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Introduction 
 
Here at The Watermill we spend a lot of time talking to teachers about ways we can use drama to 
enrich the experience of learning. Repeatedly, plays from the Jacobean or Elizabethan period come 
up as a problem spot. The texts are seen as ‘tricky’ because the language isn’t immediately 
accessible, and students can struggle to find it exciting or relevant. But for us as theatre-makers, 
these plays are about as exciting and relevant as it’s possible to be. We have created this production 
with a simple aim: to pass on our own enthusiasm. We hope to reach as many people - particularly 
young people - as possible, with an affordable, accessible production of a play that we think 
everyone ought to experience. 
 
This education pack has been designed to support your experience of seeing Hamlet at The 
Watermill, in your school, or on tour in 2014. The pack is aimed primarily at teachers or students of 
Drama or English at Secondary School, although some material is aimed at younger students.   
 
Your feedback is most welcome, please email (beth@watermill.org.uk) or call me on 01635 570927. 
 
Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit many schools in the 
surrounding area to work with students and teachers. For a workshop menu, please visit the 
Outreach pages on our website, or get in touch. 
 
I hope you find the pack useful. 
 
 
 
 
 
Beth Flintoff 
Outreach Director 
 
Email: beth@watermill.org.uk | Tel: 01635 570927 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE 
www.watermill.org.uk 

 
 
This pack was written and designed by Beth Flintoff with contributions from Poppy Jermaine, Alex Lonsdale 
and Heidi Bird. 
 

The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported by The Dr. Mortimer and 
Theresa Sackler Foundation. 
 
Production photos by Phillip Tull. Front cover photograph: James Cooney as Hamlet. 
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William Shakespeare 1564 - 1616 
 
William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-
upon-Avon to John Shakespeare, a glove 
maker and wool merchant, and Elizabeth 
Arden, the daughter of a wealthy farmer and 
landowner. It is believed that he was 
educated locally at King Edward VI Grammar 
School.  
 
During the 1550s there was a growing trend 
for nobles to patronise travelling companies 
who would visit Shakespeare’s hometown to 
perform at the Grammar School while on 
tour: there are records of more than 30 visits 
between 1568 and 1597. Shakespeare was 
four years old when these records started and 
his father is likely to have been responsible for 
his first exposure to theatre. John 
Shakespeare became a central figure in 
Stratford-upon-Avon when he was appointed 
as the town Bailiff. One of his responsibilities 
was to license the performances of these 
travelling companies by watching previews to 
check they were appropriate for public 
viewing. It is likely that William would have 
attended these previews.  
  
The next surviving record is his marriage to 26 
year-old Anne Hathaway at the age of 18 in 
1582. Their daughter, Susannah, was born 6 
months after their wedding. Two years later, 
Anne gave birth to twins, Judith and Hamnet, 
but Hamnet died at the age of 11.  
 
Records of his movements are unclear in the 
eight years following, but during this time he 
left his family in Stratford to begin 
establishing himself in the world of theatre in 
London. The reason for these ‘lost years’ is 
uncertain; but playwriting was not a 
respected form of literature so authors chose 
not to put their names to plays, and it may be 
that Shakespeare was writing during this time 
without putting a name to his work. In 1592 
his name reappears in a sour judgement made 
by dramatist Robert Greene on his deathbed, 
calling him ‘an upstart crow, beautified with 

our feathers’ in reference to his lack of 
university education which made him an 
imposter among the more qualified 
playwrights of the time.  
 
The Queen’s Men, Queen Elizabeth I’s 
travelling company, had been set up in 1583 
and caused a decline in other playing 
companies because it brought together the 
country’s leading actors. But an attempt was 
made to redress this in 1594 with a major 
reshuffle of actors, forming a duopoly of the 
Lord Admiral’s Men and the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men, the latter of which 
Shakespeare became a member. The 
Chamberlain’s Men were the resident 
company at a venue simply called ‘The 
Theatre’ in Shoreditch, and by August 1597 
Shakespeare had become a sharer in the 
business together with Richard Burbage and 
others. This new role afforded him the second 
largest house in Stratford – New Place.  
 
In 1599 The Theatre’s lease ran out and the 
structure was dismantled and moved across 
the River Thames to Southwark, where it 
became The Globe Theatre. The Globe 
opened with one of Shakespeare’s plays, most 
likely Henry V or As You Like It, and 
Shakespeare’s works continued to bring 
success and profit to the theatre, enjoyed by 
thousands. The Globe was one of only three 
theatres granted the privilege of licensing its 
own plays and the company’s success 
awarded them a patent from James I 
following his accession to the throne in 1603, 
when they became known as The King’s Men. 
The company took on a 21-year-lease of The 
Blackfriars, an indoor theatre that opened in 
1610 with another of Shakespeare’s plays, The 
Tempest.  
 
Two years later Shakespeare returned to 
Stratford, retiring from theatre to live out his 
remaining years with his family in the comfort 
of New Place, until he died in 1616. The cause 
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of his death is a mystery, but it seems he 
drank away his last hours in the company of 
his fellow writers, Ben Jonson and Michael 
Drayton. The vicar of Stratford-upon-Avon 
noted in his diary that they ‘had a merry 
meeting and it seems drank too hard for 
Shakespeare died of a fever there contracted’. 
He was buried at Holy Trinity Church in 
Stratford-on-Avon on April 25 1616.  
 
Many people consider him the world’s 
greatest playwright, but he was also a skilled 
poet and actor. In 1623 his works were 
published as a collection, known as ‘The First 
Folio.’  Among them are a number of plays 
regarded as the greatest works in the English 
language. From histories, to comedies, to 
tragedies, the plays reflected the concerns 
and widespread social and cultural change in 
the period. Shakespeare played a key role in 
the rise of theatre-going in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean England, and as a result – theatre 
and performance culture as we know it today.  
 
 
POPPY JERMAINE 
 
Sources 
The Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642 by 
Andrew Gurr 
Shakespeare Survey, Volume 60: Theatres for 
Shakespeare by J. R. Mulryne 
The Oxford Shakespeare: Romeo and Juliet 
Oxford World Classics 
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Elizabethan and Jacobean Theatre 

Beth Flintoff takes a look at the theatrical world in which Shakespeare was writing. 

 
At the beginning of the Sixteenth Century, 
‘theatre’ consisted of ordinary people 
enjoying plays about the Bible, performed by 
actors who travelled across the country with 
their props and costumes in a wagon. 
Although the plays were enjoyed, travelling 
‘players’ were generally treated with great 
suspicion – they were no better than ‘rogues 
and vagabonds.’ At the time, working men 
always had a master - if a poor man did not 
have a master it meant he was, effectively, a 
beggar. Actors would have seemed 
dangerously free of all masters.  There was 
even an Act of Parliament called the ‘Act for 
the Punishment of Vagabonds’. 
 
But the perception of theatre was, gradually, 
changing. Rich and powerful people were 
beginning to enjoy the feeling of providing 
entertainment to their friends, and plays were 
a great way of doing this. They were, basically, 
showing off – when people visited, the host 
could impress them by having a play 
performed. For example, King Henry VII’s 
household of servants included twelve 
trumpeters and a small group of actors who 
were able to sing and dance as well as 
perform plays.  This was a time of constant 
rivalry over who should be King, and who was 
the most influential. So professional actors, 
hired by these rich and powerful men, were 
paid to demonstrate to rivals just how 
important their family was. It must have been 
a bit of a relief for these actors to have some 
support and a more stable way of earning a 
living.  
 
Up until now, most drama in Britain had been 
performed in the open air, sometimes in 
courtyards in front of inns. But now, 
enterprising actors began to make theatre 
buildings and to set up companies of fellow 
actors to perform in them. The first person to 
do this was an actor who was also a 
carpenter, called James Burbage. His two 
sons, Richard and Cuthbert Burbage, took on 

the family tradition after he died. Theatre was 
by now extremely popular, but remained 
controversial - religious leaders, upset that it 
was so much more popular than going to 
Church, described plays as ‘beastly’ and 
‘filthy’. Plays were often banned for 
containing comments as subversive – writing 
in a negative way about the monarchy in the 
time of Queen Elizabeth I or James I was an 
extremely dangerous thing to do and it was 
common for artists to get into trouble or 
performances be shut down. 
 
The Burbage brothers were running a theatre 
in London when they had an argument with 
the authorities. In the end the argument got 
so bad that they took the whole theatre apart 
in the middle of the night and carried it, piece 
by piece, across a bridge to the other side of 
the Thames. Once over the river, they were 
safely outside the law of the London 
authorities, and could carry on without their 
permission.  This theatre was the Globe, 
where the most famous playwright of them all 
worked: William Shakespeare. 
 
We don’t know all that much for certain about 
William Shakespeare, but we do know that he 
was married to a woman called Ann Hathaway 
who lived in Stratford-upon-Avon where he 
grew up, and he had three children. He spent 
most of his time not with his wife but in 
London, and he wrote at least 37 plays – 
though we’re still not sure exactly who wrote 
some of the plays that have been attributed 
to him. Some scholars argue that he didn’t 
actually write any of the plays at all. 
 
What makes Shakespeare and his work 
different to that of other playwrights? As a 
member of the acting company, Shakespeare 
would have been writing specifically for his 
fellow actors – they were probably his friends. 
He must have had great faith in their ability 
because his plays are not written for one 
starring actor with supporting cast, but for 
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lots of actors who could all understand 
intense and complicated characterisation.  
 
There would have been no women in the cast 
– the female roles were all played by boys. 
This didn’t seem to bother Shakespeare in the 
slightest and he wrote plenty of great female 
parts – so he must have thought the boys 
were very good.  
 
If he had written in an obvious way about the 
politics of the time, he would have got into 
trouble, so he wrote about historical events or 
fictional characters in such a way that the 
audience could have easily guessed what he 
was talking about.  
 
They needed to make enough money at the 
theatre, making it important that his plays 
were popular, so he couldn’t just write 
tragedies or comedies – he wrote both.  
 
And he mostly wrote his plays in verse – not 
rhyming poetry, but a sequence of lines with a 
distinct rhythm, which helps the audience to 
follow what’s being said and adds an extra 
layer of magic, a feeling of specialness to what 
we are hearing. Like this, when Othello dies: 
 
I kissed thee ere I killed thee: no way but this, 

Killing myself, to die upon a kiss. 
[V.ii.356-7] 

 
These are some of the things that made the 
plays of Shakespeare so remarkable. He 
created characters that we can still 
understand today, and he gave them things to 
say that still, when we hear them now, can 
seem astonishingly beautiful one moment, 
hilarious the next. He created characters that 
are warm, funny, complicated, cruel, 
romantic, obsessed - you name it, he wrote it 
... For example, Romeo and Juliet has really 
changed the way we view romantic love today 
– the idea of people performing extravagant 
gestures, of sacrificing everything they have, 
and even dying for their love, these ideas had 
never been so clearly set down before, and 
probably haven’t since. 
 

Nowadays, Shakespeare is taught in schools 
not just in England but all around the world, 
and performed in hundreds of different 
languages. Many of the everyday words and 
phrases we use now, such as ‘advertise’ and 
‘lonely’ were invented by him.  
 
There were, of course, other plays and 
playwrights working at the same time as 
Shakespeare. In fact the playwright 
Christopher Marlowe, who wrote plays such 
as Doctor Faustus and Edward II, was much 
better known at the time. Faustus is a scholar 
who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for 
having whatever he wants for twenty five 
years. He says the famous line: ‘Was this the 
face that launched a thousand ships?’ when 
he meets the beautiful Helen of Troy for the 
first time. As the twenty five years comes to 
an end, of course, he begins to regret his pact, 
and the play ends with him being tragically 
carried away to hell. 
 
Christopher Marlowe is thought to have been 
a spy for Francis Walsingham, the head of 
Queen Elizabeth’s secret service. He was killed 
in a fight in a pub, but many suspect that this 
was actually a cover-up for an assassination. 
His room-mate was the unfortunate 
playwright Thomas Kyd, who was arrested 
and tortured by the authorities for 
information about Marlowe.  
 
It was a dark time for these playwrights and 
their plays reflected that darkness. Thomas 
Kyd wrote the first ‘Revenge Tragedy’, called 
The Spanish Tragedy. Revenge Tragedies were 
dramas in which a terrible injustice happens 
at the start of the play, and the hero vows to 
avenge it. In these plays, violent and 
frightening things happen to the characters 
and the events are often pretty gory. For 
example, The Revenger’s Tragedy, by Thomas 
Middleton, begins with the hero standing on 
stage holding the skull of his poisoned 
girlfriend. He revenges himself on the 
murderer, a Duke, by dressing up the skull in a 
coat, putting poison on the skull’s lips, and 
pretending that she is a woman the Duke 
would like to kiss. The Duke does indeed kiss 
the skull, and he dies.  
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These stories seem extraordinarily gruesome 
until you realise that similar stories are still 
being written today and are extremely 
popular: films like Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill, 
or Mel Gibson’s Ransom, and many horror 
films are in the revenge style, first written 
over four hundred years ago. Difficult, 
turbulent and dangerous times they may have 
been for actors and writers, but that didn’t 
stop them from creating some extraordinary 
works of art. 
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Synopsis of Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
 

On a dark winter’s night, a ghost walks the 
ramparts of Elsinore Castle in Denmark. 
Discovered first by a pair of watchmen, then 
by the student Horatio, the ghost resembles 
the recently deceased King Hamlet, whose 
brother Claudius has inherited the throne and 
married the king’s widow, Queen Gertrude.  
 
When Horatio and the watchmen bring Prince 
Hamlet, the son of Gertrude and the dead 
king, to see the ghost, it speaks to him, 
declaring ominously that it is indeed his 
father’s spirit, and that he was murdered by 
none other than Claudius. Ordering Hamlet to 
seek revenge on the man who usurped his 
throne and married his wife, the ghost 
disappears with the dawn. 
 
Prince Hamlet devotes himself to avenging his 
father’s death, but, because he is 
contemplative and thoughtful by nature, he 
delays, entering into a deep melancholy and 
even apparent madness.  
 
Claudius and Gertrude worry about the 
prince’s erratic behavior and attempt to 
discover its cause. They employ a pair of 
Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, to watch him. When Polonius, 
the pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that 
Hamlet may be mad with love for his 
daughter, Ophelia, Claudius agrees to spy on 
Hamlet in conversation with her. But though 
Hamlet certainly seems mad, he does not 
seem to love Ophelia: he orders her to enter a 
nunnery and declares that he wishes to ban 
marriage. 
 
A group of travelling actors comes to Elsinore, 
and Hamlet seizes upon an idea to test his 
uncle’s guilt. He will have the players perform 
a scene closely resembling the sequence by 
which Hamlet imagines his uncle to have 
murdered his father, so that if Claudius is 
guilty, he will surely react. And sure enough, 
at the critical moment Claudius leaps up and 

leaves the room. Hamlet and Horatio agree 
that this proves his guilt, and Hamlet goes to 
kill Claudius but finds him praying. Since he 
believes that killing a man in the act of prayer 
would send his soul to heaven, Hamlet 
considers that it an inadequate revenge and 
decides to wait.  
 
Claudius, now frightened of Hamlet’s madness 
and fearing for his own safety, orders that 
Hamlet be sent to England at once. 
 
Hamlet goes to confront his mother, in whose 
bedchamber Polonius has hidden behind a 
tapestry. Hearing a noise from behind the 
tapestry, Hamlet believes the king is hiding 
there. He draws his sword and stabs through 
the fabric, killing Polonius. For this crime, he is 
immediately dispatched to England with 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. However, 
Claudius’s plan for Hamlet includes more than 
banishment, as he has given Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern sealed orders for the King of 
England demanding that Hamlet be put to 
death. 
 
In the aftermath of her father’s death, 
Ophelia goes mad with grief and drowns in 
the river. Polonius’s son, Laertes, who has 
been staying in France, returns to Denmark in 
a rage. Claudius convinces him that Hamlet is 
to blame for his father’s and sister’s deaths. 
When Horatio and the king receive letters 
from Hamlet indicating that the prince has 
returned to Denmark after pirates attacked 
his ship en route to England, Claudius 
concocts a plan to use Laertes’ desire for 
revenge to secure Hamlet’s death. Laertes will 
play against Hamlet in a fencing match, but 
Claudius will poison Laertes’ blade so that if 
he draws blood, Hamlet will die. As a backup 
plan, the king decides to poison a goblet, 
which he will give Hamlet to drink should 
Hamlet score the first or second hits of the 
match. Hamlet returns to the vicinity of 
Elsinore just as Ophelia’s funeral is taking 
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place. Stricken with grief, he attacks Laertes 
and declares that he had in fact always loved 
Ophelia.  
 
Back at the castle, he tells Horatio that he 
believes one must be prepared to die, since 
death can come at any moment. A foolish 
courtier named Osric arrives on Claudius’ 
orders to arrange the fencing match. 
 
The sword-fighting begins. Hamlet scores the 
first hit, but declines to drink from the king’s 
proffered goblet. Instead, Gertrude takes a 
drink from it and is swiftly killed by the 
poison. Laertes succeeds in wounding Hamlet, 
though Hamlet does not die of the poison 
immediately. First, Laertes is cut by his own 
sword’s blade, and, after revealing to Hamlet 
that Claudius is responsible for the queen’s 

death, he dies from the blade’s poison. 
Hamlet then stabs Claudius through with the 
poisoned sword and forces him to drink down 
the rest of the poisoned wine. Claudius dies, 
and Hamlet dies immediately after achieving 
his revenge. 
 
At this moment, a Norwegian prince named 
Fortinbras, who has led an army to Denmark 
and attacked Poland earlier in the play, enters 
with ambassadors from England, who report 
that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. 
Fortinbras is stunned by the gruesome sight of 
the entire royal family lying sprawled on the 
floor dead. He moves to take power of the 
kingdom. Horatio, fulfilling Hamlet’s last 
request, tells him Hamlet’s tragic story. 
Fortinbras orders that Hamlet be carried away 
in a manner befitting a fallen soldier. 
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Synopsis of The Watermill’s Hamlet 
 
Our version of Hamlet has relocated the play to 2014, to a world in which status is decided not by 
sovereignty but by a shady criminal underworld. Hamlet’s family rule the neighbourhood and when 
Hamlet’s father dies, his uncle Claudius takes over the power. Everyone calls him ‘King’.  The play is 
retold in the original language, in fourteen short scenes. 
 
One | Alone in his bedroom, a teenage Hamlet paces up and 
down with a ferocious energy. His mother Gertrude and her new 
husband – Claudius, his uncle – have returned from honeymoon 
and Hamlet’s home now feels desperately uncomfortable. His 
mother and stepfather want him to move on, to stop grieving his 
father. ‘All that lives must die,’ urges Gertrude. 
After they have gone, Hamlet considers seriously what the point 
of life is. But he is cheered by meeting his friend Horatio – who is 
in fact the audience. 
 
Two | Laertes, a young man about the same age as Hamlet who 
lives nearby, is saying goodbye to his sister Ophelia before going 
to University. As they talk we learn that Ophelia and Hamlet have 
been going out together. Laertes thinks it’s a bad idea and that 
Ophelia should break up with him. After he has gone, Ophelia 
talks to her father, Polonius, who agrees with Laertes and tells her 
to stop behaving childishly. She promises to obey him. 
 
 
 
Three | Hamlet is talking to the audience when suddenly he sees something – a ghost. He decides it is 
his dead father and talks to it like it’s a real person. The ‘ghost’ tells Hamlet that he was murdered by 
Claudius while sleeping in the orchard. Hamlet is horrified, particularly with his mother, for making such 
a disastrous marriage so soon after his father’s death. 
 
Four | Hamlet and Ophelia are talking, but Hamlet is in a strange mood and he upsets her. After he has 
gone she tries to explain to Polonius what has happened. He decides that Hamlet has gone mad because 
he loved Ophelia and she has rejected him. 
 
Five| Polonius tells Gertrude that he knows why Hamlet is mad. He shows her a text message from 
Ophelia’s mobile that seems to back this up. When Hamlet comes in, Polonius tries to talk to him but 
Hamlet answers strangely. Once he is alone with the audience, Hamlet tells us he is worried about the 
reliability of his vision and that he is going to test Claudius further by putting on a play with a similar plot 
to the alleged murder, to see if he looks guilty. 
 
Six |Ophelia talks to Hamlet in a deliberate set-up, while her father spies on them. Hamlet is suspicious 
and gets very angry with her, before leaving her crying. 
 
Seven | With the help of the audience, Hamlet enacts the play. Claudius jumps up guiltily when he sees 
the murder and Hamlet is elated at the success of his plan. 
 

Neal Craig as Polonius and Elizabeth 
Crarer as Gertrude. 
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Eight | Hamlet watches Claudius praying and wonders if he should kill him then and there. He decides 
not to because he doesn’t think Claudius deserves to go to heaven, which might happen if he dies in the 
act of prayer. 
Polonius spies on Hamlet again, this time while he is talking with 
his mother. When Hamlet hears Polonius cry out, he stabs him 
with a flick knife, thinking it might be Claudius. Polonius dies but 
Hamlet seems barely repentant, instead he finally manages to 
persuade Gertrude that Claudius murdered his father. 
 
 
Nine | Claudius is horrified by the death of Polonius and 
concerned about what Hamlet will do next. Ophelia enters in a 
terrible state, singing and crying – she is so devastated by her 
father’s death and the breakdown of her relationship with Hamlet 
that she has gone mad. Meanwhile Laertes has come back from 
university vowing to get revenge for Polonius’ death. When he 
sees Ophelia he is even more upset. 
 
 
Ten | Hamlet is angry with himself for not having done anything 
about his father’s murder. He decides that from now on he will 
act more decisively. 
 
 
 
Eleven | Gertrude explains to Laertes that Ophelia has drowned herself in a nearby river. Hamlet hears 
the end of the conversation and is distraught – he and Laertes end up nearly fighting, just prevented by 
Gertrude from having a full on fight. 
 
 
Twelve | Claudius talks on the phone to Laertes. He tells him that he is going to arrange an official 
fighting contest between Laertes and Hamlet, and suggests that Laertes secretly hide a razor blade 
tipped with poison in his glove so that Hamlet will die from his injuries in the fight. And as a back-up in 
case the plan goes wrong, he is going to put some poison in a glass of wine that he’ll offer to Hamlet 
after the fight.  Laertes agrees. 
 
 
Thirteen | Hamlet is told he has to fight Laertes in a public contest.  He agrees, noting that he doesn’t 
seem to have much choice. 
 
 
Fourteen| Claudius and Gertrude gather to watch the fight between Laertes and Hamlet. Hamlet is 
winning until Laertes manages to scratch him with the razor – however Hamlet gets hold of the razor 
and scratches him back. Meanwhile Gertrude drinks the poisoned glass of wine, managing just in time to 
tell Hamlet that she’s been poisoned. Laertes tells him that they are both going to die but they exchange 
forgiveness with each other and Laertes tells him that Claudius is to blame. Hamlet kills Claudius with 
the razor. 
Knowing that he doesn’t have long left, Hamlet begs Horatio – the audience – to make sure everyone 
knows what has happened. He doesn’t want people to talk unfairly about him. Then he dies, his last 
words being ‘The rest is silence.’ 

James Cooney as Hamlet, Neal Craig 
as Claudius. 

 



The Hamlet Family Tree 



Themes in Hamlet 

 
 
Hamlet is one of the most discussed plays ever written, and any attempt to cover all the issues that 
arise in the play would be fruitless. Here is an introduction to a few topics that may be of interest to 
students and might initiate interesting discussion. 
 
Appearance and Reality 
 
From his first appearance, Hamlet is 
distressed by the difference between public 
speech and private emotions in Claudius’ 
court. ‘Seems, madam?’ he tells his mother, 
‘Nay it is, I know not seems’ [my italics]. His 
speech in the public court is short and blunt, 
almost to the point of rudeness. Claudius, by 
contrast, makes lengthy speeches with 
convoluted syntax and grammar. As with any 
politician smoothly resisting interrogation in 
today’s media, the audience immediately 
wonder ‘what is he hiding?’ As Hamlet says, 
‘one may smile and smile and be a villain.’ 
 
But this simplistic comparison early on in the 
play becomes more complex. Hamlet is 
disgusted by the thought of women applying 
make up to make themselves appear 
beautiful, but surely the Players – whom he 
welcomes with open arms - are no worse? 
The play within a play complicates the 
relationship between Hamlet and the 
audience. The Players’ ability to manipulate 
emotions, by appearing to be something 
other than what they are, proves an essential 
tool for determining Claudius’ guilt. Which 
leads us to ask – what can the audience make 
of a character who gives theatre such power?  
 
 
Madness 
 
Many a critic has posed the question: ‘is 
Hamlet really mad?’ It’s one of those 
questions which is never really answerable 
and depends heavily on the actor’s portrayal.  
Madness becomes both a tool (to outwit 
Claudius), an excuse for inexcusable action 
(the murder of Polonius) and a dramatic 
image for an ability to ‘understand’ things 

that conflict with society’s definition of 
‘normal’.  We are left wondering ‘what is 
madness?’ if it is simply behaviour that does 
not conform to rigid social expectations. The 
more that Hamlet threatens Claudius, the 
more Claudius insists he is mad. 
 
 
Revenge 
 
Revenge was a popular topic for plays in 
Shakespeare’s time, for example Thomas 
Middleton’s play The Revenger’s Tragedy 
deals entirely with one man’s desire to 
avenge his murdered wife.  
Revenge is never a simple action in such plays: 
it nearly always has a corrupting influence on 
the protagonist. It could be said that both 
Hamlet and Laertes, as they increasingly 
revenge their family’s loss, become 
increasingly corrupt. 
 
Language and Communication 

 
As suggested above, Claudius manipulates 
language for his own ends, whereas Hamlet’s 
speech tends to be more straightforward.  
Sometimes Hamlet’s syntax is broken and 
faltering, reflecting his broken world: 
 
 ... and yet within a month – 
 Let me not think on’t: frailty, thy 
name is woman – 
 A little month ... 
 
But Hamlet has an advantage over the other 
characters: he is our protagonist, granted the 
right to speak to the audience alone in his 
soliloquies. Whether we like it or not, we have 
an affinity with him over the other characters 
in the play.  He opens his heart to us, but then 
has to go quiet when others appear (‘But 
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break, my heart, for I must hold my tongue.’). 
The corruption of language symbolises the 
corrupt heart of Denmark: the spying, lying, 
deceit, and emotional manipulation causes 
distress, confusion, and ultimately the deaths 
of many.  The play ends with some positive 
signs for language: Hamlet urges Horatio to 
‘tell my story’, ensuring that communication 
will continue in future generations, but his 
final word, tellingly, is ‘silence. 
 
 
BETH FLINTOFF 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Elizabeth Crarer as Gertrude and James 
Cooney as Hamlet. 
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Rhythm in Hamlet 
Iambic Pentameter 
 
Most of Hamlet is written in Iambic Pentameter, a common form of metre that Shakespeare used as 
the basis for all his plays. 
 
‘Iam’ means an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable.  It sounds like this: ‘de-DUM’. 
‘Pentameter’ means that there are five of them to each line. 
 
So a line of Iambic Pentameter sounds like this: 
 

‘de-DUM / de-DUM / de-DUM / de-DUM / de-DUM’ 
 
Here is a neat section of Iambic Pentameter, with the stressed syllables highlighted in bold: 

 
O that / this too / too sol / -id flesh / would melt 

[Hamlet I.2] 
 

Sometimes the lines don’t fall out so neatly, and this is when Shakespeare becomes particularly 
clever. Sometimes, for example, there is a deliberately placed extra beat at the end of the line: 
 

To be, / or not / to be: / that is / the quest /- ion 
[Hamlet III.1] 

 
This eleven beat line is called a ‘feminine’ ending, and in this case it is used to leave the emphasis on 
‘question’ – it literally dangles off the end of the line, a question hanging in the air. It’s as if 
Shakespeare is trying to tell us something extra: perhaps that Hamlet is asking the question, but the 
audience should be asking it too. 
 

Language and Character 
 
So Shakespeare used rhythm in speech very deliberately. If the rhythm has become messy or 
irregular it is often a sign of disturbance within the character’s mental state. 
 
Look at this speech in Act I Scene 2: 
 

HAMLET 
But two months dead: nay, not so much, not two:  10 
So excellent a king; that was, to this,    10 
Hyperion to a satyr; so loving to my mother   15 
That he might not beteem the winds of heaven   11 
Visit her face too roughly. Heaven and earth!   11 
Must I remember? why, she would hang on him,  11 
As if increase of appetite had grown    10 
By what it fed on: and yet, within a month--   11 
Let me not think on't--Frailty, thy name is woman!--  13 
A little month, or ere those shoes were old   10 
With which she follow'd my poor father's body,   10 
Like Niobe, all tears:--why she, even she--   10 
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O, God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason,   10 
Would have mourn'd longer--married with my uncle,  11 
My father's brother, but no more like my father   12 
Than I to Hercules: within a month:    10 
Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears   10 
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes,    10 
She married. 

 
This speech, early on in the play at a time when Hamlet is grieving and confused, demonstrates 
clearly the extent of his distress. The sentence structure is broken and confused (you can get a sense 
of just how broken the syntax is if you try the punctuation exercise on page 31). The two lines in bold 
are longer – perhaps he is gabbling? In each case it is when he is talking about his mother, which 
subtly tells us how Hamlet is going to focus on Gertrude as the play goes on. 
 
Now compare it with this section, later in the same scene: 
 
HORATIO  And I with them the third night kept the watch,  10 
   Where, as they had deliver’d, both in time,  10 
   Form of the thing, each word made true and good, 10 
   The apparition comes. I knew your father;  11 
   These hands are not more like. 
HAMLET      But where was this? 10 
MARCELLUS  My lord, upon the platform where we watch.  10 
HAMLET  Did you not speak to it? 
HORATIO     My lord, I did,   10 
   But answer made it none. Yet once methought  10 
   It lifted up it head and did address   10 
   Itself to motion like as it would speak.   10 
   But even then the morning cock crew loud,  10 
   And at the sound it shrunk in haste away  10 
   And vanish’d from our sight. 
HAMLET     ‘Tis very strange.  10 
 

 

The syntax is clearer, the rhythm more regulated and concise. The three men complete each other’s 
lines, maintaining the iambic pentameter with no gaps. So there are no pauses or hesitation 
between them: the dialogue is swift and to the point. When he is with friends, Hamlet seems to 
immediately exercise more control over his speech; whereas when he is alone with us, his trusted 
audience, he lets his guard slip and reveals more. This is of course very true to life: when we are 
alone we may well give vent to feelings of grief or frustration that we wouldn’t dream of displaying 
in public. 
 
In this way Shakespeare uses the rhythm of the language to extend our understanding of character 
and emotion: in fact, there simply is no separation between the two. In Shakespeare, language is 
character. 
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Adapting the Text 
Beth Flintoff discusses the process of adapting Hamlet for a cast of three. 
 
Before I started work on the text, I had a few 
meetings with Justin Audibert, the Director, 
and talked about his vision for the play.  
 
It was important that my adaptation was 
something he could identify with, so he sent 
me a list of music that he was thinking about, 
and I listened to that constantly while 
working, in the hope that I would somehow 
absorb his feelings about the play – like a kind 
of mental osmosis. 
 
The first thing I always do when adapting a 
play is to type the whole thing out, word for 
word. Hamlet is a long play so it took five or 
six days, listening to Justin’s choice of music, 
taking notes and drinking huge amounts of 
tea. I find this an invaluable exercise – I get to 
experience Shakespeare’s writing process (my 
keyboard has replaced the quill, but the 
essence has remained the same). I can feel 
the muscularity of the verse beneath my 
fingers, and get a sense of the length of 
everything. When you type something out 
verbatim, you become acutely aware of 
lengths, and in this case I became aware of 
just how much screen time Hamlet gets: great 
long soliloquies and, when he is relaxed, 
verbose discussions with his friends like the 
Players or Horatio. 
 
To keep the budget down and the tour as light 
and flexible as possible for these productions, 
the casts are small and the sets are minimal. 
But this doesn’t mean we have to 
compromise on the quality of the acting or 
the integrity of artistic effort. Now in our 
fourth year of touring these shows I have 
come to see practical restrictions as 
opportunities to find something new and 
search for a deeper meaning in such 

wonderful texts. In Othello in 2012, for 
example, the character of Emilia was at one 
point played by male actor James Phelips 
(who also played Iago), which showed the 
character in a completely new light. In Hamlet 
the doubling of Ophelia and Gertrude can 
similarly open up new interpretations. 
 
I find Shakespeare’s stories just as relevant 
now as they ever were, so for me the modern 
updating is easy. In this version of Hamlet we 
have focussed on the domestic story: a 
troubled young man from a broken home who 
has no idea what to do about the discovery 
that his stepfather is a murderer. Much 
harder has been the brutal process of editing: 
this is a slippery, troublesome play to edit. I 
would cut a section only to discover that 
without it some vital element of character 
development was lost. The passage of time is 
key: how long Hamlet takes to exact revenge 
is a crucial part of the story, and by cutting 
the play so drastically I have had to come to 
terms with the fact that we cannot really get 
that across.  
 
I studied Hamlet as a teenager, for my 
Degree, and at Drama School, so for nearly 
twenty years it has been sifting around in my 
head. But after spending so many hours living 
with the text, working on drafts and redrafts 
(putting Fortinbras in and taking him out, 
putting him back in … and finally taking him 
out again) I still don’t feel that I fully 
understand it. It’s a strangely unsettling 
feeling for an adaptor, but something I have 
finally come to embrace. There is no definitive 
Hamlet, only an infinite variety of 
interpretations. I wish you the very best of 
luck with finding yours. 
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Interview with the Director 
 
Heidi Bird, The Watermill’s Assistant Outreach Director, discusses the process of creating Hamlet 
with Director Justin Audibert. 
 
How did you discover you wanted to be a 
Director? 
I first realised I wanted to be a director when I 
was at University in Sheffield. I was involved 
in student drama and found it really 
enjoyable. I started by acting in plays and 
then someone suggested I tried directing. At 
that stage I didn’t know how to go about 
directing as a job. After University I was a 
teacher for a couple of years and then I found 
out about a Directing Master’s course, which 
is run by Birkbeck, part of the University of 
London. I completed the Masters and that 
was the start for me because, on that course, 
you do a year of taught classes and then a 
placement at a theatre. My placement was as 
Assistant Director at the West Yorkshire 
Playhouse and off the back of that I got my 
first professional job. 
 
How do you prepare for the rehearsal 
process?  
I know Hamlet quite well because I have seen 
it a lot, read it a few times and delivered 
workshops on it. What is different about this 
interpretation is that the audience are 
predominantly younger. What was really 
important for me was finding a way of helping 
the audience to connect with Hamlet’s 
journey, which is a complicated one. I was 
really interested in the domestic theme: 
“what happens if you turn up at home and 
your stable home life has been disrupted and 
your mum is now married to your uncle?” I 
met up a couple of times with Beth Flintoff, 
who has done the edit, and we talked about 
the idea of making it quite domestic. This 
version of Hamlet is not so much about 
power, politics or ruling a Kingdom; it is more 
about the affect it has on this young man 
when his family life is interrupted. I also re-
read Hamlet a lot of times, re-watched the 

Mel Gibson film, which I think is a good film 
version, and I re-read James Shapiro’s 1599, 
which a brilliant book about Shakespeare’s life 
a couple of years before he writes Hamlet; it 
talks about how Shakespeare is developing his 
language and linguistic skills at that time.  
 
Beth and I also became interested in the idea 
that the family live on the edge of legality, so I 
spent a bit of time looking at gangster movies, 
which is always really fun! I also gave Beth 
music that I was interested in to listen to, for 
example Dizzy Rascal’s Boy in the Corner, and 
the Streets’ album Original Pirate Material 
because they felt the right atmosphere of the 
world we’re looking at. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What challenges do you face in the rehearsal 
room? 
There are very particular challenges because 
we only have three actors and eight 
characters, so the actors are doubling up. In 
the audition process I was very clear that 
rehearsal room would be a space to create 
together and find solutions. The four of us 

Ophelia (Elizabeth Crarer) and Hamlet (James Cooney) 
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collaborated to find solutions in a practical 
sense, which has been really enjoyable. 
 
A lot of people think that directors have to 
know everything. I have no problem saying 
when I don’t know something, or stealing 
other people’s ideas. There is a really great 
quote by Picasso, “Good artists steal from 
other artists and great artists steal from 
everyone.” Actors often come up with much 
better solutions. My job is to make decisions. 
Trusting yourself that you are making the 
right decisions is challenging and it is helpful 
to get other people to watch when you are 
further on in rehearsals so they can tell you 
which bits are not clear. There is not a better 
quote than Samuel Beckett’s, “Try, fail, try 
again, and fail better!”  
 
 
I notice that Gertrude wears a cross. What 
role does religion play in the show? 
When Beth and I were talking about the edit, 
religion wasn’t something we factored in, but 
it became apparent in the first couple of days 
of rehearsal that in this hierarchical, slightly 
gangster world, it is interesting to have 
something above the head of the household. 
The idea them all paying some obedience to 
God was really interesting to us. This is a 
world where people do believe in their souls 
being damned forever or being rewarded with 
heaven and that became increasingly 
apparent as the rehearsal process went on. 
Religion is really important in this play 
because it adds a higher level of stakes.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
What project will you be working on next? 
I am directing a new play for the Marlow 
theatre in Canterbury called Beached, which is 
a comedy fiction drama about the world’s 
most obese teenager. It is very different to 
Hamlet.  

Top: Gertrude (Elizabeth Crarer ) and Laertes (Neal Craig). 
Middle: Neal Craig as Polonius. 
Bottom: Gertrude (Elizabeth Crarer ) and Claudius (Neal 
Craig). 



Meet the Cast 
 

James Cooney |Hamlet 
James is an actor and voice over artist who graduated from LIPA in 
2011. His most recent role of Greg in Bottleneck was nominated for 
'Best Male Performance' at the 2014 Off West End awards. 
Theatre credits include: Island (National Theatre), Wink (Theatre 
503), Bottom Up (Southwark Playhouse), The Only Way is Chelsea's 
(York Theatre Royal, Live Theatre Newcastle and Soho Theatre), 
Bottleneck (Soho Theatre, Edinburgh Fringe and UK Tour), You Once 
Said Yes (The Lowry Theatre), and The 24 Hour Plays (Old Vic). 
Television and Film credits include: Doctors (BBC), Cushy (Second 
Shot Productions) and Vic/Tim (NFTS). 
  
Neal Craig | Claudius / Polonius / Laertes 
Theatre credits include: Owen Wingrave (Aldeburgh / Edinburgh  
International Festival), Pocket Henry, Edward III, Pocket Merchant 
(Propeller), Swallows and Amazons (National Theatre and West End), 
The Conspirators, Henry V (Orange Tree Theatre), Beachy Head 
(Analogue), Don't Shoot The Clowns (Fuel), Romeo and Juliet, Richard 
III (Oddsocks Productions), The Duchess of Malfi (Lazarus Theatre), 
The Course of True Love (1623 Theatre). 
Film credits include: The Tree Inside, The Boy With a Thorn In His Side 
(Sepia Films), Laundry - A Short Spin, Rocket To Mars (Project 
Bootleg). 
Television credits include: Emmerdale (ITV), A Girl’s Guide to 
Depravity (HBO), Raving Arizona (Nat Geo / Raw TV), Coronation 
Street (ITV Granada), Odd One In (Zeppotron). 
Radio credits include: Germinal (BBC Radio 4). 
Neal is an associate artist and founder member of 1623 Theatre 
Company. 
  
Elizabeth Crarer | Ophelia / Gertrude 
Theatre credits include: Cymbeline (Cambridge Arts Theatre), The 
Browning Version and The Apple Cart (Peter Hall season 2009, 
Theatre Royal Bath), Breakfast at Tiffany’s (Theatre Royal 
Haymarket, London), Brontë (Shared Experience, The Watermill 
Theatre), Charley’s Aunt (Manchester Royal Exchange), Othello (The 
Watermill Theatre), The Disappearance of Sadie Jones (Bike Shed 
Theatre, Exeter and National Tour), Emily: The Making of a Militant 
Suffragette (National Theatre). 
Television credits include: Law & Order UK and Midsomer Murders.



Interview with the Actors 

 

The Watermill’s Assistant Outreach Director Heidi Bird caught up with the cast during a break in 

rehearsals. 

 

Justin has set this version in the modern day. 
What methods have you used to 
communicate this to the audience? 
 
Neal: Justin was very keen to give an identity 
to the characters. James is naturally 
Mancunian, so he wanted Hamlet’s family to 
have a Mancunian edge. You have also got 
other characters, alongside the family, who 
aren’t Mancunian, but are in Manchester for 
work. For example, Polonius is more RP 
(Received Pronunciation), but he is a lawyer 
and very articulate in his speech. A lot of the 
context comes from the text, even if you are 
setting it in a modern context, you have to 
start with Shakespeare’s words, otherwise 
you are trying to impose something on top of 
the text.   
James: One of the key things for me is our 
movement. When you do a period piece you 
would spend a lot of time on the movement 
of the characters, because it is so alien to us, 
whereas, for this piece, I know Hamlet moves 
like a modern day young lad.  
Lizzie: I think there have been some changes 
to the text itself in the edit; the biggest thing 
is that women have more agency than they do 
in the original. In the original, Ophelia literally 
does what she is told, whereas, in this version, 
we have coloured in the love story between 
Hamlet and Ophelia, which is alluded to in the 
original but never made visible. That is quite a 
bold choice which definitely updates it to a 
contemporary world.  
 
Do you have an techniques you use to help 
you get to grips with the text? 
 
James: I always look where the punctuation 
marks are. I like to go through each thought 
until the full stop and then work out how I get 
from the beginning of the thought to the end. 
In rehearsals I try as many ideas as possible 
and then use Justin’s feedback. As a company, 

we have all felt like we can experiment in the 
rehearsal room. 
Neal: Shakespeare plays were written by an 
actor, for actors. Sometimes if you are having 
difficulty with it you can just look at the way it 
is structured on the page and that almost 
shows a map of the state of mind of 
somebody.  
Lizzie:  It can be a very heady exercise reading 
Shakespeare, and you have got to get it 
technically right; we have all worked quite 
hard to make sure that we are on the same 
page in terms of the metre. You have to make 
the transition from serving the text correctly 
to the moment that falls into your body and 
starts becoming an emotion. As an actor you 
want to feel the emotions, but with 
Shakespeare the text has to come first. It’s 
not the same as working on a contemporary 
piece where you feel the emotional journey 
quite early. It is something that comes much 
more slowly . 
 
Lizzie and Neal, you are both playing multiple 
parts in this version. Is it challenging and 
how are you creating these different roles? 
 
Lizzie: It is challenging because you have got 
two different character journeys to plot. It is a 
lot to hold in your head and you can only 
work on them one at a time. It’s frustrating 
because you feel like you are always failing. 
One thing that has been really interesting for 
me, playing both of the women, is how the 
two women’s journeys relate and what that 
says about attitudes towards women in the 
play. 
Neal: It is challenging, but as Lizzie said, you 
can’t work on them as a mass; you have to 
treat each one as if it is your only character. I 
am playing three characters and in one scene, 
two of those characters are in the same 
scene. I am quite used to playing multi-roles 
and one technique I find very useful is to think 
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about the clothing the characters wear. For 
example, Laertes has a beanie, a scarf and a 
bag and he feels rather like me, so I don’t 
have to impose much onto that character, 
whereas for Polonius, I decided that I wanted 
him to have a cardigan and glasses around his 
neck. This automatically gives me a top heavy 
weight, which stoops me slightly and gives 
Polonius a different stature. The costume 
encapsulates the character and, for me, that 
is a gateway for me to get into the character 
and the scene.  
Lizzie: I have been trying different physical 
quirks for Gertrude and some of them haven’t 
worked, so you have to go back to the 
drawing board again. You have to be aware 
that what you do might actually contradict a 
discovery you make in the text at a later 
stage. 
Neal: It’s about being bold and brave, which is 
a hard thing as an actor. Sometimes by going 
too far you find something wonderful. 
 
What is the most difficult thing about being 
an actor?  
 
Neal: Staying sane when you are not working! 
I tend to panic between jobs because I don’t 
have anything to go back to when I am not 
acting.  
James: The most difficult thing for me is 
allowing myself to go to more vulnerable 
places and emotions. I have found this during 
rehearsals from Hamlet.  You have to be 
willing as an actor to allow yourself to see and 
feel those emotions, and that can be quite 
scary.  
Lizzie: I think it’s hard to allow yourself to be 
brave enough to go to those places without 

losing yourself. If you lose yourself the 
emotion, it’s very hard to come back from, 
which makes it very unmanageable 
emotionally as a career. It’s especially difficult 
if you are out of work and you have left 
yourself in a slightly raw emotional state.  
James: You also always have to remind 
yourself to keep everything is perspective. If 
the play doesn’t go well, no one is going to 
die. The biggest thing that is going to get hurt 
is your own ego, which will only hurt for a 
while. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Ophelia (Elizabeth Crarer) and Laertes (Neal Craig) 
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Rehearsal Diary 
Alex Lonsdale, who recently completed his A Levels, has been observing Hamlet rehearsals. 

Having spent the vast majority of my 
secondary school years performing with the 
Senior Youth Theatre and Young Company at 
The Watermill, the opportunity to observe the 
development of a professional production 
was something I was not going to pass on! 
 
I instantly felt comfortable in the rehearsal 
room, fascinated by how the actors work in 
such a committed and passionate way, as well 
as the sheer amount of tea being consumed.  
The adaptation of the play, Hamlet, has 
completely transformed it, giving the 
audience a one hour, laid bare, fast-paced 
whirlwind of a show. It’s so interesting for me, 
having studied Hamlet for my A Levels, seeing 
it done as it should be experienced - right in 
front of me. Shakespeare is something that 
should be felt and seen rather than analysed 
by the page. It’s amazing how a three-actor 
cast manages to make what is an extremely 
heavy and tragic play so much more 
accessible and relatable, particularly to a 
younger audience who are also studying it. 
This is so important because the difference 
between page and stage is almost 
incomparable.  
 
On my first day I felt worried that I might be a 
bit of a nuisance - getting in the way, drinking 
all the tea, etc. But, I was touched by how 
welcoming everyone was. Neal, Lizzie and 
James, the actors, are so committed to their 
roles, and there are many of them to play! It’s 
amazing how one minute they are joking 
around and laughing about something and at 
the snap of a finger they are in character, 
which is incredibly moving. Justin, the 
Director, approaches rehearsals with a sense 
of fun, which instantly makes everyone in the 
room feel at ease about being a part of such a 
mammoth project.  
 
Firstly, the group warm-up is done, which 
involves keeping a ball in the air, at first with 

only your hand but on every multiple of ten, 
having to use a different body part. As 
someone who is neither athletic, nor 
mathematic, I wasn’t particularly natural at 
this one – quite happy to sit and talk about 
the various readings of Hamlet or what it’ll 
mean to a younger audience, but keeping a 
ball in the air? No chance.  
 
There is a definite sense of a team in the 
room. Everyone equally offers their own 
thoughts and insight into the play, the 
characters, and the meaning of the words, 
generally with different ideas being tested 
and investigated before a decision is made, 
making the rehearsal room a productive and 
constructive place to work in. It’s interesting 
that when watching the actors, you don’t see 
them as actors; you see them as the 
characters. Even when they break character 
to experiment, I can feel the tension between 
characters such as Hamlet and Claudius. The 
experimental nature of the cast means that 
testing scenes out, flipping them on their 
head and trying them again opens up the 
meaning of the story. Even if the line is said in 
completely the same way, the body language, 
and what has preceded it gives it an entirely 
new meaning – good old Shakespeare, never 
having a clear meaning! 
 
Despite the modern adaptation of this play, 
with Hamlet grumpily listening to his iPod and 
Ophelia applying make-up and wearing a 
hoodie, the classic elements of Shakespeare 
remain, such as remaining faithful to the 
rhythm (iambic pentameter) which is 
something that can sometimes be lost in 
modern adaptations.  
 
As an aspiring performer, and director, it’s 
been such a useful process for me to be a part 
of. I have learned so much, without even 
realising consciously. It is fascinating for me, 
personally, to see this professional company 
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work and rehearse in a space I am so used to 
working and rehearsing in, but being on the 
other side of the desk. Maybe this is a sign 
that one day I’ll return to The Watermill in a 
one-man production of King Lear (that is 
something I would definitely pay to see). 
More than anything, this experience has 
taught me that there really isn’t any other 
path for me to follow. It has confirmed my 
love for theatre, and gives me hope that the 
future is bright. I know I’ll be applying what 
I’ve learned in the future – though I may need 
to perfect the ball game first! 
 
ALEX LONSDALE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Keepy Uppy 
 

This game is great for getting the focus back on specific tasks. It starts with the group 
standing in a circle and using only the face of their hands to keep a ball in the air, setting a 
target of how many hits they’ll try to keep it up for. If the ball gets dropped, the group has 
to start again. At first it’s fairly easy to get into a rhythm, but it does need everyone to be 
aware of their surroundings and to focus on those around them as well, so teamwork is 

important to make sure the ball stays in the air. Once everyone is used to it, new rules are 
introduced that make it a lot more difficult. The rule is that on every multiple of five that 

the ball is kept in the air, another body part has to be used to hit it, such as the head, 
elbow or foot. Once everyone is used to this, the same rule but with every multiple of 

seven is introduced. This is when it starts to get especially hard because there are 
occasions when the ball has to be hit by a different body part (such as the head) twice in a 

row, e.g. on the 20th and 21st hits.  
The game is great for keeping everyone quick-thinking, focused and energised. 

Alex in the Senior Youth Theatre’s performance of 
Writers’ Block at The Watermill in 2012. 



 

26 

 

Exercise 1: Character Mapping 
 
 
The whole room becomes the ‘heart’ of the play. Put Hamlet, played by a student, in the centre of 
the room. Add the other characters one by one into the space. They should stand near or far away 
from the central character and the other characters, depending on how they feel about them. 
 
Start off with the positions for the beginning of the play. Then move to key moments in the play and 
ask them if they want to move. There may be some conflicts, for example if one character likes the 
other but the feeling is not reciprocated. 
 

Points: 

1. You can hopefully use all the students if you use every character in the play, including the 
servants. 

2. This exercise makes for a gentle way into hotseating. You can ask them individually why 
they’re standing where they are, and how they are feeling about other characters. 

3. If they don’t know the plot of the play very well, this can be an interactive way into them 
finding out the story. Tell them the main points of the story and ask them how they’re 
feeling now that this new development has happened. They can move in response to what 
you tell them. 

4. Alternatively, this can be a more advanced character exercise. ‘Cast’ the students in 
advance, and get them to write down quotes demonstrating how their character feels about 
other characters at key plot moments. Then, when they are moving around the character 
map, they can back up their new position with their quotations. 

 

FOLLOW UP EXERCISES 

1. DIARY: Imagine you’re the character you played in the mapping exercise, and write a 
diary, with entries for each key moment. 

2. FREEZE FRAMES: This is a natural way into ‘sculpting’ frozen pictures of key moments in 
the play, e.g. Hamlet telling Gertrude that Claudius murdered his father. 
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Exercise 2: Emotional Corridor 
 
 
The students line up in two rows, facing each other. Give each student about half a line to say, 
perhaps an oath or a curse, from the play. It’s fine to use each curse two or three times if you don’t 
have enough.  
 
Get them to repeat it a few times to the person opposite them, all at the same time, using lots of 
anger and venom. 
 
Then, one by one, each student walks down the line, with everyone repeatedly saying their curse at 
the person walking. Afterwards, discuss how it feels to be the object of such dislike. 
 
This exercise is particularly useful for invoking empathy in students.  
 
Although you might want to start with something straightforward like curses, you can also move into 
more complex emotions for any play (this exercise is very useful for encouraging students to 
empathise with Shylock, for example, in The Merchant of Venice).  
 
It can also be used to examine awkward relationships: for example, if you’re working on Hamlet, you 
could fill the ‘corridor’ with some of the many conflicting things that Hamlet says to Ophelia. Then 
ask the boys in the class to say them, while the girls take it in turns to walk through (or vice versa, of 
course!). Afterwards, each group can discuss how they felt, either repeating such things, or hearing 
them. 
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Exercise 3: Playing with Status 

 
The concept of status is important in Hamlet. The characters are strongly aware of who has political 
power and who hasn’t, who is the most respected in society and who is the least. 
 
1. In pairs, devise a short everyday scene in which status is really important. Here are some 

examples: 

 A new pupil at school is being bullied by a much older pupil. 

 A customer at a restaurant is complaining about the food to the waiter. 

 The school headmaster is meeting a new student for the first time. 

 A policeman is questioning a suspect. 
 
Now look at the scenes and discuss who has the most, and the least status. How can you show this 
physically? Try the scenes with both actors standing, then again but with one person sitting, and the 
other standing, and swap over. What difference does it make? 
 
2. Now look at the scene below from Hamlet. As a group, discuss what each line means and what 

each character is thinking. 
 

KING CLAUDIUS But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son,- 
HAMLET [Aside] A little more than kin, and less than kind. 
KING CLAUDIUS How is it that the clouds still hang on you? 
HAMLET Not so, my lord; I am too much i' the sun. 
QUEEN GERTRUDE Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off, 

And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark. 
Do not for ever with thy vailed lids 
Seek for thy noble father in the dust: 
Thou know'st 'tis common; all that lives must die, 
Passing through nature to eternity. 

HAMLET Ay, madam, it is common. 
QUEEN GERTRUDE If it be, 

Why seems it so particular with thee? 
HAMLET Seems, madam! nay it is; I know not 'seems.' 

'Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, 
Nor customary suits of solemn black, 
Nor windy suspiration of forced breath, 
No, nor the fruitful river in the eye, 
Nor the dejected 'havior of the visage, 
Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, 
That can denote me truly: these indeed seem, 
For they are actions that a man might play: 
But I have that within which passeth show; 
These but the trappings and the suits of woe. 

KING CLAUDIUS 'Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet, 
To give these mourning duties to your father: 
[Hamlet I.2] 
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3. In pairs, look at the section in detail and give each character a mark out of ten for status (1 

being very low, 10 being high) for each line.  
 

4. Now act out the scene in pairs, experimenting with different heights and positions. Try to make 
the height of the character (e.g. standing, sitting on a chair, kneeling, even lying down) 
correspond to the status number you have given the character. 

 
Questions to consider: 

 How can you use your body to show a character’s status?  

 What happens if you give a character with low status a physical advantage, e.g. by standing 
and leaning over somebody? 

 Look at people in your everyday life, such as your teachers, parents and friends. How do we 
understand peoples’ status in society? 
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Exercise 4: Rhythm and Punctuation 
 

‘You do not understand Shakespeare fully ... until you have spoken the text aloud.’ 

 (Cicely Berry) 
 

This is an exercise first created by Cicely Berry, Voice Director at the Royal Shakespeare Company. It 
looks at how responding physically to the punctuation in a piece of text can open up its meaning. 
 
1. Read the speech below out loud. Make sure you understand what Hamlet is saying. 
2. Working on your own, walk in a straight line whilst reading the text aloud. Each time you reach a 

comma, turn 90 degrees. Each time you reach a full stop or another punctuation mark, turn 180 
degrees. 
 
HAMLET 
O, that this too too solid flesh would melt 
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew! 
Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! O God! God! 
How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable, 
Seem to me all the uses of this world! 
Fie on't! ah fie! 'tis an unweeded garden, 
That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature 
Possess it merely. That it should come to this! 
But two months dead: nay, not so much, not two: 
So excellent a king; that was, to this, 
Hyperion to a satyr; so loving to my mother 
That he might not beteem the winds of heaven 
Visit her face too roughly. Heaven and earth! 
Must I remember? why, she would hang on him, 
As if increase of appetite had grown 
By what it fed on: and yet, within a month-- 
Let me not think on't--Frailty, thy name is woman!-- 
A little month, or ere those shoes were old 
With which she follow'd my poor father's body, 
Like Niobe, all tears:--why she, even she-- 
O, God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason, 
Would have mourn'd longer--married with my uncle, 
My father's brother, but no more like my father 
Than I to Hercules: within a month: 
Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes, 
She married. O, most wicked speed, to post 
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets! 
It is not nor it cannot come to good: 
But break, my heart; for I must hold my tongue. 
[Hamlet I.2] 
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3. Now try the same exercise with the following speech: 
 
KING CLAUDIUS 

Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother's death 
The memory be green, and that it us befitted 
To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom 
To be contracted in one brow of woe, 
Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature 
That we with wisest sorrow think on him, 
Together with remembrance of ourselves. 
Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen, 
The imperial jointress to this warlike state, 
Have we, as 'twere with a defeated joy, - 
With an auspicious and a dropping eye, 
With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage, 
In equal scale weighing delight and dole, - 
Taken to wife: nor have we herein barr'd 
Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone 
With this affair along. For all, our thanks. 
Now follows, that you know, young Fortinbras, 
Holding a weak supposal of our worth, 
Or thinking by our late dear brother's death 
Our state to be disjoint and out of frame, 
Colleagued with the dream of his advantage, 
He hath not fail'd to pester us with message, 
Importing the surrender of those lands 
Lost by his father, with all bonds of law, 
To our most valiant brother. So much for him. 
[Hamlet I.2] 
 
 

Questions to consider: 

 What sort of path do you follow when reading the speeches? 

 How do you feel when you are doing the exercise? 

 What are the differences between the two speeches? What are the reasons for the 
differences? Think about the following points: 

o Hamlet is alone when he is speaking 
o Claudius is making a very public speech 
o Claudius has just been made King; while Hamlet is grieving his father’s death 
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