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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Shakespeare: Poet, Playwright, Businessman 

 
Our revels now are ended: These our actors—, 

As I foretold you—, were all spirits and 
Are melted into air, into thin air; 

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, 
The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve 

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 
Leave not a rack behind: we are such stuff 
As dreams are made on, and our little life 

Is rounded with a sleep. — The Tempest, 4.1.148-158 
 

This monologue, from the last play Shakespeare likely wrote alone, is often interpreted as the playwright’s 
final farewell. Surprisingly, in it he dismisses his work as a baseless vision which shall dissolve and fade. We 
also know that he did not publish his plays and did not find his works important enough to mention in his 
will. The plays we enjoy today were written from memory by fellow actors and published after Shakespeare’s 
death. 
 
During his lifetime, Shakespeare was one of many playwrights competing for London audiences and wealthy 
patrons. While he was considered one of the best, his success was not measured by critical acclaim or by 
publication. His success was measured by box office receipts. Shakespeare wrote to make money and 
sometimes adapted and rewrote his own plays to better please his audiences. He was like a 16th century 
George Lucas, the creator of Star Wars. Both men emerged from the middle class to produce entertainment 
that was wildly popular with their contemporaries. The performances of their plays and movies, not the 
publishing of their scripts, brought them financial success. 
 
Shakespeare was born in the small town of Stratford-upon-Avon about 100 miles from London. The son of a 
glove-maker, he grew up watching his father work at his trade to support a large family. Shakespeare was the 
third of eight children. Financial stability meant the family could live well. He received an excellent education 
in Stratford, but as far as we know, he never attended college or traveled out of the country. Instead, he 
married young and eventually made his way to London as an actor and playwright. 
 
In London Shakespeare was a member of an acting company that often played before Queen Elizabeth I. 
During her reign, while Shakespeare was still in his twenties and thirties, he created his most popular 
comedies such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Twelfth Night. Hamlet was written between 1599 and 
1601, shortly before King James succeeded Elizabeth to the throne. During the reign of King James, 
Shakespeare’s best plays were his tragedies such as Macbeth and Othello. 
 
Shakespeare’s plays were often performed in the Globe Theatre of which he was a partial owner. This 
magnificent theater could hold several thousand people who either stood on the ground or sat in balconies  

CONTINUED 
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PRE-PLAY ACTIVITIES & RESOURCES 

 
surrounding the open courtyard. It was one of the spaces in London where all classes of people mingled. 
 
This probably inspired him to make his plays appeal to individuals from all levels of society. The more 
people attended his plays, the more financially secure he became. 
 
A prolific and popular playwright, Shakespeare wrote and produced some of the most remarkable plays 
the world has ever known. He enjoyed royal patronage and was both artistically and financially successful 
during his own lifetime because his productions appealed to people from all walks of life, not just upper 
class or literary types. We often forget that he was also a successful businessman and would likely be 
amazed to discover that his plays continue to be read, studied, and performed hundreds of years after his 
death. 

 

 

 

By Jill Tammen, Hudson High School, retired 

Shakespeare: Poet, Playwright, Businessman 

William Shakespeare, writing. Spanish School, 19th century. 
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Hamletology: Sources of Hamlet 
Origins of the Story, Primary Sources 

 
The sources of Hamlet, a tragedy by William Shakespeare believed to have been written between 1599 and 
1601, trace back as far as pre-13th century Icelandic tales. The generic "hero-as-fool" story is so old and is 
expressed in the literature of so many cultures that scholars have hypothesized that it may be Indo-European 
in origin. A Scandinavian version of the story of Hamlet, Amleth (“dull-witted”) or Amlóði (Norse for "mad," 
"not sane") was put into writing in the 12th century by Saxo Grammaticus around 1200 AD in the Gesta 
Danorum (from which Shakespeare borrowed). Similar accounts are found in the Icelandic Saga of Hrolf Kraki 
and the Roman legend of Brutus, both of which feature heroes who pretend to be insane in order to get 
revenge. A reasonably accurate version of Saxo's story was translated into French in 1570 by François de 
Belleforest in his Histoires Tragiques. Belleforest embellished Saxo's text substantially, almost doubling its 
length, and introduced the hero's melancholy. 

After this point, the ancestry of Shakespeare's version of Hamlet becomes more difficult to trace. Many 
literary scholars believe that Shakespeare's main source was an earlier play—now lost—known today as the 
Ur-Hamlet. Possibly written by Thomas Kyd, the Ur-Hamlet would have been in performance by 1589 and 
was seemingly the first to include a ghost in the story. Using the few comments available from theatre-
enthusiasts at the time, scholars have attempted to trace exactly where the Ur-Hamlet might have ended and 
the play popular today begins. A few scholars have suggested that the Ur-Hamlet is an early draft of 
Shakespeare's, rather than the work of Kyd. Regardless of the mysteries surrounding the Ur-Hamlet, though, 
several elements of the story changed. Unlike earlier versions, Shakespeare's Hamlet does not feature an 
omniscient narrator of events and Prince Hamlet does not appear to have a complete plan of action. The 
play's setting in Elsinore also differs from legendary versions. 

 

 
By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamlet
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proto-Indo-Europeans
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_de_Belleforest
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Hamletology: Quick Facts 

 
The play has been performed more than any other play in the world. 
 
It has been translated into more languages than any play in the world. 
 
There have been over 45 film versions (from Khoonka Knoon in India to The Tonga Hamlet in Ghana). 
 
“To be or not to be” is the most quoted line in literature. 
 
There have been myriads of Hamlets including a hippie Hamlet, a dwarf Hamlet, a fat Hamlet, a female 
Hamlet (one with a wooden leg—Sarah Bernhardt at age 55), and twins as Hamlet (to show his divided 
nature). Hamlet has also been played by actors of all ages, from a five-year-old (“Master Betty, the Infant 
Phenomenon of the Regency Period”) to an 80-year-old (Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson).   
 
In addition, it has been adapted into numerous genres including 26 ballets, six operas, and dozens of musical 
works including Rockabye Hamlet, a Broadway show which lasted seven performances. There have also been 
music hall Hamlets with titles such as: “Hamlet the Ravin’ Prince of Denmark!! Or the Baltic Swell!!! And the 
Diving Belle!!!! A Burlesque Extravanga in Three Acts,” “A Thin Slice of Ham-let,” “Hamlet the Hysterical: A 
Delirium in Five Spasms,” and “Hamlet: Not Such a Fool as He Looks” in which Ophelia calls Hamlet “Hammy 
dear” and Hamlet sings a burlesque tune: 
 
 ‘Tis now the very witching hour of the night 
 When Ghosts begin to toddle 
 I’ll keep my promise to the sprites 
 And punch my uncle’s noddle. 
 Oh, what a row in Denmark! Oh oh heigh ho! 
  
There has also been a G.I. Hamlet which toured the Pacific during World War II, and Richard Curtis’s 
“Skinhead Hamlet” which condenses the entire play into four pages and very few words, one of which is the 
most common four-letter expletive in the English language. Its program description begins: Shakespeare’s 
play translated into modern English: “Our hope was to achieve something like the effect of the New English 
Bible.” Here’s an example (Claudius’s response to the play-within-a-play): 
 
 1 Player: Full thirty times hath Phoebus’ cart. . . 
 Claudius: I’ll be f***ed if I watch any more of this crap. 
 
There have also been product namesakes such as Hamlet cigars, bicycles, laundromats, jewelry, games, paper 
dolls and beer. 
 
 
 

 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Plot Summary of PST’s Adaptation of Hamlet 

 
Act 1 
During the night watch, a ghost, resembling the late King Hamlet, appears for the third time to Barnardo, 
Marcellus, and Horatio. After the guards attempt to talk to the ghost, the ghost silently walks away as the day 
dawns. The next morning, King Claudius recounts to the court how he has married Queen Gertrude only two 
months after King Hamlet’s death. Laertes, son of Polonia, asks to return to France. Also, the King chastises 
Prince Hamlet for grieving the loss of his father. Finally the King and Queen request that Hamlet not return to 
study in Wittenburg but rather stay at home. After the King and Queen exit, Hamlet wonders how his mother 
could have married his uncle so soon after his father’s death. Moments later, Horatio, Marcellus, and 
Barnardo tell Hamlet about the ghost they saw and ask him to join them during the night watch. Meanwhile, 
before Laertes leaves for Paris, he warns his sister Ophelia that Hamlet’s love for her will not last. He believes 
that Hamlet’s obligation is to the crown and his country, and she will be hurt. Polonia, Ophelia and Laertes’ 
mother, forbids Ophelia to see Hamlet again. Ophelia agrees to obey. Later that evening, Hamlet sees the 
ghost of his father who claims that Claudius murdered him by putting poison in his ear. Before the ghost 
leaves, he asks Hamlet to avenge his death.  
 
Act 2 
Hamlet deliberately chooses to pretend he’s crazy to bide his time while he figures out how to avenge his 
father’s death. Polonia and Ophelia relate Hamlet’s strange behavior to Claudius and Gertrude, who wonder 
what has caused Hamlet’s recent apparent madness. Gertrude believes it is a result of her brief courtship and 
marriage to Claudius, while Polonia believes it is because Ophelia has spurned him. In an effort to understand 
the cause of Hamlet’s strange behavior, Claudius and Polonia hide while Ophelia meets with Hamlet. Hamlet 
continues to act oddly while he tells Ophelia that he both loved her but also did not love her, and he tells her 
to go to a nunnery. Overhearing this exchange, Claudius believes Hamlet to be a liability, so he plans to send 
him to England. The scene changes, and a distraught Hamlet questions if he should go on living or commit 
suicide. Soon after, a traveling acting troupe is at the castle, and Hamlet asks them to add a scene to their 
play that mimics King Hamlet’s murder. He hopes his uncle’s reaction to the scene will prove his guilt. 
 
Act 3 
Still trying to find out the reason for Hamlet’s madness, Polonia proposes that Gertrude should talk to Hamlet 
while Polonia eavesdrops. Before the acting troupe’s play begins, Hamlet asks Horatio to help him observe 
Claudius’ response to the scene to see if they can determine his guilt. During the play’s murder scene, 
Claudius quickly calls off the performance revealing his guilt to both Hamlet and Horatio. After the play, 
Hamlet spies Claudius on his knees confessing his sins. Hamlet realizes that at this moment he could easily kill 
Claudius, but he decides that now is not the time because Claudius, after praying, would be in a state of grace 
and would go to heaven. When Hamlet confronts his mother, he hears a noise from behind the curtain, 
assumes it is Claudius, and stabs the figure, only to find out it is Polonia. King Hamlet’s ghost then appears 
but is only visible to Hamlet, helping to cement Gertrude’s belief in Hamlet’s madness. Hamlet begs his 
mother not to go to bed with Claudius, agrees that he must go to England, and leaves, dragging Polonia’s 
body with him. 
 

 
 

CONTINUED 
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Act 4 
Gertrude relates the conversation she has had with Hamlet to Claudius, who calls Hamlet to him. Hamlet 
admits to killing Polonia and coldly tells Claudius to prepare himself for hell. Claudius banishes Hamlet to 
England and plans to have him murdered there. After Hamlet leaves, Horatio, Claudius, and Gertrude see 
Ophelia as they have not seen her before: singing nonsense. Claudius believes she is in this state because 
of her mother’s death and Hamlet’s absence. He asks Horatio to keep an eye on her. After hearing about 
his mother’s death, Laertes returns from France angry and vengeful. Claudius explains that he is not 
responsible for Polonia’s death, but vows that the person who is will pay. In letters to Horatio and 
Claudius, Hamlet writes that he is back in Denmark after having been captured by pirates. Laertes and 
Claudius make a plan to kill Hamlet. Laertes will challenge Hamlet to a duel where Laertes will have his 
sword tipped in poison. If he is unable to kill Hamlet with the sword, Claudius will offer a poisoned drink 
to Hamlet, all but guaranteeing it to look like an accidental death. As their plans take shape, Gertrude 
rushes in and tells them that Ophelia has drowned.  
 
Act 5 
Hamlet returns to Elsinore just as Ophelia’s funeral is taking place. He sees Laertes at Ophelia’s grave, 
attacks him, and then declares his undying love for Ophelia. Back at Elsinore, Osric, a young courtier, tells 
Hamlet of Laertes’ challenge. Hamlet accepts, and the duel begins. After several rounds, Gertrude 
unknowingly offers Hamlet the poisoned drink, and after he declines, she drinks it and dies. Laertes 
wounds Hamlet, who then stabs Laertes. Before Laertes dies, he acknowledges that it was Claudius’ idea 
for the duel. Hamlet then stabs Claudius with the poisoned sword. Hamlet drinks the rest of the poison, 
asks Horatio to recount his story for future generations, and dies.  
 

By Tanya Sponholz, Prescott High School 

Plot Summary 
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Character Guide 

By Kate Schilling, Mound Westonka High School 

 
ACTOR 1 - Hamlet 
 
Hamlet: The play’s protagonist and the Prince of Denmark. Hamlet struggles with how to avenge his father’s 
death and deal with his mother’s uncomfortably swift marriage to his uncle. Hamlet’s indecisive, paranoid, and 
moody nature impedes his ability to seek justice for his father.  
 
ACTOR 2 - Claudius 
 
Claudius: Hamlet’s uncle and newly-crowned King of Denmark. The story’s antagonist, Claudius unscrupulously 
pursues power.  
 
ACTOR 3 - Gertrude 
 
Gertrude: Hamlet’s conflicted mother. She cares deeply for Hamlet but privileges her new husband’s political 
pursuits over her loyalties as a parent.  
 
ACTOR 4 - Polonia / Priest 
 
Polonia: The king’s advisor and the mother of Ophelia and Laertes. Pompous, crafty, and pretentious, Polonia 
manipulates others to promote Claudius’ and her own schemes.  
 
ACTOR 5 – Ophelia / Osric / Gravedigger’s Friend 
 
Ophelia: Hamlet’s girlfriend and Polonia’s daughter. Torn between her duty to family and love for Hamlet, Ophelia 
suffers from the manipulations and political machinations of others. 
 
ACTOR 6 - Laertes / Francisco / Player 2 / Guard 1 
 
Laertes: Brother to Ophelia who sees himself as the defender of his family’s honor. Laertes’ resolute actions 
contrast with Hamlet’s tentative personality.  
 
ACTOR 7 - Horatio / Guard 3 
 
Horatio: Hamlet’s longtime loyal and upright friend.  
 
ACTOR 8 - Ghost 
 
Ghost: Hamlet’s father who appears as a ghost to spur the action of the play.  
 
ACTOR 9 - Barnardo / Ultima / Player 3 
 
ACTOR 10 – Marcellus / Player 1 / Guard 2 / Sailor / Messenger / Gravedigger 
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Character Chart 

 

By Kate Schilling, Mound Westonka High School 
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

The 45-Second Hamlet 

 
To the Teacher: This activity can be used with students who are or are not familiar with Shakespeare’s play. 
 
Objectives: 
 
• To acquaint (or re-acquaint) students with the main ideas, themes and issues dealt with in the play. 
• To give students the opportunity to physically interact with the text. 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Make ten copies of the script included here. Highlight each script according to the numbers, e.g. Actor #1’s 
script should have all their parts highlighted, Actor #2’s script should have only the lines highlighted 
belonging to #2, etc. 
 
2. Assign ten students to read the parts, assigning nine students to a number and one to read Hamlet’s lines. 
 
3. The students should stand in a circle. 
 
4. The goal will be to go through the entire script in 45 seconds or less. 
 
5. Appoint a timekeeper. 
 
6. Allow students to read the script around once to hear it before they begin to attempt to “beat the clock.”  
 
Rules: 
 
• No overlapping, i.e. a student can’t begin their line until the student speaking ahead is done. 
• The audience has to be able to understand the words. 
• If a student’s character dies, the student must fall onto the floor (carefully). 
 
 
Note: 
 
This can be done as a contest between teams of ten to see who can do it the fastest. If you have more than 
one class working with Hamlet, they can compete against each other. 
 
Follow-up: 
 
If students have studied the play, have them identify the speakers and discuss the relevance of the 
quotations to the plot and the themes. If they are new to the play, have them attempt to construct a plot and 
identify possible themes. 

CONTINUED 
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Actor 1 Who’s there? 
 
Hamlet Frailty, thy name is woman.  
 
Actor 2 This above all: to thine own self be true. 
 
Actor 3 He hath...made many tenders of his affection. 
 
Hamlet Be thou a spirit of health or a goblin damned? 
 
Actor 4 Something is rotten in the state of Denmark. 
 
Actor 5 Revenge [my] foul and most unnatural murder. 
 
Hamlet I...shall think meet to put an antic disposition on. 
 
Actor 5 Swear! 
 
Hamlet Oh cursed spite/That ever I was born to set it right. 
 
Actor 2 Your noble son is mad. 
 
Hamlet The play’s the thing/Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King. 
 
Hamlet To be or not to be. 
 
Actor 3 I was the more deceived. 
 
Hamlet Get thee to a nunnery. 
 
Hamlet How now? A rat! 
 
Actor 2 O, I am slain! (dies) 
 
Actor 6 Oh Hamlet, thou has cleft my heart in twain. 
 
Actor 3 Tomorrow is St. Valentine’s Day. (dies) 
 
Actor 7 I’ll anoint my sword. 
 

The 45 Second Hamlet 

CONTINUED 
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Hamlet Alas, poor Yorick.  
 
Actor 6 Sweets to the sweet. 
 
Actor 8 Give them the foils. 
 
Actor 6 The drink, the drink! I am poisoned. (dies) 
 
Actor 8 I am but hurt. (dies) 
 
Actor 7 Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet. (dies) 
 
Hamlet O, I die, Horatio. 
 
Actor 9 Good night, sweet prince. 
 
 
 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 

The 45 Second Hamlet 

David Tennant in the 2008 Royal Shakespeare Company production (L) and Laurence Olivier in the 1948 film version (R). 
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 Cross That Line, Hamlet! 

 
To the Teacher: This activity is specifically designed for students who have not had previous in-depth 
exposure to Shakespeare’s play, although any student can benefit from the content explored.  
 
Overview: This introduction gets students thinking about the issues in the play in ways that relate to 
their own lives and values, accessing prior knowledge of the themes and issues they will be seeing in 
the production. It asks students to voice opinions and move around the room to depict those opinions 
physically.  
 
Procedure: 
1. Unroll a big piece of tape (e.g. duct tape) across the floor, so you divide the classroom into two 
equal spaces. Move all desks to the edges of the room. Identify the sides of the line as “Agree” and 
“Disagree.” 
 
2. Tell the class that today you’re going to play a “game” called “Cross that Line.” You will read a 
statement, and the students will need to choose to stand on one side of the line depending on 
whether they agree or disagree with the statement. After each statement, ask two or three students 
on each side why they have chosen to stand where they are. You may choose to let students stand on 
the line if they are undecided. 
 
3. Ask students to react to the following statements in the course of the game. Have those who agree 
with the statement stand on one side of the line and those who disagree on the other. 
 
-It is always important to have a good relationship with your parents. 
-Breaking up with a boyfriend or girlfriend is difficult. 
-Adultery is always wrong. 
-After one’s spouse dies, one should wait at least a year to remarry. 
-Ghosts are real. 
-Females suffer more from relationship losses than males do. 
-Revenge is appropriate when one has been wronged. 
-Males value “doing the right thing” for another male over valuing their girlfriends. 
-Murder is always wrong. 
-There is such a thing as a “perfect” family. 
-You can’t ever trust people in power. 
-There is no way to know if a person is truly “crazy.” 
 
4. After sharing opinions on these statements, have students return to their desks. Tell them that all of 
these issues appear in Hamlet. Tell them that you might play the game again once they’ve finished 
seeing the production to determine whether their opinions have changed. 
 
 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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Verse and Prose 
The Heartbeat of Shakespeare’s Writing 

 
Objectives: 
 To recognize the differences between verse and prose in Shakespeare’s plays. 
 To define the terms iambic pentameter, blank verse, and rhyming couplet. 
 
Like Shakespeare’s other plays, Hamlet is written in both verse (poetry) and prose (ordinary language). 
While prose is typically easier to comprehend – after all, it’s written like we talk – verse can be more 
challenging. Verse is written using a metrical structure, which is a rhythmic pattern of stressed and 
unstressed syllables. The metrical structure favored by Shakespeare is called iambic pentameter. An 
iamb is a metrical foot comprised of one short (unstressed) syllable followed by one long (stressed) 
syllable. Pentameter refers to the instance when one line of verse has five metrical feet (remember, 
the prefix “penta-” means five). Bringing it all together, when one line of verse is made up of five 
iambs, we call that iambic pentameter. 
 
This pattern of unstressed and stressed syllables results in the poetic rhythm we come to expect in 
Shakespeare. If it feels like Shakespeare’s words are brought to life by their poetic verse, that’s 
because the life-giving force of iambic pentameter is familiar to us; it’s the rhythm of our heartbeat: 
Short, Stressed; Short, Stressed; Short, Stressed; Short, Stressed; Short, Stressed. 
 
Note to the Teacher: The following exercises can be printed together or separately as handouts for the 
students. 
 
Exercise 1: 
Place your hand over your heart and beat out the following phrases by tapping your chest on the bold 
words: 

1. I am, I am, I am, I am, I am 
2. I am so glad to see you here today 
3. The glowworm shows the morning to be near (1.5.89) 
4. For who would bear the whips and scorns of time (3.1.71) 
5. ’Tis now the very witching time of night 
    When churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes out (3.2.350-351) 
 

When it comes to labeling verse, we mark unstressed syllables with a (u) and stressed syllables with a 
(/). For example: 
 
 u      /       u       /      u      /         u       /        u     / 
To sleep, perchance to dream – ay, there’s the rub, 
 
  u    /   u       /     u      /        u         /        u       / 
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come (3.1.66-67) 
 

CONTINUED 
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Exercise 2: 
Label the rhythm of the verse below, using (u) to indicate unstressed syllables and (/) to indicate stressed 
syllables. 
 
If Hamlet give the first or second hit 

Or quit in answer of the third exchange 

The king shall drink to Hamlet’s better breath, 

And in the cup an union shall he throw (5.2.255-259) 

 
Typically, the verse in Hamlet does not rhyme. This is called blank verse. The lines in Exercise 2 are a clear 
example of blank verse; there is a regular rhythmic pattern (iambic pentameter) but the ends of the lines do 
not rhyme (blank verse). Occasionally, Shakespeare will use rhyming couplets, pairs of lines that do rhyme. 
In Hamlet, these are often used at the end of scenes, indicating to the audience, actors, and crew that the 
scene has concluded. For example: 
 
My words fly up, my thoughts remain below. 
Words without thoughts never to heaven go. (3.3.97-98) 
 
Some characters in Hamlet speak in prose, that is to say, common language without a metrical structure. 
Typically servants and those in the lower classes speak prose in Shakespeare’s plays. Prose may also be 
used to indicate that a character has gone mad; a character may initially speak in verse, which is regulated 
and logical, but switch to prose, which is less controlled, as they descend into madness. 
 
 
Exercise 3: 
1. Look at each character in Hamlet. Who uses verse? Who uses prose? Who switches back and forth?
Determine what the characters’ use of verse or prose tells us about them and hypothesize what prompts a 
character who alternates between the two forms to do so. 
 
2. Trace Hamlet’s use of verse and prose throughout the play. When does he use each and what does it 
show about his mental state? 
 
 
Extension Exercises: 
1. Translate Hamlet’s famed “To be, or not to be” soliloquy (3.1.56-89) from verse to prose. How does your 
resulting variation alter the meaning of Hamlet’s original message? 
 
2. Write a persuasive argument on any topic using both iambic pentameter and blank verse. 

By Craig Zimanske, Forest Lake Area High School 

Verse and Prose 
The Heartbeat of Shakespeare’s Writing 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 18 

PRE-PLAY ACTIVITIES & RESOURCES 

 Pantomime Reading: Act One 

 
Objectives: 
 To familiarize students with the plot of Act One as presented in the adaptation. (This will be 

especially helpful for students who will not be studying Shakespeare’s play before seeing the 
production.) 

 To give students the opportunity to practice performing in front of their classmates in pantomime 
style. 

 
Procedure: 

Option One: Divide students into groups by scene.  
 • Scene 1:  5 actors + narrator 
 • Scene 2:  11 actors + narrator 
 • Scene 3:  3 actors + narrator 
 • Scene 4:  5 actors + narrator 
 • (Note: Scenes 1 and 3 are shorter than 2 and 4. The teacher might want to combine scenes 1 
 and 2, 3 and 4, and break the students into two groups instead of four.) 
 

Option Two: Assign the acting parts and select one student in each group to be the narrator.  This 
student will read aloud the events on the card as the rest of the students create a pantomime 
of the events (actions without words or sounds). Ensure that the narrator reads slowly to allow 
the actors sufficient time to present their pantomime. (Note: It will be helpful if each role is 
given an appropriate prop or piece of costuming that will help the audience to identify the 
character the student is playing.) 

 
3. Give each performance group a Pantomime Scene card. 

 
4. Allow each group time to practice. 

 
5. Have each group perform their pantomime in the correct sequence of the act. 

 
6. Process the performance: 

• What were the challenges of acting without speaking? 
• Did the students end up with a clear understanding of Act One’s plot? 
• If students haven’t studied Shakespeare’s play, what do they think is going to happen? 
• Is Hamlet going to be successful in avenging his father’s death? How do they think he is going 

to proceed? 
 

 

 

CONTINUED 
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Scene #1: Night at the ramparts of the castle of the king of Denmark. (Horatio, Marcellus, 
Barnardo—friends of Prince Hamlet; The Ghost of Prince Hamlet’s dead father; a Rooster) 
 
BARNARDO alone on watch duty. He’s cold. Shivers. Rubs his hands together. Enter 
HORATIO and MARCELLUS. The three “high five” each other. THE GHOST appears and 
walks across the stage. All three are astonished. HORATIO tries to speak to THE GHOST but 
THE GHOST stalks away. The three friends shrug their shoulders and look concerned and 
worried. THE GHOST reappears. HORATIO begs THE GHOST to speak. THE GHOST stops but 
hears THE ROOSTER crow and exits. The three friends leave together talking and shaking 
their heads in disbelief. 
 
 
 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Scene #2: Inside the palace. (King Claudius, Queen Gertrude, Polonia, Laertes, Ophelia, 2 
courtiers [representing the entire court], Hamlet, Horatio, Marcellus, Barnardo) 
 
Enter the new king CLAUDIUS and his new wife, queen GERTRUDE, arm in arm, followed by 
POLONIA, LAERTES, OPHELIA, THE 2 COURTIERS, and HAMLET (who stands off to the side 
looking sad). CLAUDIUS points at GERTRUDE and she waves her left hand (indicating a new 
wedding ring) at the members of the court.  Everyone applauds and looks happy. 
GERTRUDE searches the room with her eyes and whispers something to CLAUDIUS who 
frowns at her and puts his finger to his lips. GERTRUDE motions to HAMLET to come to her. 
She asks him why he is so gloomy. He takes her left hand, looks at it, drops it, and shakes 
his head sadly. CLAUDIUS tries to hug HAMLET but HAMLET backs away. All leave except 
HAMLET. Enter HORATIO, MARCELLUS, and BARNARDO, very excited. BARNARDO 
pantomimes THE GHOST walking across the stage. MARCELLUS pantomimes the rooster 
crowing. BARNARDO pantomimes THE GHOST walking away. HAMLET gets very excited. All 
four men look at their watches and shake their heads in agreement.  BARNARDO, 
MARCELLUS and HORATIO leave, waving to HAMLET. HAMLET claps his hands together in 
excitement, looks at his watch, and exits. 

Pantomime Scene Cards 

CONTINUED 
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Scene #3: A room in the castle. (Polonia, her son Laertes and daughter Ophelia)  
 
LAERTES and OPHELIA enter. LAERTES is excited. OPHELIA is sad. LAERTES shakes his finger 
at OPHELIA, apparently giving her some brotherly advice. OPHELIA nods in assent.  
POLONIA enters and shakes her finger at LAERTES, apparently giving him some motherly 
advice. LAERTES hugs his mother and sister, waves good-bye to them, and leaves. OPHELIA 
and POLONIA wave back. POLONIA shakes her finger at OPHELIA, apparently giving her 
some motherly advice. OPHELIA nods in assent. They leave together arm in arm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Scene #4: The castle ramparts at night. (Hamlet, Horatio, Marcellus, Rooster, and the Ghost 
of Hamlet’s father) 
 
HAMLET, HORATIO, and MARCELLUS enter shivering, hugging their coats about them and 
rubbing their hands together. (It’s cold!) THE GHOST enters and HAMLET is astonished. He 
tries to talk to THE GHOST who beckons HAMLET to follow it. HORATIO and MARCELLUS try 
to stop HAMLET from following but HAMLET insists. HAMLET and THE GHOST exit. 
HORATIO and MARCELLUS follow on tip-toe. (Stage is empty.) HAMLET and THE GHOST re-
enter. THE GHOST tells HAMLET he was murdered and wants HAMLET to avenge his death. 
He instructs HAMLET to lie down as he had done, taking a nap in his orchard on the day of 
his death. HAMLET lies down. THE GHOST then acts the part of his brother, Claudius, to 
show HAMLET how the murder was done. Acting as Claudius, THE GHOST sneaks up on 
HAMLET and pretends to pour poison into his ear. HAMLET, pretending to be his father, 
gasps and “dies.” THE GHOST looks at the sky. (Dawn is breaking.) THE ROOSTER crows and 
THE GHOST stalks away. HAMLET draws his sword and vows to avenge his father’s death. 
HORATIO and MARCELLUS re-enter and HAMLET makes them promise not to tell anyone 
what they saw. They shake hands in agreement. THE GHOST peeks his head back in and 
mouths, “Swear!” All exeunt. 
 

Pantomime Scene Cards 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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Annotated Filmography 

 
The purpose of this list is to support comparing and contrasting different interpretations of Hamlet. Showing 
excerpts from different productions provides insight that students miss when they see only one version of 
the play. Some of the videos are more graphic and adult than others; be sure to preview any film you use in 
the classroom. 
 
Film Interpretations 
Hamlet. Dir. Sir Lawrence Olivier. The Criterion Collection, 1947. Lawrence Olivier as Hamlet 
 This black and white film holds up despite its age. It won four Academy Awards. The style of acting 

seems exaggerated to modern viewers, but this production is still worthwhile viewing. 
 
Hamlet. Dir. John Gielgud. Image Entertainment, 1964. Richard Burton as Hamlet                       
 In this version the actors are dressed for a rehearsal of a stage play, lending a contemporary element 

to the medieval story. It is filmed on a stage with no scenery or props, making Shakespeare’s 
language the primary focus. This is Burton at his best.  

 
Hamlet. Dir. Franco Zeffierlli. Warner Brothers, 1990. Mel Gibson as Hamlet                              
 This seriously edited version of the play is enhanced by its setting: the perfect dank castle. Purists 

dislike the liberties taken with the text (such as omitting major characters and rearranging scenes), 
but the effect is to cut to the key elements of the play. This is not a subtle version, but it is well done. 

 
Hamlet. Dir. Kenneth Branagh, Warner Brothers, 1996. Kenneth Branagh as Hamlet               

The play is uncut in this version and is over four hours. Branagh sets his film in a 20th Century 
Denmark with an all-star cast, many of whom do not even attempt a British or Shakespearean accent. 
Some viewers find this to be the perfect film version of the play, but its ponderous length may be too 
much for some students. 

 
Hamlet. Dir. Gregory Doran. BBC Home Entertainment. 2009. David Tennant as Hamlet          
 This version of the play uses a contemporary setting complete with closed-circuit cameras for spying 

in the castle. The director emphasizes surveillance in order to heighten Hamlet’s paranoia. Tennant’s 
Hamlet is heartbreaking and riveting. 

 
National Theatre Live: Hamlet. Dir. Lyndsey Turner. National Theatre Live. 2015. Benedict Cumberbatch as 

Hamlet    
 This video of the recent British National Theatre stage production is extremely physical. Cumberbatch 

is universally acclaimed, but some viewers criticize the play’s editing, the indeterminate setting, and 
weak supporting actors. Cumberbatch brings intensity to the part and will certainly help students see 
the timelessness of the play.  

 
 

CONTINUED 
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By Jill Tammen, Hudson High School, retired 

 
Curriculum Supplements 
 
Five Hamlet “To be or not to be” Soliloquies. Ed. Maddy Ritter. YouTube, 2012. https://youtu.be/RCJ4hKJvgJw 
 This 16 minute compilation presents each actor’s soliloquy (from Olivier to Tennant) in its entirety, 

including screen prompts and questions. These prompts may be either helpful discussion prompts or 
a distraction from the scenes. Preview the compilation to see if they will work for you and your 
students. 

 
Hamlet – The Life of Ophelia in 4 Different Film Versions. Ed. Maxwell Partain. YouTube, 2013. 
 https://youtu.be/GC5lmDDs4ZQ 
 This 13 minute video shows four different Ophelias. Using quick cuts from one film to another, the 

scenes highlight Ophelia’s dilemma, torment, and madness as her character develops. The cuts from 
one actress to another take some adjustment, but show the range of interpretations possible in the 
role. The compilation also highlights different nuances of character emphasized by different directors. 

 
Last Action Hero Best Scenes – Hamlet Parody. YouTube, 2013. https://youtu.be/RGDzD42XURo 
 Students will love this one-minute parody of Hamlet’s indecisiveness by Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
 
Shakespeare Uncovered: S1 EP5 Hamlet with David Tennant. Eds. Darren Peister and Mark Sutton. Blakeway 

Productions. PBS, 2013.  
 Available at http://www.pbs.org/video/2333221759 or for purchase at Amazon.com 
 In this 53-minute show, Tennant explores the timeless appeal of Hamlet. It is beautifully filmed at 

sites like the Globe Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, and a graveyard. The production provides historic 
background of the play and playwright, short clips from various productions, and interviews with 
different actors who have performed the role of Hamlet. Tennant encourages viewers to consider the 
major questions and challenges of the play. This is an outstanding introduction to the study of 
Hamlet. 

 
The Three Minute Hamlet. Performed by Seamus Kennedy. CD Baby. YouTube, 2015. https://youtu.be/

qsZvR4nkl3A?t=19s (start at 0:19) 
 Almost anyone who knows Hamlet can enjoy this song written by Adam McNaughton, a Scottish 

schoolteacher. He summarizes the plot and characters humorously and irreverently using delightfully 
unexpected rhymes.  

 A copy of the lyrics can be found at:  
 http://www-cs.canisius.edu/~salley/SCA/Bardbook/three.hamlet.html 
  
 
A Final Media Idea 
Assign students their own video search for Hamlet or for one of the key characters in the play. Have them 
submit their favorite discoveries and play some of them in class. 

Annotated Filmography, continued 

https://youtu.be/RCJ4hKJvgJw
https://youtu.be/GC5lmDDs4ZQ
https://youtu.be/RGDzD42XURo
http://www.pbs.org/video/2333221759
https://youtu.be/qsZvR4nkl3A?t=19s
https://youtu.be/qsZvR4nkl3A?t=19s
http://www-cs.canisius.edu/~salley/SCA/Bardbook/three.hamlet.html
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Scene Comparison Activity 

 
The production of Hamlet at Park Square Theatre is an adaptation of William Shakespeare’s play, which 
means that parts of the original have been omitted. The following is the first part of Act 5 Scene 1 in the ad-
aptation by Joel Sass. After reading the full scene in the original and this adaptation, answer the questions 
found after the scene.  
 

Act 5 Scene 1 
Gravedigger. 
Is she to be buried in Christian burial when she willfully seeks her own salvation? 
 

Friend. 
I tell thee she is. The crowner hath sat on her, and finds it Christian burial. 
 

Gravedigger. 
How can that be unless she drowned herself in her own defense? 
 

Friend. 
Why, ‘tis found so. 
 

Gravedigger. 
It must be offendendo. It cannot be else. For here lies the point: if I drown myself wittingly, it argues an act, 
and an act hath three branches--it is to act, to do, and to perform. Argal, she drowned herself wittingly. 
 

Friend. 
Nay, but hear you, goodman delver. 
 

Gravedigger. 
Give me leave. Here lies the water; good. Here stands the man, good. If the man go to this water and drown 
himself, it is, willy--nilly he, he goes. But if the water come to him and drown him, he drowns not himself. 
Argal, he that is not guilty of his own death shortens not his own life. Come my spade. Go get thee in and 
fetch me a stoup of liquor.  
[Exit Friend.] 
 

[Enter Hamlet and Horatio.] 
 

Gravedigger. 
[Digs and sings.] 
In my youth when I did love, did love, 
Methought it was very sweet  

To contract O the time for my behove, 
CONTINUED 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 24 

CLASSROOM STUDY & POST-PLAY ACTIVITES 

 
O, methought there a was nothing a meet. 
But age, with his stealing steps,  
Hath claw’d me in his clutch 
And hath shipp’d me into the land 
As if I had never been such. 
[Throws up a skull.] 
A pickaxe and a spade, a spade, 
For and a shrouding sheet; 
O, a pit of clay for to be made 
For such a guest is meet. 
[Throws up another skull.] 
 

Hamlet. 
That skull had a tongue in it, and could sing once. How the knave jowls it to the ground, as if ‘twere Cain’s 
jawbone, that did the first murder. This might be the pate of a politician. Or of a courtier, which would say, 
“Good morrow, sweet lord,” might it not? 
 

Horatio. 
It might, my lord. 
 

Hamlet. 
Whose grave’s this, sir? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Mine, sir. [sings] O, pit of clay to be made-- 
 

Hamlet. 
I think it be thine indeed, for thou liest in’t. 
 

Gravedigger. 
You lie out on’t, sir, and therefore ‘tis not yours. For my part,  
I do not lie in’t, yet it is mine. 
 

Hamlet. 
Thou dost lie in’t, to be in’t and say it is thine. ‘Tis for the dead, not for the quick.  
Therefore thou liest. 
 

Gravedigger. 
‘Tis a quick lie, sir, ‘t will away again from me to you. 
 

Scene Comparison Activity 

CONTINUED 
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Hamlet. 
What man dost thou dig it for?  
 

Gravedigger. 
For no man, sir. 
 

Hamlet. 
What woman then? 
 

Gravedigger. 
For none neither. 
 

Hamlet. 
Who is to be buried in’t? 
 

Gravedigger. 
One that was a woman, sir, but rest her soul she’s dead. 
 

Hamlet. 
How long hast thou been a grave-maker? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Of all the days i’ the year, I came to’t that day that our last King Hamlet overcame Fortinbras. 
 

Hamlet. 
How long is that since? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Cannot you tell that? Every fool can tell that. It was the very day that young Hamlet was born--he that is mad 
and sent into England. 
 

Hamlet. 
Ay, marry. Why was he sent into England? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Why, because he was mad. He shall recover his wits there. Or if he do not, it’s no great matter there. 
 
Hamlet. 
Why? 

Scene Comparison Activity 

CONTINUED 
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Gravedigger. 
‘Twill not be seen in him there. There the men are as mad as he. 
 

Hamlet. 
How came he mad? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Very strangely, they say. 
 

Hamlet. 
How strangely? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Faith, e’en with losing his wits. 
 

Hamlet. 
Upon what ground? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Why, here in Denmark. 
 

Hamlet. 
How long will a man lie i’ the earth ere he rot? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Faith, if he be rotten before he die, he will last you some eight year or nine year--a tanner will last you nine 
year.  
 

Hamlet. 
Why he more than another? 
 

Gravedigger. 
Why, sir, his hide is so tann’d with his trade that he will keep out water a great while. And your water is a 
sore decayer of your whoreson dead body. Here’s a skull now. This skull hath lain in the earth three-and-
twenty years. 
 

Hamlet. 
Whose was it? 
 

Scene Comparison Activity 

CONTINUED 
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Gravedigger.  
A whoreson mad fellow’s it was. Whose do you think it was? 
 

Hamlet. 
Nay, I know not. 
 

Gravedigger. 
A pestilence on him for a mad rogue! ‘A pour’d a flagon of  
Rhenish on my head once. This same skull, sir, was Yorick’s 
Skull, the king’s jester. 
 

Hamlet.  
[Takes the skull.] 
Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio. A fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. He hath borne me on 
his back a thousand times. Here hung those lips that I have kiss’d I know not how oft. Where be your gibes 
now? Your gambols, your songs, your flashes of merriment that were wont to set the table on a roar? Not 
one now to mock your own grinning. Quite chap-fallen. Now get you to my lady’s chamber, and tell her, let 
her paint an inch thick, to this favor she must come. Make her laugh at that. But soft. Here comes the king.  
 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Discussion Questions: 
1. What did the term “clown” mean in Elizabethan England? What does the term mean today? Why might 
Joel Sass, the director and adaptor, have chosen to name the characters Gravedigger and Friend instead of 
First Clown and Second Clown? What does calling them clowns do for your interpretation of the play? 
 
2. What parts of this scene were left out? Why?  
 
3. Why do you think Sass chose to leave this scene in the play?  
 
4. If you were to make your own adaptation of the original play, what scenes would you edit like this one? 
Which scenes from the original play would you choose to omit?  
 

Scene Comparison Activity 

By Tanya Sponholz, Prescott High School 
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Hamlet Soliloquies: Two Debating Voices 

 
To the Teacher: Students will analyze soliloquies looking for the arguments Hamlet has with himself. 
Students will rescript a soliloquy as a debate, perform it as a choral reading, and follow up with a reflection 
on how it demonstrates Hamlet’s state of mind. This lesson requires 2-3 class sessions and space for students 
to work in small groups.  
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Divide students into five groups.  
 
2. Assign to each group one of the following soliloquies:  
 

“O, that this too too sullied flesh” (1.2.133-164) 
“O, what a rogue and peasant slave” (2.2.576-634) 
“To be or not to be” (3.1.56-89) 
“Now might I do it pat” (3.3.74-97) 
“I have of late—but wherefore I know not—lost all my mirth” (2.2.296-311) *This selection is a 

monologue, not a soliloquy. 
 

2. Have students work in their groups to convert the soliloquy to a script of two debating voices. Encourage 
students to analyze the soliloquy as though Hamlet is talking with two distinct sides of himself.  

Example. Reader 1: “To be or not to be—that is the question.” 
  Reader 2: “Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous 

                  fortune” 
 
3. At the beginning of the next class session, select two students from one group to stand, face each other, 
and read their script aloud. Encourage a spirited, exaggerated reading.  
 
4. Have students divide their groups in half. Have each half group practice one voice of their script. Instruct 
them to experiment with pitch, volume, tone, and inflection to convey the meaning of the words. The 
students should work together to create one voice for their “side” of Hamlet’s argument. (Variations on this 
activity might include several smaller groups doing choral readings of different scripts, or many paired 
students as in step 3.) 
 
5. Have groups perform their readings in front of the class and share how their readings reveal Hamlet’s state 
of mind. Discuss how separating his “voices” helps readers understand the soliloquy. Have students explain 
what his inner argument(s) are and whether he resolves them.  
 
Alternatively, students could record their readings on their devices and play their recordings back to their 
group members or to the class. This might be an appropriate accommodation for students who struggle with 
reading in front of their peers. 

By Kate Schilling, Mound Westonka High School 
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Looking Through the Feminist Lens 

 
To the Teacher: To really dig deeply into Hamlet, we can look at it through different critical lenses. One such 
lens is the Feminist/Gender lens. Read the following description of what Feminist criticism is and then 
answer the questions about Hamlet using the lens.  
 

Feminist/Gender Lens: 
Feminist literary criticism helps us look at literature in a different light. . . . Like feminism itself, 
feminist literary theory asks us to consider the relationships between men and women and 
their relative roles in society. Much feminist literary theory reminds us that the relationship 
between men and women in society is often unequal and reflects a particular patriarchal 
ideology. Those unequal relationships may appear in various ways in the production of 
literature and within literary texts. Feminist theorists invite us to pay particular attention to 
the patterns of thought, behavior, values, and power in those relationships. 

 

Appleman, Deborah. Critical Encounters in High School English. New York: Teachers College, 2009. Print.  
 

Discussion Questions: 
1. Consider Gertrude. What kind of power does she have in her relationship with Claudius? With Hamlet? 
What kinds of power does she lack?  
 
2. Consider Ophelia. What kind of power does she have in her relationship with Hamlet? With Laertes? What 
kinds of power does she lack? 
 
3. Traditionally, there are only two females in Hamlet: Ophelia and Gertrude. What does changing Polonius 
to a female do for the play? How does that change the relationship between Ophelia and her parent? 
 
4. What roles do the three females play (e.g. victim, femme fatale, caregiver)?  
 
5. Consider Gertrude’s choices. Did Gertrude marry Claudius to protect herself? What might have been the 
consequence had Gertrude not married Claudius?  
 
6. Consider Ophelia’s choices. What might have been the consequence had Ophelia not stayed away from 
Hamlet?  
 

 

By Tanya Sponholz, Prescott High School 
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The Four Humours in Elizabethan Medicine 

 
Objectives: 
• To become familiar with the belief in bodily humours in Elizabethan medicine. 
• To recognize references to the humours in Hamlet. 
• To diagnose characters as being choleric, sanguine, phlegmatic, or melancholic. 
 
In Shakespeare’s time, people believed that there were four humours in the human body. These humours 
were natural body fluids that corresponded to the four elements and had distinct qualities. If the humours 
were in balance, a person was completely healthy. An imbalance of the humours, however, resulted in 
illness, made evident by particular behaviors or emotions. The table below delineates the traits of each 
humour. 
 

 
 
If a person was ill, doctors would bleed them to restore balance as blood was considered to have 
preeminence over the other humours. When a piece of drama involved people with extreme emotions, 
indicative of an imbalance of the humours, it was called a “comedy of humours.” 
 
Task: Diagnose three characters in Hamlet as having an excess of one of the four humours. Provide two 
pieces of textual evidence (quotation and citation) to support your diagnosis. 
 

Humour Element Quality Temperament 

Choler (Yellow Bile) Fire Hot and Dry Choleric (Moody, Aggressive) 

Blood Air Hot and Moist Sanguine (Jolly, Lusty) 

Phlegm Water Cold and Moist Phlegmatic (Sluggish, Apathetic) 

Melancholy (Black Bile) Earth Cold and Dry Melancholic (Depressed, Lovesick) 

By Craig Zimanske, Forest Lake Area High School 
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Post-Play Writing Assignment 
“Ghosts”: Hamlet’s and Our Own 

 
During the Renaissance, spiritualism was a hot topic. James I, England’s king, even wrote a book on 
demonology, and witch hunts were common throughout the continent. Everyone seemed to believe in 
ghosts. European Catholics believed that ghosts were souls escaped from Purgatory. Others thought they 
were the visions of a demented brain. Shakespeare’s audience, who were (by decree) Protestant and thus 
did not believe in Purgatory, thought that ghosts were either good angels whose duty was to guide or 
protect, or devils who assumed the form of dead friends or relatives in order to harm the living. In 
Shakespeare’s play, Hamlet wonders if the ghost of his father is a “spirit of health” or a “goblin damned.” (It 
apparently was irrelevant to the Renaissance audience that the play was set in pre-Christian Denmark.) And 
Hamlet’s confusion over the real motivation of the ghost is part of his indecisiveness in regards to going 
forward with his efforts to avenge his father’s death.   
 
The ghost of King Hamlet urges his son to “Remember me,” and it is Hamlet’s commitment to following his 
father’s directive that drives the plot. For us, as modern readers, the presence of the ghost and its affect on 
Hamlet’s behavior bring up an interesting question: What are the “ghosts” that script our lives? That inform 
our values? That motivate our actions? 
 
This writing assignment enables students to explore their own and our culture’s “ghosts” and to examine 
their affect on us as individuals and members of a society. 
 
Assignment (to be given to students as a handout with room between questions for written responses): 
 
1. Who was Hamlet’s ghost? What story did it tell? What did it want Hamlet to do? 
 
2. What was Hamlet’s reaction to the ghost and its message? 
 
3. How did the ghost “script” Hamlet’s behavior for the rest of the play? 
 
4. Who/what are the “ghosts” that have scripted your life? (e.g. parents or other relatives, traditional family 
values, religious teachings, peer beliefs, political leanings, gendered values, etc.) 
 
5. Choose the 3 “ghosts” you feel have been most important in influencing your present personal belief 
system and then, writing one paragraph per “ghost”: 
 Describe the “ghost.” 
 Explain how it has influenced your beliefs and motivated your behavior. 
 Give 1-2 examples of this influence. 
 Explain any time where this “ghost” has created a mental or spiritual conflict.  
 Tell why you think this “ghost” will be part of your belief system always or if (and how) you think it might 

change in the future. 
 

 

CONTINUED 
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6. Think of an area of the country or the world where you feel the “ghosts” of the past have a very 
important influence on the belief systems and behaviors of the people who live there. Describe what you 
think these ghosts are, what their influence has been on the beliefs and behaviors of the people involved, 
and whether the “ghosts” will be permanently present or will ultimately be changed. 

Post-Play Writing Assignment 
“Ghosts”: Hamlet’s and Our Own 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 

The Ghost of Hamlet’s Father confronts Hamlet in Act 1, Scene 4 (The Illustrated Library of Shakespeare, 1890). 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 33 

CLASSROOM STUDY & POST-PLAY ACTIVITES 

Post-Play Discussion Questions 

 
Characters 
1. With which character do you most sympathize? Why? What about that character draws you to him or her? 
 
2. Which characters do you consider to be the most honest? The most treacherous? Is any character 
blameless? Explain. 
 
3. Shakespeare’s audience thought that ghosts were either good angels whose duty was to guide or protect 
the living, or devils that masqueraded as dead friends or relatives in order to harm the living. Hamlet’s 
confusion over the real motivation of the ghost fuels his indecision whether to avenge his father’s death. At 
what point did you believe the ghost was an honest ghost? How does the ghost’s reliability affect the rest of 
the play? 
 
4. What do you think was Claudius’ primary motivation for killing King Hamlet? 
 
5. Do you think Gertrude knows what Claudius has done to acquire the throne? Why did she marry him so 
quickly? 
 
6. Do you think Hamlet wants to be king? Explain. 
 
7. Is Hamlet crazy? He tells Horatio he is simply pretending to be mad. Do you believe him? Why or why not? 

 
Order Versus Chaos 
8. A major theme in Hamlet is the fragile balance between order and chaos. How is chaos demonstrated in 
the play? Is all of Denmark in chaos? What scenes hint at unrest, suspicion, and fear? 
 
9. Who or what represents order? In what scenes do we see order more prominently displayed than chaos 
and confusion? 
 
10. How do we see different characters struggling between order and chaos? In whom does order seem most 
prominent? In whom does chaos seem most prominent? 
 
11. What causes chaos in the play? Is chaos presented as irreversible or reversible? 

 
Kingship 
12. When Marcellus says, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” to what might he be referring? List 
as many possibilities as you can think of. 
 
13. What do we know about King Hamlet? How do we know it? Can we trust that he was a good king?  

 
 

CONTINUED 
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14. Claudius has committed murder to gain the crown, but we do not see his subjects in mutiny. Only Hamlet 
and some of Hamlet’s close friends are in turmoil. Might Claudius have some qualities his subjects admire? 
Can a selfish man be a good leader? At what point do personal flaws disqualify a person from leadership? 
 
15. Would young Hamlet have been a good king? Defend your answer with evidence from the play. 
 
16. What do you think Shakespeare believes to be the qualities of a good king or a good leader? How can you 
tell? 
 
The Nature of Women 
17. Does Ophelia owe her allegiance primarily to her parent or to her beloved? Why or why not? Shuld she 
have returned Hamlet’s tokens? Should she have stopped seeing him? Should she have agreed to let her 
mother eavesdrop on he conversation with Hamlet? 
 
18. Hamlet says, “Frailty, thy name is woman.” How is this theme developed through the characters of 
Gertrude, Ophelia, and Polonia in the play? 
 
19. How do the women in the play have power? Explain. In what ways are they powerless? 
 
20. What most disturbs Hamlet about his mother? About Ophelia? Is he justified in his treatment of each? 
Why or why not? 
 
21. Are Shakespeare’s women in the play realistic? Do they act believably? Explain.  
 
22. In Shakespeare’s version the head chamberlain is Ophelia’s father, Polonius. In the Park Square 
adaptation the character is changed to Polonia, Ophelia’s mother. What is significant about this change? 
What might the adaptor/director be trying to illuminate by changing the character’s gender? 
 
Action Versus Inaction 
23. Hamlet is a student, not a soldier, despite his status as prince. How does this affect his character? How 
does it impact his actions? 
 
24. Is it Hamlet’s responsibility to avenge his father’s death? Why or why not? 
 
25. Aristotle said that the tragic hero must have a flaw (often a good quality taken to excess) that causes him 
to make a particular choice, bringing about his downfall. What would you identify as Hamlet’s flaw? What is 
his tragic choice? 
 
26. Is Hamlet’s murder of Claudius revenge or justice? Explain. Had Hamlet lived, should he have been tried 
for treason? Does he have enough proof of his stepfather’s guilt to kill him? 
 

Post-Play Discussion Questions 
 

CONTINUED 
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By Jill Tammen, Hudson High School, retired 

 
27. In Shakespeare’s version of the play, Elsinore Castle is invaded in the final scene after all the deaths have 
occurred. Fortinbras, the Norwegian invader, is a man of action. How does this ending differ from the one at 
Park Square? What might this invasion emphasize within the play? 
 
Production Elements and Decisions 
28. We know that in Shakespeare’s day, women were not allowed to perform on stage, so female roles were 
performed by males. Park Square’s production reverses that practice, having several women perform male 
roles. Why might the director have chosen this switching of gender? How does it (if at all) impact the 
portrayal of men and women in the play? 
 
29. As in this production, actors are often cast in multiple roles. What are the practical reasons for this 
choice? What might be dramatic reasons for doing so? Did this significantly impact the performance? Why or 
why not? 
 
30. How did the prologue prepare you for the play to follow? Was it effective? Was it necessary? 
 
31. How did the special effects (set, costumes, sound effects, etc.) emphasize the emotional and dramatic 
elements of the scenes being performed? Which were the most effective? Why? 
 
32. Sound and lighting are often so integral to the actions  being performed on stage that audiences hardly 
notice them. Did you notice any significant use of sounds or lighting during this production? If so, which 
ones? Why might they have stood out? 
 
33. Why might the director have chosen a modern setting for the play? How does this setting affect your 
interpretation of the play? 
 
 

Post-Play Discussion Questions 
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To Our Teachers, 
 
Thank you for giving the gift of 
theatre to your students, and 
the gift of your students to our 
theatre. 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
The Staff at Park Square Theatre 
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