
 

 

 

HAMLET 



 

 

1 - THE OPENING OF THE PLAY 
 

What effect does the opening of the play have on the audience? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the story ‘scene by scene’ page on the RSC Learning Zone, here. Read the summary of Act 1 

Scene 1. 

 Imagine you are one of the guards on the night watch, standing on the battlements of Elsinore. 

Write a list of what you might see around you. What can you see in the castle? Beyond the castle 

walls? In the night sky? Write a list of what you might be able to hear. The ghost has appeared for 

the last two nights. How might you be feeling? Write those feelings down.  

 Read Act 1 Scene 1, up to Marcellus’ line, ‘’Tis gone and will not answer’.  

 Ask yourself: What do you notice about the length of the lines? Who do you think is the most im-

portant character in the scene? What do you think is the atmosphere of the scene?  

 Choose 10 words which you think are the most important words in this section.  

 For each word, choose a way of saying that word and a strong gesture that could go with it. Say 

the words out loud and make your gestures.  

 Visit the staging page on the RSC Learning Zone and look at the images of the first appearance 

of the Ghost. Write a list of what the images have in common.  

 Ask yourself: Why do you think the Ghost has appeared to the guards? What are you interested 

in now? What effect do you think the opening of the play has on the audience?  

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Create a soundscape for the opening of the play.  

 Look again at the lists of sights, sounds and feelings that you wrote as if you were one of the 

guards. Use those lists as your starting point.  

 Think of how you can create the sounds. Include any sounds that might go with the feelings that 

you imagined, such as the beating of a heart. What sound will you use for the moments when the 

ghost appears and disappears?  

 Record all the sounds you will need to create the atmosphere. 

 Include the 10 words that you chose, in the order that they come in the script. Record yourself 

saying them as you think they should be said.  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 1 of Hamlet, on the page or on screen to read.  

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/scene-by-scene
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/staging/productions
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/scene-by-scene


 

 

 Edit together what you have recorded, to create a soundscape with a beginning, climax and end.   

 
 
  



 

 

2 - THE STORY 
 

What kind of journey does this play take the audience on? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Read through the 10 plot points on this page. Write a list of any words that stand out or interest 

you, even if you don’t know what they mean.  

 Read the plot points out loud as if you are a news reporter telling the people of Denmark. Which 

words might you have to change to make it sound as if the events are happening live? 

 On a piece of paper, write out your news report based on these plot points. Decide which bits of 

information will be most interesting to your viewers and add any details you can find. 

 Practice reading your news bulletin out loud. Which parts sound the most dramatic or emotional?  

 Ask yourself: Which bits of the plot are you most interested in already? Which characters do you 

want to know more about? 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Create your own storyboard of the plot for a comic book or graphic novel. You can make this as 

big or as colourful as you like.  

 Start by choosing one plot point and make a list of all the things that happen in it. Divide your 

paper into squares or panels so that you have one for each thing on your list. Draw a picture 

within each square until you have your story complete.  

 You can do this with as many plot points as you like, even adding lines from the play in speech 

bubbles or characters thoughts and reactions. 

 

 

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/plot
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/plot


 

 

3 - THE CHARACTERS 
 

What kind of people live in the world of this play? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the Who’s Who page on the RSC Learning Zone using the link above.   

 Tear up some pieces of paper and use one scrap for each character. Write the character name 

and key information for Hamlet on the first piece. Continue until you have one piece for each 

character.  

 Group these characters into The Royal Family of Denmark, Polonius’ family, Hamlet’s friends. Are 

there any characters who do not fit into these groups? Place those characters outside, as observers.  

 Read the stage directions at the opening of Act 1 Scene 2. Several of the main characters enter. 

Which are not included? Place these characters as observers.  

 Shakespeare includes ‘others’ in Act 1 Scene 2. Add two new pieces of paper to be courtiers, two 

to be guards and two to be servants. Make half of these characters loyal to the old King, and half 

loyal to the new King. Write this information on their pieces of paper.  

 Now place Claudius in the middle, and re-arrange all the characters around him, according to 

how close to him you think that character is. Bear in mind the power relationships between the 

characters. If you can take a photo of these characters when you are happy with their positions.  

 Read through Act 1 Scene 2 up to Claudius’ line, ‘Come away’ when everyone   except Hamlet 

leaves the scene. As you read the scene, move your characters as if they are reacting to Clau-

dius. Remember to include the observers when appropriate.  

 Take a photograph of where all the characters have ended up.  

 Ask yourself: How have the relationships between characters changed during this section? What 

has changed that might be dangerous for Denmark? Where did you place Hamlet by the end of 

the section, and why? 

 Note down what you have found out during the activity.  

 You can also return to this activity later on and do the same thing. Looking at the last scene of 

the play, compare the relationship we see in Act 1 Scene 2 with the one we see at the end of the 

play.  How has this changed? 

 

EXTENSION 

 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write and draw with. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 2 of Hamlet, on the page or on screen to read.  

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/whoswho
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/whoswho


 

 

 Choose the character who you are most interested in now.  

 Design a private room for your chosen character. Now you know more about them, their social 

status, their relationships and what they are like, see if you can imagine how they would live.  

 If you feel very ambitious, you can build a model box of this room and make their personal pos-

sessions and clothes out of modelling clay or scrap material or paper. Don’t forget to make your 

character too and put them in it! Photograph or film your character in their room. How do they 

behave in their own space? 

 
 

  



 

 

4 - THE WORLD OF THE PLAY 
 

Why did Shakespeare choose Elsinore Castle in Denmark as the 

setting for this play? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the photo gallery of Settings on the Shakespeare Learning Zone, here. What do these im-

ages tell you about the world of the play? What is happening in Elsinore? What is it like? Write 

down any words or images that come to mind. Look at the words you’ve written down so far.  

 Create a mood board for the world of Elsinore, either digitally using an app or as a collage, us-

ing your own drawings or old newspapers and magazines. A mood board can help a designer to 

think about the overall impression they want the audience to have of a place and can be a col-

lection of colours, textures, fabrics, styles of clothing, buildings, art work and anything else that 

you see which inspires you. In your mood board, try to label the things you add to help you re-

member your thought process.  

 Ask yourself: What did the world of Elsinore mean to Shakespeare’s audience? Where could the 

modern versions of this world be today? 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Create your own Model Box for the world of Elsinore. Use drawings or mood boards to start your 

design so you are happy with it. Where will your audience sit? How will your actors enter and 

exit? What scenery will you have - if any? 

 When your model box is finished, practice explaining how it works to an imaginary director and 

cast of actors. Where will some of the scenes take place in your model? Where will the ghost ap-

pear in the opening scenes? The play which the visiting group of actors perform? 

 An example of an RSC model box can be found here. 

 
  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 Old newspapers, magazines OR a mood board app such as Mural or Pinterest.. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/staging/setting
https://www.rsc.org.uk/the-merchant-of-venice/past-productions/rupert-goold-2011-production
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/staging/setting


 

 

5 - THE BACKSTORY 
 

How does Hamlet respond to the changes in his life  before and 

as the play begins? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the RSC Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A with the actors from our 2016 production of 

the play here and watch the section titled ‘Hamlet the student’ (time code 11.30-12.00). 

 Before the play begins, Hamlet was a student at Wittenberg University. He has come back to Elsi-

nore for his father’s funeral. 

 Read Act 1 Scene 2, up to the stage direction, ‘Exeunt all but Hamlet’. Make a list of any facts: 

things that you find out from the script which are true. For example, Prince Hamlet is Queen Ger-

trude’s son.  

 Make a list of inferences: things you think might be true. For example, what the characters are 

feeling.  

 Make a list of questions: things you want to know after reading this section.  

 On your big piece of paper, draw an outline of a human figure to represent Hamlet. Around the 

outside of it write down everything that has changed in Hamlet’s life just before the play begins. 

Use the lists you have written to help you. 

 Re-read the section from Act 1 Scene 2 again, this time imagining all the things that you think 

Hamlet would secretly like to do or say.  

 Inside your Hamlet outline, write down how Hamlet feels, both in your own words and using quo-

tations from Act 1 Scene 2. 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Visit the RSC Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A with the actors from our 2016 production of 

the play here. 

 Watch the section titled, ‘Is his mother’s marriage worse than his father’s death?’ (time code 

13.10-13.45). 

 Watch the section titled, ‘Do you actually feel like Hamlet when you are acting?’ (6.05-7.20) 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 A big piece of paper, a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 2 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=6&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=6&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=6&t=0s


 

 

 Imagine you are Hamlet in Act 1 Scene 2, just after all the other characters have left. Choose a 

piece of music that you think suits that moment and listen to it. As you listen, write as if you are 

Hamlet writing in his diary.  

 
 
  



 

 

6 - HAMLET’S FIRST SOLILOQUY 
 

What exercises do RSC actors do in rehearsal to explore a solil-

oquy? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the language analysis page on the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on ‘Analysing Hamlet’s lan-

guage’. Read the instructions and watch the film ‘exploring a soliloquy’ (from the beginning to 0.34 

seconds in).  

 Find Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act 1 Scene 2 which starts ‘O, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt.’ 

Read the whole speech aloud.  

 Read the speech aloud again. As you read aloud, stand up on the first full stop, sit down on the next 

one and then continue standing up or sitting down every time you come to a full stop or question 

mark. When you come to a comma, stamp your foot.  

 Continue watching the film of Paapa Essiedu performing this soliloquy and exploring the punctuation 

of the speech (from 0.34-3.36).  

 Ask yourself: What have you found out about Hamlet’s thoughts by doing the exercise? Make notes. 

 Read the speech aloud again, this time exaggerating the sounds in the words. Make the most of the 

open vowel sounds, speaking the consonant sounds as precisely as you can, and paying particular 

attention to any repeated sounds.  

 Continue watching the film to see Paapa exploring the speech in the same way (from 3.36-5.24).  

 Ask yourself: How do the sounds in this speech help us to understand how Hamlet is feeling? Make 

notes.  

 The speech is written in blank verse, which is verse that doesn’t rhyme but still uses iambic pentame-

ter. Look at the speech again. This time, just speak aloud the last word of every verse line.  

 Continue watching the rest of the film to see Paapa exploring the speech in the same way (from 

5.24). 

 Ask yourself: In this speech, which words come at the line endings which help us understand the 

things concerning Hamlet? Make notes.  

 Now you have done these exercises, write a sentence which describes how this speech changes the 

relationship between Hamlet and the audience.  

 

EXTENSION 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 2 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

 
 If you have time, find another soliloquy from near the end of the play, and work through it using 

the same exercises that you have done for this speech.  

 Ask yourself: How do the punctuation, sounds and line endings of the later speech compare with 

this one? How would you say Hamlet has been changed by the events of the play between the 

two soliloquies, and write down your thoughts.  

 
  



 

 

7 - HAMLET’S LANGUAGE 
 

What is your analysis of Hamlet’s first soliloquy? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the language analysis page on the RSC Learning Zone here. Watch the beginning of the film 

‘Exploring a soliloquy’, in which Paapa Essiedu introduces and performs a section of Hamlet’s 

first soliloquy, from our 2016 production (from 0.00-1.30). 

 Find Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act 1 Scene 2 which starts ‘O, that this too, too sullied flesh would 

melt.’ Read the whole speech aloud. In some editions you might find that it says ‘solid’ rather 

than ‘sullied’. 

 On the same page of the Learning Zone, now follow the advice and watch the whole speech per-

formed by Jonathan Slinger in our 2013 production. Ask yourself the ‘Questions to consider’.  

 Continue on the same page to fill in the grid and make your analysis of the speech. You can 

print out your analysis once you have completed the grid. 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 If you have time, continue on the language analysis page on the RSC Learning Zone here. 

 Click on ‘What else can I do to explore Hamlet’s language?’ and follow the advice.  

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 2 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

8 - OPHELIA AND POLONIUS 
 

How do you interpret the relationship between Polonius and 

Ophelia? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the picture gallery of Ophelia on the RSC Learning Zone here – click on the character of 

Ophelia to see the images. 

 Read the information about Ophelia. Ask yourself which of the images looks most like your idea 

of Ophelia and why?  

 Visit the picture gallery of Polonius on the RSC Learning Zone here – click on the character of Po-

lonius to see the images. 

 Read the information about Polonius. Ask yourself which of these images looks most like your 

idea of Polonius and why?  

 Read Act 1 Scene 3 of Hamlet, from Polonius’ line, ‘Tis told me he hath very oft of late’ to the 

end of the scene.  

 Write a list of all the things Polonius calls Ophelia during this section, and all the things he tells 

her to do. Looking at these things, can you rephrase them using your own words? 

 Speak Ophelia’s last line aloud. Try saying the line as if Ophelia is dutiful and understands that 

she has to break up with Hamlet. Now say the line as if Ophelia is resentful and wants to con-

tinue her relationship with Hamlet.  

 Stand up and make a statue of Ophelia as her father sees her. Then, another statue of how she 

sees herself. How would you describe the relationship between Ophelia and her father?  

 Visit this page on the RSC Learning Zone here and select ‘Polonius and Ophelia: Investigate this 

relationship.’ Work through the activities.  

EXTENSION 

 
 Imagine you are Ophelia at the end of Act 1 Scene 3. Write a blog post as if you are Ophelia, 

describing how you feel about your father and his advice and why.  

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 1 Scene 3 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or on your screen. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/relationships
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/relationships
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/staging/productions
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/relationships


 

 

9 - WHEN HAMLET MEETS THE GHOST 

OF HIS FATHER 
 

How does meeting the ghost of his dead father affect Hamlet? 

 

  
 

 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the language analysis page on the RSC Learning Zone here and select ‘Analysing the im-

agery/religious imagery’.  

 Read the extract from Act 1 Scene 5.  

 Imagine you are the Ghost. Read aloud all the Ghost’s lines.  

 The Ghost gives Hamlet all the details of who murdered him: where, how and what the conse-

quences are. Draw three pictures that show the murder in detail: before, during and after the 

event.  

 Label your pictures with words selected from the Ghost’s lines.  

 Ask yourself: In what ways does the language the Ghost uses affect Hamlet?  

 On the same page of the Learning Zone, read the information about religious imagery in this 

scene.  

 Ask yourself: How might Hamlet’s faith contribute to the affect the Ghost has on him?  

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Watch the Q and A from the Hamlet Schools Broadcast here, in which Paapa Essideu discusses 

why our 2016 RSC production was set in West Africa (from 15.00-16.28). 

 Ask yourself: What was it that lead the 2016 company to set the play in West Africa?  

 Return to the language analysis page on the RSC Learning Zone here. Fill out the religious im-

agery grid to analyse how the Ghost of Old Hamlet uses religious imagery and language to in-

fluence his son. 

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write and draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&t=439s
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

10 - TO BE OR NOT TO BE 
 

What is the ethical dilemma that Hamlet faces in the play? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Hamlet has been visited by the Ghost of his father, who has asked his son to ‘revenge his foul 

and most unnatural murder.’ Hamlet must decide whether or not to kill Claudius. It is a complex 

ethical dilemma, which he wrestles with in the play.  

 Imagine you are Hamlet. Take two pieces of paper and put them on opposite sides of the room. 

On one piece write a list of all the reasons why Hamlet SHOULD NOT kill Claudius. On the 

other piece, write a list of all the reasons why he SHOULD. Walk between the two pieces of pa-

per as you add to your ideas. Bear in mind what Hamlet feels like doing, what he is expected to 

do and what he believes he should do. If you have time, research how revenge was regarded in 

1600, when Shakespeare first created the play, and use your research to inform your thoughts. 

 When you have written down all your ideas, walk between the two pieces of paper as if you are 

Hamlet, reading aloud each reason. What does this tell you about how Hamlet might be feeling?  

 Visit the language key scenes page on the RSC Learning Zone here. Work through the activities 

on this page, making sure that you have understood the speech, read it aloud and looked at the 

images showing Hamlet at this moment in past RSC productions. 

 Imagine you are Hamlet. Write a letter to you father, telling him how you feel.  

 

EXTENSION 

 
 If you were Hamlet and you were feeling like he is in this speech, where in the castle of Elsinore 

would you go to be safe?  

 Use whatever you can find at home to build an imaginary safe place for Hamlet. Sit in that place 

and, as if you are Hamlet, read aloud the letter you have written to your father.  

 Read aloud the ‘To be or not to be’ speech as if you are Hamlet. 

 
 
  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, and something to write and draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 3 Scene 1 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/to-be-or-not-to-be
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/to-be-or-not-to-be


 

 

11 - WHEN OPHELIA BREAKS UP WITH 

HAMLET 
 

What exercises do RSC actors do in rehearsal to explore a duo-

logue? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the language analysis page of the RSC Learning Zone here and click on ‘Analysing Hamlet 

and Ophelia’s relationship’.  

 Read the instructions and watch the film ‘exploring a duologue’ from the beginning to 0.24 sec-

onds in.  

 Ophelia has been told to wait for Hamlet and pretends to read a book. He notices her as he is 

coming to the end of the ‘To be or not to be’ speech. Find that point in Act 3 Scene 1. 

 Read the first few lines of the duologue between Ophelia and Hamlet which begins with ‘Good 

my lord’ until Ophelia says, ‘There my lord’.  

 Ask yourself the questions that all actors have to ask when tackling this scene: How long do you 

think Hamlet and Ophelia have known one another? Have they grown up together at Elsinore, or 

did they meet when they were teenagers? Hamlet has been away from Elsinore at University be-

fore the play starts. How long do you think has he been away? How might this have affected their 

relationship? Ophelia’s father Polonius has asked her to break up with Hamlet. Why do you think 

that is? Hamlet is a prince, but Ophelia is not of royal blood. How might this fact affect their re-

lationship?  

 Imagine the ‘remembrances’ or love tokens that Hamlet might have given to Ophelia. Decide on 

one that you think he would consider the most special. Draw what you have imagined on a piece 

of paper. 

 Imagine you are Ophelia. How would you give back that special remembrance? Imagine you are 

Hamlet. How would you react when Ophelia gives you that special remembrance? 

 Continue watching the film ‘exploring a duologue’ from 0.24 to the end.  

 Click on ‘Questions to consider’ and ask yourself the questions that are there.  

 

EXTENSION 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, and something to write or draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 3 Scene 1 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

 
 On the same page (‘Analysing Hamlet and Ophelia’s relationship’) on the RSC Learning Zone, 

use your answers to the ‘Questions to consider’ and continue to make your analysis of the duo-

logue by filling in the grid. You can print out your analysis once you have completed the grid. 

 
  



 

 

12 - GET THEE TO A NUNNERY 
 

How is Hamlet affected by Ophelia breaking up with him? 

 

 
 

 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the RSC Learning Zone and open the page above on the Nunnery Scene. Read the overview 

and the instructions to ‘look’. Click ‘Read the scene and explore’ to read the full script. 

 Polonius and Claudius are watching from behind an arras. Ask yourself: Why does Hamlet sud-

denly ask Ophelia where her father is? What might happen to prompt Hamlet’s question? How 

might he feel if he realizes they are being watched?  

 Imagine you are Hamlet. Read all of his lines out loud, and physically hit your chest every time 

you say something which you think would hurt Ophelia.  

 Read Hamlet’s lines again and select those words which are full of emotion. Try to sum up the 

emotion of these words in just one word, if you can. Write them down until you have a list of all 

the emotions Hamlet feels during this scene.  

 Watch the film ‘play scene in rehearsal and performance’ (from 0.40 seconds into the end). As 

you watch, see if you can spot the emotions on your list.  

 Ask yourself: How does Hamlet’s behaviour make you feel? Does Shakespeare want his audience 

to take a specific side? 

 Visit the Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A here (from 17.10-19.10) to hear Paapa Essideu in-

terpret what Hamlet goes through in this scene.  

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Go back to the script and look at ‘read and explore’.  

 Read aloud Ophelia’s speech at the end of this section.  

 Put the speech into your own words. Some of this has been done for you, as an example.  

 Imagine you are a friend of Ophelia. What questions would you have for her? Write them down.  

 Now imagine that you are Ophelia. Speak the speech as if you are explaining what has hap-

pened to your friend.  

 Ask yourself: If you were Ophelia’s friend, what would your advice be for her?  

 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page and watch this clip. 

 A copy of Act 3 Scene 1 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/the-nunnery-scene
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5


 

 

13 - AN ANTIC DISPOSITION 

 

Is Hamlet mentally ill or pretending to be? 

 

 
 

 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A here and watch from 13.45-15.00, titled ‘putting on 

an antic disposition.’ 

 Hamlet pretends to be mad, to try and find out the truth.  

 Go back to the Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A and watch from 10.30-11.30. 

 Paapa Essideu believes that Hamlet is suffering from deep grief after the death of his father.  

 Think about the first three Acts of the play. Make a list of all the things that happen that could af-

fect Hamlet’s mental health.  

 Make a list of all the things that other characters say about Hamlet’s mental health or behaviour.  

 Make a list of all the things that Hamlet does.  

 Make a list of everything that Hamlet says about his feelings or his state of mind.  

 Take a fresh piece of paper and write Hamlet’s name in the middle. Imagining this paper is 

Hamlet’s mind, start to fill the page with words or drawings from your lists. If you think something 

or someone is important to Hamlet, place it nearer their name. You can make this map as full 

and colourful as you like.  

 Think about how you would share your mind map with others. What have you found out? What 

conclusions do you draw?  

 Record yourself presenting your mind map. Finish with a summary statement, that addresses the 

question, ‘Is Hamlet mentally ill or pretending to be?’ 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Design a costume for Hamlet in his ‘antic disposition’ for a production of the play set in 2020. 

You could include personal props that Hamlet could use to make others believe he is mentally ill. 

Think about the colours, textures, materials and imagery that you could use from contemporary 

culture, and label your design to include these ideas.  

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write or draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to play this clip.  

 A copy of Acts 1-3 from Hamlet to refer to, either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5


 

 

14 - OPHELIA 
 

What drives Ophelia to madness? 

 

 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Read Act 4 Scene 5 from the beginning of the scene up to where there is a ‘noise within’ and a 

messenger enters. On a big piece of paper, write three lists: what others say about Ophelia, what 

Ophelia says, and what she does.  

 At the bottom of your paper, write down the possible causes for Ophelia’s state of mind. Draw 

lines linking those causes to what you have found out from reading Act 4 Scene 5.  

 Find the place in Act 4 Scene 5 when Ophelia re-enters. Read from there until Laertes’ line, ‘Did 

you see this, O God?’ 

 Add to your lists, and link what you have written to your possible causes for Ophelia’s state of 

mind.  

 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here and select Ophelia. Work through to fill in the grid.  

 
 

EXTENSION 

 
 Find the speech in Act 4 Scene 7 where Gertrude describes Ophelia’s death, which begins, 

‘There is a willow grows aslant a brook’.  

 Read the speech aloud. As you read, pick out the key words in each line and use gestures that 

could go with those key words to make their meaning clear.  

 Make a memorial for Ophelia. You could draw, model, collage or use digital technology to cre-

ate your memorial. Include at least three phrases from Gertrude’s speech in your memorial. Con-

tinue adding words from the rest of the play that you think are appropriate to remember Ophelia 

with.  

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write or draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page.  

 A copy of Act 4 Scene 5 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/analysis


 

 

15 - ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDEN-

STERN 

 

What role do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern fulfill in the play? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Claudius and Gertrude send for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to come to Elsinore. 

 Read Act 2 Scene 2 from the beginning until Rosencrantz and Guildenstern exeunt.  

 Ask yourself: How is the relationship between Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern described? 

As children, how might they have spent time together?  

 Gertrude says that Hamlet has ‘talked much’ of his old friends and that he ‘adheres’ to them. As 

if you are Hamlet, think of an event that might have happened with Rosencrantz and Guilden-

stern and write a short account of it.   

 Read Rosencrantz’s lines from the beginning of Act 2 Scene 2 aloud, as if he is eager to please 

the King and Queen. Read them aloud again, as if he is reluctant to be there. Repeat this exer-

cise with Guildenstern’s first lines.  

 Ask yourself: what motivates Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to come to Elsinore? Bear in mind this 

may be different for each of them. What might be the penalty for them if they refused the King’s 

request?  

 Visit this page on the RSC Learning Zone. Read the information and then click to read and ex-

plore the script.  

 Deciding what the characters are trying to achieve is one of the ways in which the actors at the 

RSC work out how to play a scene effectively. What do you think Hamlet is trying to achieve in 

this scene? What is his objective? What is Rosencrantz’s objective? What is Guildenstern’s objec-

tive? Write your ideas down.  

 Watch the film ‘play scene in performance’ from 1.23-end. Write down what you think the objec-

tives of the actors were in this version of the scene? Were they similar or different from your own? 

 Visit the Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A here. Watch from 1.00-1.50, titled ‘Why are Rosen-

crantz and Guildenstern in the plot?’ 

 Ask yourself: What role do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern fulfill in the play?  

 

EXTENSION 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page and play this clip. 

 A copy of Hamlet Act 2 Scene 2, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/hamlet-confronts-rosencrantz-and-guildenstern
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/hamlet-confronts-rosencrantz-and-guildenstern
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5


 

 

 
 Design and make Rosencrantz and Guildenstern puppets. You can be ambitious as you like or 

keep it simple. You could use modelling clay, for example, or simply wooden spoons with faces. 

 Bring your puppets to life, by trying out some of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s lines from the 

play. As you animate your puppets and speak their lines, consider how Hamlet might feel about 

his childhood friends acting as puppets of Claudius.  

  



 

 

16 - THE PLAY WITHIN THE PLAY 
 

What is the effect of the play within the play on the audience? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Hamlet asks a group of visiting Players to Elsinore to perform a display called The Murder of 

Gonzago. He says, ‘The plays the thing wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King’.  

 When the players enter, they first perform a short, silent version of the whole play. Read the stage 

directions for this ‘dumbshow’ here:   

Enter a King and a Queen very lovingly; the Queen embracing him, and he her. She kneels, 

and makes show of protestation unto him. He takes her up, and declines his head upon her 

neck: lays him down upon a bank of flowers: she, seeing him asleep, leaves him. Anon comes 

in a fellow, takes off his crown, kisses it, and pours poison in the King's ears, and exit. The 

Queen returns; finds the King dead, and makes passionate action. The Poisoner, with some 

two or three Mutes, comes in again, seeming to lament with her. The dead body is carried 

away. The Poisoner woos the Queen with gifts: she seems loath and unwilling awhile, but in 

the end accepts his love. 

 Write down any words from this description that you find interesting. 

 Create your own version of the ‘dumbshow’ using models of the characters that are mentioned 

(you could make paper cut-outs, model them from plasticine, or perhaps just use everyday 

household objects), using your characters to tell the story.  

 Read the stage directions aloud whilst you act out your ‘dumbshow’.  

 Find the place in Act 3 Scene 2 which starts with Lucianus’ line, ‘Thoughts black, hands apt, 

drugs fit.’ Read from there until the stage direction ‘Exeunt all but Hamlet and Horatio’.  

 Ask yourself: What does Claudius do in response to the play? What is he thinking and feeling as 

he rises and exits?  

 Write down those thoughts and feelings.  

 Visit the Hamlet Schools Broadcast Q and A here and watch from 19.10-19.30.  

 Ask yourself: What is the effect of the play within the play on Hamlet? What is the effect on the 

audience watching the play?  

 

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 A piece of note paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page and play this clip. 

 A copy of Hamlet Act 3 scene 2, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5


 

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on ‘analysing the imagery’ and select ‘performance im-

agery’.  

 Read the information about performance imagery and see if you can find examples in the play.  

 If you are feeling really ambitious, you could make a film of your ‘dumbshow’. Either read the 

stage directions whilst you move your models, or you could choose a piece of music to create 

atmosphere. You could even create a stop motion version of your dumbshow. 

 
  

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

17 - CLAUDIUS’ CONFESSION 
 

Why does Claudius murder his brother? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here. Watch the film from the beginning to 0.41. 

 Read the information about this key scene and click ‘read the scene and explore’ to see the 

script.  

 Read the speech aloud, from the beginning to the line ‘may one be pardoned and retain the of-

fence?’ Every time there is a question mark, make a gesture to go with that moment.  

 Watch the film from 0.41-2.02. Clarence Smith, who played Claudius is the RSC 2016 produc-

tion describes the audience as a ‘sounding board’ for the character. 

 Look at the paraphrase to make sure that you are confident with what the words mean. Go back 

through the speech and imagine that Claudius is speaking directly to you. Speak aloud your an-

swers to the questions that the character asks.  

 Watch the film from 2.02 to the end. How does Claudius come across in this version? Do you 

have sympathy for him or not? Why? Note down our thoughts.  

 Claudius says he murdered his brother for ‘My crown, mine own ambition and my Queen’.  

 An actor who plays Claudius must decide in detail what motivates him. Write lists of all the bene-

fits which you think Claudius gets from being king, realising his ambition and being married to 

Gertrude. Which would you say is his most important motivator?  

 Watch the Hamlet Schools’ broadcast Q and A with the actors from our 2016 production of the 

play here (from 4.15-5.10. and from 12.00-13.10). 

 Ask yourself: Do you agree with the interpretation of Claudius’ relationship with Gertrude that 

Clarence talks about? How would you describe their relationship?  

 Watch the Hamlet Schools’ broadcast from 12.00-13.10.  

 Ask yourself: Do you agree with the reasons that Clarence gives for why Claudius murders his 

brother? What would you say are his reasons?  

 

EXTENSION 

 Visit the RSC Learning Zone character analysis page here and click on ‘interrogate Claudius’. 

 Read the information, research the suggested scenes, and fill in the grid to analyse why Claudius 

murders his brother.  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Some pieces of paper, or a notebook and something to write with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page and play this clip. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/claudius-confession
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/character/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/claudius-confession
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vN7eIMTp3WM&list=PLolOYEpIfPsnrIJcakMkXoFrywyeCRML6&index=5


 

 

18 - WHEN HAMLET CONFRONTS 

GERTRUDE  

 

How might you stage the closet scene in performance? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the ‘language analysis’ page on the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on ‘Analysing themes’ 

and select ‘theme of revenge’. Click on ‘read the closet scene Act 3 Scene 4’ to see the script.  

 Read the extract from this key scene.  

 Ask yourself: What happens to make Gertrude ask, ‘What wilt thou do?’ Where is Polonius hid-

den?  

 Bring the scene to life by creating a 3D map. Using a large piece of paper, draw a floor map of 

Gertrude’s closet – include the entrance into the room, any furniture that might be in the room, 

and where Polonius is hidden. Decide where the audience would be sitting to experience the 

scene.  

 Use counters, plastic figures or create your own models to represent the characters. Read the ex-

tract again, and as you read, experiment with where everyone might move and interact with each 

other. What staging choices might you make to create the most dramatic closet scene?  

 Read the whole of Act 3 Scene 4. Later in the scene, the Ghost of Hamlet’s father appears to 

him. Gertrude cannot see the Ghost, but Hamlet and the audience can.  

 Using your 3D map, experiment with where the Ghost appears, how Hamlet and Gertrude might 

re-act, and how the audience will understand that Gertrude cannot see the Ghost?  

 Make director’s notes on how you might stage this scene in performance.  

 

EXTENSION 

 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on ‘Analysing themes’ and select ‘theme of revenge’.  

 Read the information, research the suggested scenes, and fill in the grid to analyse the theme of 

mortality in Act 3 Scene 4.  

 
  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 A large piece of paper, a notebook, and something to write or draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 3 Scene 4 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/language/analysis


 

 

19 - THE DEATHS 
 

Who bears responsibility for the deaths in Act 5 Scene 2? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on Act 5 Scene 2 to read the summary of the scene and 

what we learn. 

 Find the place in Act 5 Scene 2 where the King, Queen and all the state enter. Read from there 

until Horatio’s line ‘And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.’  

 Write a list of everything that happens in that section of the scene in the order that it happens.  

 Imagine you are a lord who is a witness to this scene, and you have been asked to give a state-

ment to the police about the deaths. Write a statement describing the deaths as you saw them.  

 Ask yourself: Who bears responsibility for the deaths? Write a list of every character who you 

think bears some responsibility, and note why. Who does Shakespeare want us to sympathise 

with? Add your thoughts to your notes for each character.  

 

EXTENSION 

 
 Choreograph your own version of the deaths as if you were a stage fight director. It might help to 

draw the stage as a floor plan and create models to represent the characters and move them 

around. Use the lines from the text in Act 5 Scene 2 to work out where your fight moves happen.  

 Once you know the shape of your fight, design a storyboard for a comic book or graphic novel. 

Use as many panels or frames in your storyboard as you need to show the whole sequence 

you’ve created. 

 

  

WHAT YOU NEED 

 
 Pieces of paper, a notebook, and something to write or draw with. 

 A computer with internet connection, ready to visit this page. 

 A copy of Act 5 Scene 2 from Hamlet, to read either on the page or onscreen. 

 

https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/scene-by-scene
https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learning-zone/hamlet/story/scene-by-scene


 

 

20 - THE THEMES  
 

What are the themes in Hamlet? 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 

 
 Visit the RSC Learning Zone here. Click on ‘analysing themes’. Three of the main themes of 

Hamlet are included on that page.  

 Read the information and advice for exploring each theme. 

 There are other themes in the play to explore. Visit the RSC website here to find out more.  

 Select the theme from the play which is the most relevant and important to you.  

 Make a collage which explores that theme. You must include quotes from the play which are rel-

evant to that theme. You should also include characters that link to that theme. Include signifi-

cant props or objects from the play which are relevant to that theme, and draw them or, if you 

are feeling particularly creative, you could  find ways of representing characters or props using 

google images, pictures from old magazines, re-cycled materials or fabric scraps.  

 Share your collage with someone, either at home or online. Take them through your creative 

process and thinking. Make sure you include the quotes you have chosen and why you have cho-

sen them.  

  

EXTENSION 

 
 Repeat this process, to make collages for other themes in the play.  

 You could display your collages, thinking about the relationship between the themes.  
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