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Letter from the Director of Education 
 

First and foremost, THANK YOU SO MUCH for bringing this production of 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet to your students. During the past ten Nebraska 

Shakespeare touring seasons, I have seen the amazing impact that these 

touring productions have had on students’ lives. I understand how difficult it is 

to bring an event like ours into your school with schedule and budget 

constraints, and so, again, thank you for supporting this touring program. It is 

educators like you that continue to make a difference for their students in the 

world of theatre and education.  

 The following study guide accompanies our 11th annual touring 

production: Hamlet. It further explores the text and challenges students to 

think critically about the show. This production is an abbreviated adaptation 

of the play and, therefore, this study guide will not address the 

lines and characters that have been cut for time and clarity. As 

you peruse the materials, look for the Hamlet logo.   

This symbol indicates an interactive, fun activity for students to 

engage with the text and further an understanding of the dramatic 

literature. Feel free to adapt any of the exercises to fit your students’ 

experience and comfort level.  All activities can be used before or after the 

production. 

Please contact me with any other questions and comments.  
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Sarah Carlson-Brown 
Director of Education- Nebraska Shakespeare 
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Nebraska Shakespeare On Tour 
 

When Nebraska Shakespeare puts together our fall On Tour production, we face a couple of 

challenges. The first is that the performance must be no longer than 80 minutes, to fit easily into a school’s 

schedule. Hamlet is Shakespeare’s longest play, with over 4,000 lines, and if the complete script was to be 

performed, the play would last over four hours. So the script for 

this touring production was trimmed considerably, eliminating 

side plots, smaller characters and combining some characters and 

lines, but all the while keeping the original Shakespeare language 

intact. 

The second challenge faced is that the On Tour acting company is made up of eight actors, yet the 

play calls for 22 named characters, along with players, soldiers and attendants. That means the audience 

will get to see some of the actors play more than one character.  There will also be a cross-gendered 

casting in this production of Hamlet. The traditionally-male roles of Laertes, Rosencrantz, and Osric will be 

played by female actors. These cross-gendered roles (female playing male roles, or vice versa) allow us to 

open up a dialogue about gender restrictions that occurred in Shakespeare’s time, while also discussing 

gender roles in our current society. 

The Play: Hamlet is a play about a boy who loves his father, and misses him dearly. It is a play about 

a boy who loses sight of love in a place that is paradoxically claustrophobic, closing in on him as it grows 

too large for his own comprehension. Heartache 

and adolescence. Responsibility, duty, and honor. 

Betrayal. Psychosis. The story is one that wrestles 

with simple identity in a complicated world. And in 

its wake, a tragic remnant of ghosts landmark truths left untold. 

 

The Setting: A deconstructed "limbo," an abandoned 

Subway stop in the undergrounds of a long-forgotten 

metropolitan city, the stunted inefficiency of Hamlet's world 

reflects the war between action and inaction within his mind. 

The play's events unfold in purgatory, a setting where ritual 

and (re)play-acting are familiar coping mechanisms. The play is immediate and immediately relevant. A 

modern dress approach will provoke instant recognition of characters, provoking the audience to relate to 

these characters as humans rather than icons. The Ghost is underscored by the haunting strains of a single 

cello. And the Mousetrap mimics a Medieval pageant wagon, its characters miming a memory of a scene, 

marionette-like and musical. 
 
 
 

“My words fly up, my thoughts remain below: 

Words without thoughts never to heaven go”  

 

“Doubt thou the stars are fire; 

Doubt that the sun doth move; 

Doubt truth to be a liar; 

But never doubt I love.” 

  

 

 

“I am but mad north-north-west. 

When the wind is southerly, I know a 

hawk from a handsaw.” 
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The Text of Hamlet 
Hamlet was written around 1599 and it has been performed and 

translated more than any other play in the world. It has had more written about 

it – and has inspired more parodies and spin-offs -- than any other literary work. 

Its famous “To be or not to be” speech is the most quoted phrase in the English 

language. As mentioned previously, Hamlet is Shakespeare’s longest play and 

contains Shakespeare’s largest character, giving the title role over 1,500 lines. It 

is believed that Shakespeare wrote the role of Hamlet for Richard Burbage 

(pictured right) the leading performer in Shakespeare’s company, The Lord 

Chamberlain's Men. 

Three different texts of Hamlet were published in the 1600s, only one of which we still use today. 

The Revenge of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark was entered in the Stationer’s 

Register in 1603 and is now known as the First Quarto, also considered the 

Bad Quarto (pictured left). This first publication considered to have been a 

pirated edition that was assembled from the memories of actors. It is full of 

inaccuracies and contains only half the text of the full play with 2,154 lines.  A 

Second Quarto or the Good Quarto (3,764 lines) appeared in 1604 and is 

believed to have been printed from Shakespeare’s own manuscript. This 

version is the source of most modern editions. A final version of Hamlet 

appeared in the First Folio (4,042 lines) in 1623 (published 7 years after 

Shakespeare’s death). This version is believed to have been revised from the 

Second Quarto with additional material from an actor’s prompt book.                                             

*Quarto was named for the paper being folding into 

quarters for ease of handling and better use of paper. 

Though the story of Hamlet has no basis in historical events, the setting and 

period of Shakespeare’s play takes place in Denmark in pre-Viking times. 

Shakespeare’s source was a lost play, popular in London in the 1580s that was 

thought to have been written by Thomas Kyd. Thomas based his 1580s tale on 

François Belleforest’s collection Histoires Tragiques (pictured right). That story was 

derived in turn from a ninth-century saga about a pre-Viking prince. Feigned madness 

was a popular theme in Icelandic and Viking folk tales.  

 

Hamlet is Shakespeare’s most produced and most translated play. Why do you 

think audiences from all different culture still relate to this show over 400 years after it 

was written? How have productions changed throughout history to make the play 

accessible to a variety of audiences? 
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Hamlet Production Research 
 

The following are just a few of the many of images that were researched and studied for out 
concept of Hamlet. Images are used to inspire the creation of 
the set, costumes, and props. Research assists the director in 
shaping the world of the play. The responsiblity of gathering 
and organizing the research materials for the production team 
is one of the jobs of a theatre’s dramaturg. Dramturgy is 
defined as the art or technique of dramatic composition and 
theatrical representation. The dramaturg must be well-versed 
in the text of the play as well as the concept of the director.  
Some of the images are used for color palette, environment, 
or practical representation of what is desired for the 
production.

 

 
 

Individually create and research your own concept for a production of Hamlet.  Find 
research (both textual and visual) to aid in describing and defining your ideas to the design 
team. Present the concepts to the class, comparing the similarities and differences of each 
production design. 

 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dramatic
http://sheshntrev.blogspot.com/2010/12/beggarstaffs-advertising-and-light.html
https://www.google.com/search?q=contemporary+hamlet&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS503US504&espv=2&biw=1151&bih=637&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiUmquQqfvLAhVDuoMKHdRmBlcQ_AUIBigB#imgrc=A6FAC3egz5_6lM:
https://www.google.com/search?q=work+lights&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS503US504&espv=2&biw=1151&bih=637&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj86JupqvvLAhWEuIMKHVj6C1kQ_AUIBygC#tbm=isch&q=pagent+wagon+stage+titus+movie&imgrc=MvkqIx7RC6EMqM:
http://awakyn.tumblr.com/post/12187940133/ghooud-night
https://www.tumblr.com/dashboard
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Hamlet Summary…in ONLY TEN PLOT POINTS!   
 

 

1. After the death of his beloved father, the king, 

Prince Hamlet returns home from his school in 

Wittenburg to Elsinore Castle to attend his 

father’s funeral. The King’s brother, Claudius 

(Hamlet’s uncle), has assumed the old King’s 

place as sovereign of Denmark and has hastily 

wed Gertrude, Hamlet’s mother.  

2. Hamlet is visited by his father’s ghost. The 

specter reveals that he was murdered by 

Claudius and charges Hamlet to kill Claudius for 

revenge. Hamlet vows to do so. He concocts a 

plan to seek concrete proof of Claudius’s guilt 

while acting mad to conceal his true intentions.  

3. Hamlet is romantically involved with Ophelia. 

But in reaction to Hamlet’s recent odd 

behavior, Ophelia’s father, Polonius, insists that 

she reject the Prince’s attentions.  

4. Claudius sends to Wittenburg for two of 

Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern, in the hopes that they will be able 

to procure insight on Hamlet’s behavior.  

5. Hamlet requests a visiting of a band of actors to 

reenact the death of his father, the old King, at 

a court performance. Claudius reacts violently 

to the play, giving Hamlet the proof he needed 

to justify his revenge. 

6. Later that night, in his mother’s chamber, 

Hamlet mistakenly kills Polonius thinking he is 

Claudius.  

7. Now that Hamlet’s erratic behavior has turned 

to murder, Claudius immediately acts to 

eliminate him. He sends Hamlet to England with 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. They carry a 

secret letter requesting Hamlet’s execution. But 

Hamlet uncovers this plot and makes his way 

back to Denmark. Upon his return he discovers 

that Ophelia, driven mad by Hamlet’s dismissal 

and her father’s death, has committed suicide 

by drowning herself in a nearby stream.  

8. Laertes, Ophelia’s brother, returns from abroad 

for her funeral. He vows vengeance against 

Hamlet for the deaths of his father and his 

beloved sister.  

9. Claudius and Laertes plot together against 

Hamlet, making arrangements for a duel 

between the young men where Claudius will 

attempt to kill Hamlet with a poison drink, while 

Laertes will attempt to kill Hamlet with a 

poisoned sword.  

10. The honor duel occurs. Both Laertes and 

Hamlet are cut by the poisoned blade. Laertes 

dies. Queen Gertrude drinks from the poisoned 

cup and dies. Hamlet forces Claudius to 

consume the remaining poison. Claudius dies. 

Having fulfilled the promise to his father, 

Hamlet dies.
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Hamlet On Tour -Actor/Character Breakdown 
  

Eight actors will perform thirteen roles in the play. Listed below are the actor/character pairings. It 

is challenging for an actor to play multiple roles, and a variety of different costumes, props, character 

physicalities, and vocal choices are used to assist in the creation of different characters. Actors assist one 

another with well-choreographed costume changes backstage in between almost every scene. The 

costume designer has created costumes that are easy to put on and remove; helping the actors with these 

extremely quick changes. 

 

Actor One 

Hamlet: The Prince of Denmark. Hamlet is the son of Queen Gertrude and the late King Hamlet. He is the 

nephew of the new King, Claudius. Hamlet is reflective, intelligent, and thoughtful, which sometimes 

works against his desire for action. He is indecisive and hesitant when it comes to avenging his father, but 

he can also be rash and impulsive, especially when dealing with his love, Ophelia and his mother, Gertrude. 

 

Actor Two 

Ophelia: Polonius’s daughter. Hamlet’s love. Ophelia is obedient to her father, Polonius, and her brother, 

Laertes. Ophelia loves passionately. When those she loves are taken from her, she falls into madness and 

commits suicide. 

Osric: An Attendant to King Claudius. She oversees and judges the honor duel between Hamlet and Laertes. 

 

Actor Three 

Claudius: The newly- crowned King of Denmark. Hamlet’s uncle. He killed his brother, took his crown and 

married his sister-in-law, Gertrude. Claudius is a calculating, ambitious politician, driven by his own desires 

for power and control.  

 

Actor Four 

Gertrude: The Queen of Denmark. Hamlet’s mother. She loves her son deeply. She marries Hamlet’s Uncle, 

Claudius, shortly after King Hamlet’s death. 
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Actor Five 

Horatio: Hamlet’s closest friend. He studied with Hamlet at school in Wittenberg. Horatio is honest, loyal, 

and Hamlet’s only true confidant throughout the play. 

 

Actor Six 

Polonius: A lord and advisor of Claudius’s court. An old man, who knows the games of court quite well, but 

plays it poorly. He is father to Laertes and Ophelia. 

Gravedigger: A common, working-class man with a sharp wit. He digs the grave for the deceased Ophelia. 

 

Actor Seven 

Laertes: Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s brother. A young man who spends much of the play at school in 

France. He is passionate and desperately wants to avenge the death of his father and sister. This causes 

him to conspire with King Claudius to ensure Hamlet’s death.  

Rosencrantz: A friend of Hamlet’s from Wittenberg. He is summoned by Claudius and Gertrude to spy on 

Hamlet and discover the cause of his strange behavior. 

 

Actor Eight 

Ghost: The spectre of Hamlet’s recently deceased father, the former King. The ghost, reveals to Hamlet 

that he was murdered by Claudius and calls upon Hamlet to avenge him.  

Guildenstern: A friend of Hamlet’s from Wittenberg. He is summoned by Claudius and Gertrude to spy on 

Hamlet and discover the cause of his strange behavior. 

 

 

 

 

Hamlet has been made into numerous films. In small groups, act as casting agents for 
a film production of Hamlet.  Use famous actors (film or theatre) to cast the eight 
roles using the descriptions above. Keep in mind the multiple characters that must be 
played by each actor. List your reasons for each casting choice.  Share with the class. 
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Hamlet Character Map 
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Music of Hamlet 
 

Many of Shakespeare’s plays contain some music as a component of the story: Twelfth Night, 

Hamlet, Much Ado About Nothing, Othello, As You Like It, The Tempest, and King Lear. Hamlet is not one of 

Shakespeare most musical plays, but it does use song in one of the most tragic scenes of the play. Ophelia, 

who has just learned that her love, Hamlet, has killed her father, Polonius, suffers a break from reality and 

uses the song below to express her grief.  
 

OPHELIA     

  How should I your true love know   

  From another one?   

  By his cockle hat and staff,   

  And his sandal shoon.    

  He is dead and gone, lady,   

  He is dead and gone;    

  At his head a grass-green turf,   

  At his heels a stone. 

  White his shroud as the mountain snow,--   

  Larded with sweet flowers 

  Which bewept to the grave did go   

  With true-love showers.   

  To-morrow is Saint Valentine's day, 

  All in the morning betime,   

   

And I a maid at your window,   

  To be your Valentine.    

  Then up he rose, and donn'd his clothes,   

  And dupp'd the chamber-door; 

  Let in the maid, that out a maid   

  Never departed more.   

  By Gis and by Saint Charity, 

  Alack, and fie for shame!   

  Young men will do't, if they come to't;   

  By cock, they are to blame.   

  Quoth she, before you tumbled me,   

  You promised me to wed. 

  So would I ha' done, by yonder sun,   

  An thou hadst not come to my bed. 

  

The songs and traditional melodies in Shakespeare’s plays can sound old and dated, 
but to Elizabethan audiences these songs were the top hits of the time.  In groups, 
use contemporaray melodies for the song above. Do further research into the text of 
her song. What are the symbolic meanings behind the flowers that Ophelia presents 
to Claudius, Gertrude and Laertes? What is the meaning behind her song? Is there 
evidence that her madness is lucid, similar to Hamlet’s? Though her words seem like 
madness, “there is method in’t.” What is she trying to express with the text? What 
melodies best support the mood of the scene and aid in Ophelias emotions? Can a 
modern melody make the language more accessible? In what way? 
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Discussion Questions about Hamlet 
 

1. The opening scene of Hamlet is adapted for this production. Why do you think the director made 

this change? How did this change affect how you viewed the rest of the play?  

2. Why do you think Gertrude married Claudius? Was it love? Was it political? Does she still mourn King 

Hamlet? 

3. What do you think of Polonius? How do you his view priorities? Thinking about relationship with his 

children, is he a good father? Why or why not? 

4. Does King Hamlet’s ghost truly appear to Hamlet? Is it a delusion? What occurs in the play to 

reinforce your opinion? Is there one choice that is more interesting to you? Why? 

5. Is Hamlet truly mad or does he feign madness? Why do you think that he chooses madness to cover 

his true intent? Does his attempt to portray madness become real? 

6. Does Hamlet truly love Ophelia? How can you tell? Why does he deny her? Is Hamlet's anger toward 

her justified?  

7. Think about King Claudius’ reaction to The Mousetrap (play within a play)? Hamlet states that 

Claudius’s reaction proves his guilt? Do you agree?  

8. Do you think that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s actions are a betrayal to Hamlet? How willing are 

they to participate in Claudius’s request?  

9. After Hamlet discovers Ophelia’s funeral, he passionately and publicly mourns her death. What are 

your thoughts about his reaction to her death? 

10. In Hamlet, there are two sets of sons both set on avenging their fathers' deaths. What is the 

difference between Hamlet’s revenge and Laertes’s? Do you feel empathy for them? 

11. The word "remember" is used frequently and specifically throughout the play. How is it used 

differently? Why is remembrance so important to this story? To these characters? 

12. Overall, what do you think of Hamlet as a person? Do you sympathize with him? Do you see any of 

yourself in him? Does he change or grow throughout the play? In what ways? 
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Hamlet Vocabulary  
 Shakespeare invented over 2,500 words; many of which we still use today.  His massive vocabulary 

can make reading his plays a bit difficult at times.  But Early Modern English is still understandable with a 

little help.  Here are of some of the more obscure words in Hamlet and their definitions. 

Vocabulary:

abate v.- to lessen; to decrease (4.7.131) 

abhorred adj.- hated; disgusting (5.1.193) 

abominably adv.- detestably; with hatred (3.2.37) 

aloof adj.- distant; indifferent (5.2.262) 

annex[ment] v.- to add; to join (3.3.22) 

assail v.- to attack (1.1.36) 

auspicious adj.- delightful; joyous; happy (1.2.11) 

avouch v.- to confirm; to guarantee (1.1.67) 

beguile v.- to deceive; to cheat (3.2.249) 

buffet v.- to hit or strike against (3.2.71) 

bulwark n.- anything serving as a defense (3.3.46) 

calamity n.- disaster; cause of great distress (3.1.77) 

calumnious adj.- slanderous (1.3.42) 

carouses v.- drinks merrily (5.2.315) 

chide v.- to scold; to reprimand (3.3.122) 

cleave v.- 1. to split; 2. to adhere; to stick (2.1.590) 

clemency n.- leniency; mercy (3.2.170) 

compelled v.- forced (3.3.66) 

conjectures n.- guesses; suppositions (4.5.20) 

consummation n.- completion; achievement (3.1.71) 

contagion n.- the agent of a disease (3.2.421) 

contumely n.- insulting treatment (3.1.79) 

countenance n.- appearance; expression (1.2.247) 

cudgel v.- to beat with a heavy club (5.1.57) 

dejected adj.- depressed; disheartened (3.1.169) 

denote v.- to indicate; to mark; to signal (1.2.86) 

diadem n.- a crown indicative of royalty (3.3.114) 

dirge n.- funeral song; death march (1.2.12) 

discord n.- lack of agreement (4.1.46) 

discretion n.- to use own judgement (1.2.5) 

dismay n.- apprehension; discouragement (4.1.46) 

dole n.- sadness (1.2.13) 

entreat v.- to beg; to ask (1.1.31) 

esteem v.- to honor; to respect; to prize (1.1.97) 

exhort v.- to urge by strong argument (4.4.49) 

faction n.- a group (5.2.252) 

fetters n.- chains attached to the ankles (3.3.26) 

firmament n.- the sky; the heavens (2.1.324) 
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flagon n.- a container with spout and handle (5.1.85) 

fortified v.- shielded; secured; protected (1.1.37) 

garrisoned v.- assign troops for protection (4.4.25) 

glean v.- to gather; to collect (2.1.16) 

illume v.- to brighten; to lighten (1.1.44) 

imminent adj.- about to happen (4.4.63) 

importuned v.- insistently begged (1.3.119) 

incensed adj- angered; infuriated (4.5.141) 

inoculate v.- to cure by introducing the virus (3.1.128) 

malefactions n.- evil deeds (2.1.621) 

mandate n.- a command; a decree (3.3.227) 

mettle n.- endurance; bravery (1.1.108) 

obscure adj.- not well known; hidden (4.5.238) 

occulted adj- hidden (usage in medicine) (3.2.85) 

palpable adj.- tangible (5.2.306) 

paragon n.- perfect example; model (2.1.331) 

perdition n.- eternal damnation; hell (5.2.125) 

perilous adj.- dangerous (1.3.111) 

pernicious adj.- deadly (1.4.112) 

pestilent adj.- deadly; to cause an epidemic (2.1.326) 

portentous adj.- threatening; sinister (1.1.121)  

prate v.- to talk idly; to chatter (5.1.297) 

precept n.- rule; principle (1.3.64) 

privy adj.- made participant in a secret (1.1.145) 

promontory n.- a cliff high above water (2.1.322) 

quintessence n.- ideal; essence; perfect (2.1.332) 

ratified v.- approved; confirmed; legalized (1.1.99) 

remiss adj.- negligent; lax in duty (4.7.152) 

requite v.- to avenge (1.2.272) 

resolute n.- brave; fearless; relentless (1.1.110) 

rogue n.- villain; fiend; scoundrel (2.1.214) 

satirical adj.- sarcastic; biting; mocking (2.1.214) 

sovereign adj.- absolute n.- a king (2.1.28) 

sultry adj.- oppressively hot (5.2.111) 

superfluous adj.- extra; beyond need (4.5.103) 

traduce v.- to slander; to speak falsely of (1.4.20) 

treachery n.- betrayal of trust; deception (5.2.337) 

usurp v.- to seize; to confiscate (1.1.54) 

visage n.- the face or expression of a person (1.2.84) 

wantonness n.- immorality; extravagance (3.1.158) 

whet v.- to sharpen; to stimulate (3.3.127) 

As a class, dicuss which words (from the list above) that are the most difficult to 
understand. Break into groups. Assign these challenging words to each group and ask 
them to create contextual sentences to help an audience understand the words’ 
meaning. Perform the sentences. How can vocal delivery also aid in understanding? 
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Hamlet Notable Quotes:
 
“Doubt thou the stars are fire; 
Doubt that the sun doth move; 
Doubt truth to be a liar; 
But never doubt I love.”  
–Hamlet 
 
“Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder.”  
–Ghost of King Hamlet 
 
 “This above all: to thine own self be true,  
And it must follow, as the night the day,  
Thou canst not then be false to any man.” 
 –Polonius 
 
 “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking 
makes it so.”  
–Hamlet 
 
 “To be, or not to be: that is the question: 
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 
And by opposing end them.”  
–Hamlet 
 
“A little more than kin, and less than kind.”  
–Hamlet 
 
 “There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, 
than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  
–Hamlet 
 
 “Though this be madness, yet there is method in't.”  
–Polonius 
 
“Rich gifts wax poor when givers prove unkind.” 
–Ophelia 
 
“Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia, 
And therefore I forbid my tears.” 
–Laertes 
 

 
“Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we 
may be.”  
–Ophelia 
 
“Neither a borrower nor a lender be.” 
–Polonius 
 
“My words fly up, my thoughts remain below:  
Words without thoughts never to heaven go.”  
–Claudius 
 
 “Now cracks a noble heart. Good-night, sweet prince; 
And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. ”  
–Horatio 
 
 “There is a willow grows askant the brook.”  
–Gertrude 
 
 “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”  
–Hamlet 
 
 “God hath given you one face, and you make yourself 
another.”  
–Hamlet 
 
 “Madness in great ones must not unwatched go.”  
–Claudius 
 
 “What a piece of work is man! How noble in reason!” 
–Hamlet 
 
 “There's rosemary, that's for remembrance. Pray 
you, love, remember.”  
–Ophelia 
 
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”  
–Marcellus 
 
 “I am but mad north-north-west. When the wind is 
southerly, I know a hawk from a handsaw.”  
–Hamlet  
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Hamlet in Production 
 

Hamlet is Shakespeare’s most-produced play. Below are some of the famous actors who have portrayed Hamlet.  

 

Laurence Olivier 1948 

Richard Burton - 1964 

Mel Gibson- 1990 

Ethan Hawke- 2000 
Kenneth Branaugh- 1996 

Sarah Berhardt- 

1899 

John Gielgud 1948 

Peter Sarsgaard- 2015 

Jude Law- 2009 

Benedict Cumberbatch 2015 
Maxine Peake 

2016 

David Tennant- 

2009 

David Garrick- 1769 
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Hamlet Classroom Interactions 
 

 

Character Journal 
The character of Hamlet speaks his mind. A lot.  All of the time.  As 

an audience we don’t have to wonder what he is thinking. The 

other characters in Hamlet do not have this luxury. Taking the 

relationships and actions of the play into account, write some 

journal entries from the perspective of a supporting character in 

the play. How does Horatio feel about Hamlet’s revenge plot? 

What are Ophelia’s thoughts and feelings as Hamlet rejects her?  

Does Claudius feel remorse? How does Gertrude really feel about her husband’s 

death and her recent marriage? How are your choices supported by the text? 

 

Off-Stage Action 
Often in Shakespeare’s plays, significant events are reported by actors 

who have witnessed them, rather than the audience seeing the events 

themselves. As a class, discuss the important events throughout Hamlet that 

occur off-stage and are reported to the characters and audience onstage. (i.e. 

King Hamlet's murder, Ophelia's death, etc.) In groups, write a scene in your 

own words for the off-stage action. Read/perform the scenes for the class and 

discuss how and why Shakespeare uses offstage narration and what benefits 

there are to viewing and hearing the action. 

 

Speaking to the Audience   

Shakespeare often uses direct address, the device of 

speaking directly to the audience, in his plays. Shakespeare wanted 

to include and inform his audience. In Hamlet, this is done when 

characters are alone (soliloquies) or when many characters are on 

stage (asides).   

Choose a scene from Hamlet and look at the internal conflicts 

and conflicting actions within the scene. Write your own soliloquies 

and asides for a character in that scene. Your additions should inform the audience of the characters’ 

motivation, frustration, excitement, or confusion in the scene. They should be conversation additions, as if 

the audience is a best friend or confidant to the character. Perform the scenes with the additions; discuss 

how the new text helps the audience connect with the character and the story. 
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Preparation for Post-Show Discussion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

After every performance of Hamlet On Tour, the cast takes part in a post-show discussion with the 

audience. The discussion begins with introductions and a guided question from the actors to the audience 

about the show. Students are then welcomed to ask any questions they had about the show including 

acting, design, life on tour, the theatre profession, education, etc. Please use the following prompts to help 

students formulate questions and discussion topics for the conversation. 

 

Questions about the theater and acting:  

Did you go to school to study acting/theatre? 

When did you start working in theatre?  

Why did you decide to make it your career? 

What is the best advice you have for someone interested in this career?  

What are the different careers in the theatre? 

How did you discover different character choices? 

 

Questions about touring: 

Where do you tour? Locations? Venues? 

What is a typical day on the road like? 

How does everything (set/costumes) travel with you? 

What is the best and worst part of touring a theatrical production? 

 

Questions about Hamlet, the play and this production: 

What is your favorite part of this production?  

What has been the most challenging part?  

How did you create the vocal and physical performance for each character? 

What aspect of Shakespeare’s text do you find fun? Challenging? 

Who designed the set, costumes, and props?  

How do they make the decisions of what everything should look like? 

 

NOTE: If there are questions that your students have after the company departs, feel free to contact us 

with any questions. We love to talk about ourselves!!  See the Contact Us page at the end of the Study Guide. 
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LIVE Theatre Etiquette:  

 
Remember, a live theatre performance can be very exciting. All of the people involved in the production, 

both cast and crew, work very hard to ensure they create a memorable and enjoyable experience. It is the 
obligation of the audience members to engage with the actors onstage, a responsibility that assists the 
performers, while at the same time showing respect to the event. This doesn’t mean the audience needs to 
always be still and quiet. Live actors love the responses of an audience.  The following is a guideline of “dos and 
don’ts” to help any audience member be active, respectful, and entertained throughout the show. 

 

 Turn off your cell phone. We can still hear “vibrate.”  Do not speak or text on the phone during the 
performance. This is distracting to the actors as well as your fellow audience members. 

 Pay attention to announcements that are made prior to the show about the rules of the theater you are 
attending and the location of the fire exits. 

 Don't speak during the performance; whispering is still speaking, so only in an emergency.  Remember if 
you can hear us onstage, we can hear you in the audience. 

 Do not take pictures during the performance.  It can be very distracting to the actors and can cause a 
mishap. If you’d like to take a picture of the actors or the production in some way, talk to the stage 
manager or road manager of the show before or after the performance. 

 Remain in your seat for the entire performance.  If you must leave, exit during intermission. In an 
emergency, wait for an appropriate break in the show. It is rude to get up in the middle of a quiet 
moment; rude to the actors and your fellow audience members. 

 Do not eat or drink in the theater.  
 If the performance has a “talk-back” discussion after the show, think critically during the performance 

to create some questions or comments to bring to the discussion. 
 Never throw anything thing in the theatre, not at a fellow audience member, never and especially not at 

an actor. 
 Do not put your feet up on the seats or balcony and do not kick the seat in front of you. 
 Don’t touch anyone during the performance.  You can see the actors onstage, and likewise, they can see 

your actions in the audience.   
 Do laugh when the performance is funny.  When an audience responds positively to created moments 

onstage, it creates an enjoyable experience for both the actors and the audience. 
 Do applaud when it is appropriate during the performance.  Sometimes applause is given after every 

scene, but it’s not always necessary. Traditionally, the audience is expected to applaud after a song or 
dance is finished.  

 Do applaud when the performance is over. This lets the performers and crew know that you appreciate 
their work. 

 Do not whistle or scream out to the performers after a kiss or an intimate moment. This is an 
inappropriate way of engaging the actors. 

 
OVERALL: Use the golden rule.  Treat these actors the way you would like to be treated if you were to find 
yourself performing before an audience.  Simple respect can go a long way. 
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Critical Thinking/Response in Theatre 
 

Shakespeare characters are critical thinkers. They talk aloud. They delve into problems. They discuss different 
motivations through the text.  So in order to truly understand his plays, we need to do a little critical thinking 
ourselves. 

Hamlet is a play about loss and revenge. As you watch Nebraska Shakespeare’s performance of this play we 
ask that you critically think about the play and be prepared to ask questions of the actors after the production. 
Here are a few hints and strategies to help you focus your thought process and attain thoughtful questions for 
the post-show discussion. 

 

Think about problem-solving in the play. Where did things go wrong?  Is there a different way things 

could/should have played out? Think beyond the basics questions about plot and story.  Ask “why,” “how,” and 

“what if” questions when watching the play. 

  

 There are different types of questions:  

Application- requires you to obtain information by asking for solutions to problems in which the student 

must apply acquired knowledge, fact, techniques, and rules. 

ie: How would you build....? What approach would you have used to...?  What would happen if...? 

Synthesis- Synthesis requires you to put information together in a different way to get something new. 

ie: How would you improve...? What changes would you make...? 

Opinion- requires you to answer a question with a singular point of view 

ie: What was your favorite...?  Who did you relate to...?     

 

 If you had to sketch, map, or write this story down, what would be the main points of focus? Why? Is that 

where you think your focus should be?   

 Do you disagree with a character or part of the show? Why? How would you change it? 

 In what way do you think the play was abstract or figurative rather than literal? In what ways could it have 

been more so? 

 Try to describe how you would retell this story in your own words? How does it differ from what you just 

watched? 

 Separate fact from opinion. Look at the facts of the story and not the opinions of the artists. Does that 

change the story? What are some opinions that you have that differ from the play? 

 Compare and contrast: Characters. Plot. Relationships. How are they similar? How do they differ? What 

strengths and weaknesses do each have and why? 

 How did the costumes and set help support the story? 
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Who was William Shakespeare?  
Shakespeare Timeline 

o April 23rd, 1564- William Shakespeare was the third child born to John and 
Mary Shakespeare. 

o Shakespeare attended the King's New Grammar School and studied 
mathematics, natural sciences, ethics, and classical language and literature. 

o 1582- At the age of 18, William Shakespeare married the 26-year-old Anne Hathaway.  

o 1583- First child Susanna is born. 

o 1585- Anne had twins, Hamnet and Judith Shakespeare.   

o 1586- 1590- Shakespeare moved to London around this time to become a professional playwright. These 
are considered “the lost years.” Very little is known about Shakespeare’s life at this time. 

o 1590- Henry VI Parts 1, 2, and 3. 

o 1592- First mention of Shakespeare as a playwright, in a theatrical review. 

o 1592- Richard III and The Comedy of Errors. 

o 1593- Titus Andronicus and The Taming of the Shrew. PLAGUE CLOSES THEATRES. 

o 1594- Shakespeare joins the Lord Chamberlain’s men. Two Gentleman of Verona and Love’s Labour’s Lost. 

o 1595- Richard II and A Midsummer Nights Dream. 

o 1596- King John, Edward III (with Thomas Kyd), and The Merchant of Venice. Also, Hamnet dies.  

o 1597- Romeo and Juliet and Henry IV Part 1. Sonnets Completed. 

o 1598- Henry IV Part 2 and As You Like It. 

o 1599- The Globe Theatre opens. Henry V, Julius Caesar, Much Ado About Nothing. 

o 1600- Merry Wives of Windsor and Hamlet. Shakespeare’s father dies. 

o 1602- Twelfth Night and Troilus and Cressida. 

o 1603- Elizabeth I dies. James I becomes King. Plague closes London Theatres again. 1 in 5 people dies in 
London. All’s Well That Ends Well, Othello and Measure for Measure. 

o 1604- King Lear and Macbeth. 

o 1606- Antony and Cleopatra. 

o 1607- Coriolanus and Timon of Athens. 

o 1608- Plague closes London Theatre for the third time. Pericles. 

o 1609- Cymbeline. 

o 1610- The Winter’s Tale. 

o 1611- The Tempest. 

o 1612- Henry VIII and The Two Noble Kinsman (with John Fletcher) Shakespeare moves back to Stratford. 

o 1616- Shakespeare dies on April 23rd in Stratford. 

o 1623- First Folio printed.
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Theatre in Shakespeare’s Time:  
The Stage 

The theatre where audiences watched Shakespeare’s company 

perform many of his plays was called The Globe, situated on the south 

side of London.  It is thought that the stage was several feet above the 

ground where the people who paid a penny stood, and that it extended 

into the audience from the backstage wall.  

As you can see in the photo above, there was a center section 

near the back which is somewhat inset from the outer stage; this was 

called the inner below and was the area of the stage where bedchambers 

and intimate scenes with only two people were staged, so that a curtain could be drawn in front of it, while another 

scene begins on the stage closer to the audience.   

Two columns supported the second story of the inner below, 

providing a balcony called the outer above.  You can see that there was 

a space behind the balcony where actors can walk, and that was called 

the inner above.  The stage had four possible entrances on the main 

floor and three entrances on the second floor, so that large groups 

such as the whole of a King’s court could enter and be onstage at the 

same time. 

In the floor of the main stage, there were two trapdoors, where 

ghosts and apparitions could come from below stage, and which could 

open to reveal other special effects, like Macbeth’s witches. 

All the main architectural features in the photo were permanent; some plays added various kinds of staircases 

to get from the first level of the stage to the balcony, and some plays separate the balcony completely from the main 

floor, so that actors have to go up or down stairs, which are hidden backstage. 

What could change were the curtains or doors at the front of the inner below.  They could be of several 

different colors and could be kept open or closed.  They could be doors; plain wood, or decorated, or replaced with 

iron gates.  Various kinds of furniture could be brought onto the stage through this entrance. 

Before Shakespeare's time and during his boyhood, troupes of actors performed wherever they could: in 

halls, courts, courtyards, and any other available open spaces.  In 1574, however, when Shakespeare was ten years 

old, the Common Council passed a law requiring plays and theaters in London to be licensed.  In 1576, actor and 

future Lord Chamberlain's Man, James Burbage, built the first permanent theater called simply The Theatre outside 
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London’s city walls. Thereafter, many more theaters sprung up around the city, including The Globe Theatre in which 

most of Shakespeare's plays were premiered.  

Most Elizabethan theaters were built after the design of the 

original Globe.  Built of wood, these theaters comprised three tiers of 

seats in a circular shape, with a stage area on one side of the circle. 

The audience's seats and part of the stage were roofed, but much of 

the main stage and the area in front of the stage was open to the 

elements.  About 1,500 audience members could pay an extra fee to sit 

in the covered seating areas, while about 800 "groundlings" paid less 

to stand in the open area before the stage. As mentioned above, the stage itself was divided into three levels: a main 

stage area with doors at the rear and a curtained area in the back for "discovery scenes"; including the inner below.  

The second area was the upper, canopied area, called "heaven", sometimes used for balcony scenes.  The third area 

was under the stage proper called "hell," accessed by the 

trap doors in the stage.  There were dressing rooms 

located behind the stage, but no curtain in the front of 

the stage, which meant that scenes had to flow into each 

other and "dead bodies” had to be dragged off.  

Performances took place during the day, using 

natural light from the open center of the theater. Since 

there could be no dramatic lighting and there was very 

little scenery or props, audiences relied on the actors' 

lines and stage directions to supply the time of day and year, as well as the weather, location, and mood.  

Shakespeare's plays convey such information masterfully.  In Hamlet, for example, the audience learns within the first 

ten lines of dialogue where the scene takes place ("Have you had quiet guard?"), what time of day it is ("'Tis now 

struck twelve"), what the weather is like ("'Tis bitter cold"), and what mood the characters are in ("and I am sick at 

heart").  

One important difference between plays written in Shakespeare's time and those written today is that 

Elizabethan plays were published after their performances and sometimes even after their authors' deaths.  The 

scripts were in many ways a record of what happened on stage during performances, rather than directions for what 

should happen.  Actors were allowed to suggest changes to scenes and dialogue and had much more freedom with 

their parts than contemporary actors.  A scene illustrative of such freedom occurs in Hamlet: a crucial passage 

revolves around Hamlet writing his own scene to be added to a play in order to ensnare his murderous uncle.  
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Shakespeare's plays were published in various forms and with a wide range of accuracy during his time.  The 

discrepancies between versions of his plays from one publication to the next make it difficult for editors to put 

together authoritative editions of his works.  Plays could be published in large anthologies in folio format (the First 

Folio of Shakespeare's plays contains 36 plays) or smaller Quartos.  Folios 

were so named because of the way their paper was folded in half to make a 

large volume.  Quartos were smaller, cheaper books containing only one 

play.  Their paper was folded twice, making four pages.  In general, the First 

Folio is considered to be more reliable than the Quartos.  

Although Shakespeare's language and classical references seem 

archaic to many readers today, they were accessible to his contemporary 

audiences.  His viewers came from all classes and his plays appealed to all kinds of sensibilities, from "high-brow" 

accounts of kings and queens to the "low-brow" blunderings of clowns and servants.  Even utterly tragic plays like 

King Lear or Macbeth contain a clown or fool to provide comic relief and to comment on the events of the play.  

Audiences would also have been familiar with his numerous references to classical mythology and literature, since 

these stories were staples of the Elizabethan knowledge base.  And yet, despite such a universal appeal, 

Shakespeare’s plays also expanded on the audience’s vocabulary.  Many phrases and words that we use today, such 

as "amazement," "in my mind's eye," and "the milk of human kindness," to name only a few, were coined by 

Shakespeare.  His plays contain a greater variety and number of words than almost any other work in the English 

language.  

The Costumes: 

In Shakespeare’s time, acting companies spent almost as much on costumes as they do today for a television 

series.  The costumes for productions in England were so expensive that visitors from France were a little envious.  

Kings and queens on the stage were almost as well-dressed as kings and queens in real life. 

Where did the acting companies get their clothes?  Literally “off the rack” and from used clothing sellers.  

Wealthy middle class people would often give their servants old clothes that 

they didn’t want to wear any more, or would leave their clothes to the 

servants when they died.  Since clothing was very expensive, people wore it 

as long as possible and passed in on from one person to another with no one 

being ashamed to wear hand-me-downs.  However, since servants were of a 

lower class than their employers, they weren’t allowed to wear rich fabrics, 

and would sell these clothes to acting companies, who were allowed to wear what they wanted in performance.  

http://www.gradesaver.com/classicnotes/titles/kinglear/essays.html
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A rich king like Duncan from Macbeth would wear a gown of velvet, 

with real fur trim; if he wore a doublet, it might have gold embroidery.  

Macbeth was set in a much more barbaric time than most of his plays, so kilts 

with furs, leather, and earthy fabrics were often used.  Similarly, today’s 

audiences want costumes to be more authentic, so that they can believe in 

the world of the play.   

 

The Audience: 

Seating 

Shakespeare’s audience for his outdoor plays consisted of the very 

rich, the upper middle class, and the lower middle class.  The lower middle 

class paid a penny for admittance to the yard (like the yard outside a school 

building), where they stood on the ground, with the stage more or less at 

eye level; these spectators were called “groundlings.”  The rich paid two 

pennies for entrance to the galleries, with covered seating at the sides.  The 

extremely wealthy paid three pennies to sit in the higher galleries, which 

had a better view.  The best seats were in the Lords’ rooms, private galleries closest to the stage. 

Admission 

To get an idea of the cost of a ticket in today’s terms, consider that the average blue collar worker earned five 

to six pennies a day; bread for his midday meal cost a penny, ale cost another penny, and if they were lucky enough 

to have chicken for dinner, it cost two pennies.  His rent was often a shilling (twelve pennies) a week, so there wasn’t 

much money left over for play-going, nor would he have been able to take time off from work to go and see a play in 

the middle of the day, when they were usually performed. 

Behavior 

Shakespeare’s audience was perhaps not as well-behaved as you are.  Since the play was so long, people 

would leave their seats and go looking for food to eat and ale to drink during the performance, or perhaps go visit 

with their friends.  Some playgoers, especially those who had saved up money to come and see the play, were 

extremely annoyed if they were unable to hear the actors and would tell rowdy audience goers to quiet down.  Later 

in Shakespeare’s career, his acting company was invited to perform in noble houses and royal courts; the audience 

there was a good deal more polite, and focused on the play as you do. 
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