand listeners’ appreciation through inventive programming that 
breathes life into period music. The ensemble has become internationally recognized for its 
excellence in live and recorded period music, and has collaborated on a number of film and television 
projects including Atom Egoyan’s The Sweet Hereafter and three Showtime series, The Tudors, The 
Vikings and The Borgias. 
 
For more information:  
Ms Terry Raininger, Managing Director  
427 Bloor Street West, Toronto, ON M5S 1X7  
(416) 966-1045 | terry@TorontoConsort.org 
 
The Toronto Consort gratefully acknowledges the support of the Canada Council for the Arts, 
the Ontario Arts Council, and the Toronto Arts Council. 
 
Written by Alex Eddington 
©The Toronto Consort 2015 

William Shakespeare, Saunders Portrait 
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Activity: Fanfares  

(Grades 9-12 Music) 
 
Incidental Music is instrumental music that has been composed for a play. It can serve various 
purposes: to fill scene changes, as a background to a scene, or as music for a dance number.  In the 
past – such as during Shakespeare’s time – incidental music was performed live.  Today it might be live, 
recorded, or even made entirely of synthesized sounds. 
 
The following exercise asks students to create short pieces of incidental music. 
 
Any instruments or voices welcome!  No composition experience necessary!   
See what you can come up with through planning, improvisation and refining your ideas. 
 
1) Watch the following video: 
 
At the Stratford Shakespeare Festival in Ontario, the same trumpet and drum fanfare is played before 
every performance at the Festival Theatre (and at intermission too!) 
 
https://youtu.be/uWd-sTuBzvc 
 
Discuss: What purpose(s) do you think this fanfare serves? 
 
1) Fanfares can be used to encourage audience members to hurry back from the bathroom at the 

end of intermission. But Shakespeare also writes fanfares into his scripts when a queen or king 
enters, or as a call to war. 

  
Unfortunately, all the incidental music written for Shakespeare's plays has been lost. However, we 
know where there was supposed to be music (it's in the script), and we can guess what kind of music it 
would have been. 
 
Here’s another example: a fanfare and some dance music that composer William Walton wrote to 
introduce the beginning of Shakespeare’s Henry V: 
 
https://youtu.be/AOQozTk5Gj0?t=2m18s 
 
2) Using any instruments or voices, create short fanfares, 10-20 seconds for some or all of these 

moments in a Shakespeare play: 
 

-  The arrival of the royal family into a grand hall of a castle. 
-  On the battlefield in Henry V: to signal the start of fighting. 
-  For the funeral of Ophelia in Hamlet. 
-  A dance by Feste the fool (clown) in Twelfth Night. 

 

https://youtu.be/uWd-sTuBzvc
https://youtu.be/AOQozTk5Gj0?t=2m18s
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Activity: The Willow Song 
 
1) There are many places in Shakespeare's plays where characters sing lines from existing songs – 

popular songs that the audience at the time would have known very well.  
 
       This still happens today, in our mass media (film, television, advertising...) 
 

In groups of 3 or 4, discuss the following question: 
What examples can you think of where an existing popular song (i.e. one that people might already 

know) has been used in a recent movie, TV show, commercial, etc.?  This could be a theme song, 
something a character sings, or even just quoted lyrics. 
 

Share some of your examples with the entire class. 
 
2) As a class, discuss the reasons why the people who create this media might use existing songs. 

What might be the effect for the audience?  Do you think that the reasons for using songs in 
movies and TV today might be similar, or different, than Shakespeare's reasons? 

 
3) When a Shakespeare character sings, sometimes this is meant as a sign of their emotional 

disturbance. In Othello, Desdemona is wrongly accused of being unfaithful to her husband. In Act 
4, scene 3, her distress is evident when she sings the famous Willow Song (“The Poor Soul Sat 
Sighing”). 

 
Listen to the beginning of the original song, while following the lyrics: 
Meredith Hall (soprano) and Jacob Heringman (lute) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34QxnNvq3vs 

 
The poor soul sat sighing 
By a sycamore tree, 
Sing willow, willow, willow, 
Wth his hand in his bosom 
And his head upon his knee, 
Oh, willow, willow, willow, 
Shall be my garland. 
Sing all a green willow, 
Aye me, the green willow 
Must be my garland. 

 
4) In your groups, discuss the following questions: 

 
 a) What is the mood of this song? 

b) Based on the lyrics of the first verse, what might this song be about?  Point to some words or 
phrases that support your interpretation.  

 c) Why do you think the song makes such strong use of the image of a willow tree? 
 
 Share your thoughts with the class.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34QxnNvq3vs
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5) The Willow Song is about a young man who has been cruelly mistreated by the person he 

loves. And he will not get over it very easily. Look at the final verses in the original song: 
 
Let nobody chide her, 
Her scorns I approve. 
She was born to be false 
And I to die for love. 
Sing etc. 
 

Take this for my farewell 
And latest adieu; 
Write this on my tomb 
That in love I was true. 
Sing etc. 

This is a song about someone who is willing to die for 
unrequited love, rather than move on!  
 
 In Othello, Desdemona says that she learned the 
Willow Song from her former maid, who had been abandoned 
by her lover... and who died singing this song. Desdemona only sings a portion of the song, but the 
entire song (including the ending) would have been familiar to Shakespeare's audience. 
 
Now watch a video of a performance of this scene from Othello, the 1995 film starring Irène Jacob as 
Desdemona (note that the tune is different from the version of the original Willow Song we listened to 
a moment ago). 
 

https://youtu.be/4mlOCcp-a7s 
 
 With all this in mind, discuss the following question: 
 
  What are some reasons that Shakespeare might have chosen to have Desdemona sing 
the Willow Song in this scene, instead of simply talking about her emotional state? 
 

6) UPDATE THE WILLOW SONG! 
 
Working alone or in partners: Imagine you are a sound designer for a modern production of 
Shakespeare's play Othello.  The director has asked you to take the Willow Song out of the script for 
Act 4, scene 3 – and replace it with a song that today's audiences would find familiar.  
 
The song should still suit the mood of the scene, and the theme of being treated cruelly by a lover. 
 
What current or recent song can you find for Desdemona to sing?  And which lines from that song 
would you use? 
 
For help finding a song, search for titles or keywords on a lyrics website, such as www.songlyrics.com 
 
Once you have found a song, be prepared to explain your choice to the class. 

William Shakespeare, Chandos Portrait 

https://youtu.be/4mlOCcp-a7s
http://www.songlyrics.com/
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USEFUL LINKS 
 

 
William Shakespeare: facts and trivia 
 
http://www.nosweatshakespeare.com/resources/shakespeare-facts/ 
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/ 
 
Music in Shakespeare's Plays 
 
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/stage/staging/music.html 
http://www.britannica.com/topic/Music-in-Shakespeares-Plays-1369568 
 
 
Renaissance Music: 
 
GENERAL OVERVIEW 
http://rbsp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Renaissance-Music-Study-Guide.pdf 
 
INSTRUMENTAL  MUSIC 
http://wiki.youngcomposers.com/Music_of_the_Renaissance:_A_Study_Guide - Instrumental_music 
http://www.music.iastate.edu/antiqua/instrumt.html   (includes Medieval instruments) 
 
Videos of Elizabethan Instruments: 
 
LUTE 
John Dowland: “A Fancy” (performed by Julian Bream) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fiiLfzJcn6c 
 
VIOLS 
William Byrd: Fantasias (performed by the Concordia Viol Consort) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZW_866MxCrg 
 
RECORDERS 
Anonymous: Ricercar on “Bonny Sweet Robin” (performed by the Sekishi Recorder Quartet) 
https://youtu.be/mqJjeLcxQw0 
 
HARPSICHORD 
William Byrd: variations on “Will You Walk the Woods So Wild” (performed by Michael Maxwell Steer) 
https://youtu.be/SmcsA6D8a1E?list=PLEE6CE962CADDF6BD 
 

http://www.nosweatshakespeare.com/resources/shakespeare-facts/
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/stage/staging/music.html
http://www.britannica.com/topic/Music-in-Shakespeares-Plays-1369568
http://rbsp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Renaissance-Music-Study-Guide.pdf
http://wiki.youngcomposers.com/Music_of_the_Renaissance:_A_Study_Guide#Instrumental_music
http://www.music.iastate.edu/antiqua/instrumt.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fiiLfzJcn6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZW_866MxCrg
https://youtu.be/mqJjeLcxQw0
https://youtu.be/SmcsA6D8a1E?list=PLEE6CE962CADDF6BD


THE TORONTO CONSORT: Shakespeare’s Songbook Teacher Resource                             PAGE: 6 

Videos of songs in Shakespeare’s plays: 
 
The Poor Soul Sat Sighing (“The Willow Song”) (from Othello) - performed by Meredith Hall (soprano) 
and Jacob Heringman (lute) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34QxnNvq3vss 
 
William Cornysh: AH ROBYN (from Twelfth Night) – performed by Vox Luminis 
https://youtu.be/qdCUyZ6PeF0 
 
Thomas Morley: O MISTRESS MINE (from Twelfth Night) – performed by the Deller Consort  
https://youtu.be/zVSogD3IvS4 
 
Anon: GREENSLEEVES (Ballad) – performed by Duo Continuo Romania (Lute and Viola da Gamba) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKhy_zjGDfk 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

William Shakespeare, Droeshout Portrait 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34QxnNvq3vs
https://youtu.be/qdCUyZ6PeF0
https://youtu.be/zVSogD3IvS4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKhy_zjGDfk

