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These instructions cover the student activity section which can be found on page 10. This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR AS and A Level Drama and Theatre.

Introduction
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Hamlet, by William Shakespeare
Hamlet, usually known as an Elizabethan revenge tragedy, is the most frequently performed play around the world. It is a study of action and delay, and the consequences that follow. The first performance of Hamlet was by the Kings Men at the Globe theatre between 1600 and 1601, with Richard Burbage as one of the first actors to perform the role of Hamlet. There have been several productions during 2016 to celebrate 400 years since Shakespeare’s death, including an RSC version with Paapa Essiedu playing Hamlet. The complexity of the main protagonist and his inner conflict has attracted generations of actors, directors and film makers. This includes over 200 women who have professionally played the role of Hamlet. 

Political conflict

Denmark is in a high state of alert and are preparing for war against young Fortinbras of Norway. The opening scene is on the battlements of a castle with Francisco Bernardo and Marcellus soldiers on guard (A1S1). The Ghost of Hamlet’s father is still dressed for war when he first appears before the soldiers and later Hamlet. The external threat of war and its resolution is there throughout the play. Claudius sends ambassadors Voltimand and Cornelius on a peace mission (A1S2) and they successfully return with peaceful resolution (A2S2). Hamlet observes Fortinbras marching to Poland (A4S4). He is seen as a man of action. Hamlet names Forntinbras as his successor before he dies (A5S2). Here the political theme comes full circle when Hamlet is carried off stage by captains. ‘Bear Hamlet, like a soldier, to the stage’.
External and internal conflict

Hamlet must resolve his external conflict with Claudius by avenging his father’s death. Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, returns home from university after the death of his father. His mother, Gertrude, has married his father’s brother, Claudius. Hamlet’s uncle, Claudius, has also claimed the throne (A1S2). Hamlet is told by the Ghost of his father that Claudius killed him and makes his son swear to avenge his death (A1S5). It is this prolonged struggle between Hamlet and Claudius that provides the main narrative of the play, setting Hamlet in constant opposition with his mother. This is even more challenging for Hamlet because his dead father has told him to spare her. 

The internal conflict of the main characters is found in the language. Hamlet shares his thoughts with the audience in series of seven soliloquies, rather than showing how he feels through his actions (A1S2, A1S5, A2S2, A3S1, A3S2, A3S3, A4S4). These soliloquys provide the delay and action of plot structure.
This is a complex study of a young man grieving for his father, and who has been given the huge responsibility of killing someone. It is Hamlet’s indecision that prolongs the action and highlights other themes of illusion and reality, fate and morality within the play. Hamlet decides to “put an antic disposition on” to test Claudius. He shares his decision with Horatio (A1S5) and is so convincing that his family worry for his mental state (A2S2). He rewrites a play to be performed to prove Claudius is guilty (A2S2).When the Players perform the events of the murder (A3S2), Claudius leaves. Claudius shares his guilt in a speech when praying (A3S3) and this prevents Hamlet from killing him. Instead he goes to Gertrude and confronts his mother before he kills the hiding Polonius. The Ghost returns to remind Hamlet of his oath to kill Claudius. The sub plot of Ophelia and Hamlet is introduced in A1S3. Their relationship causes both her father Polonius and her departing brother Laertes to advise her against it (A1S3). Ophelia is used by Polonius (A2S1) and Claudius to test the cause of Hamlet’s behaviour (A3S1). The rejection of Hamlet and loss of her father contribute to Ophelia’s insanity (A4S1) and probable suicide (A4S7). The main plot and sub plot come together in Act Five.
Hamlet survives a plan between Claudius and his old friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern who are ordered to kill him on board a ship to England. Hamlet realises that his life is at risk and this changes his philosophy. He heads back home. Laertes also returns to Denmark to revenge the death of his father and the subsequent death of his sister. At Ophelia’s funeral he fights with Hamlet in her grave and a formal duel is set up. Claudius persuades Laertes to kill Hamlet with a poisoned weapon and has a poisoned drink as back up. Gertrude is poisoned by mistake, Hamlet kills Laertes, forgives him, and then kills Claudius, having been forgiven by Laertes. Fortinbras is named king by the dying Hamlet (A5S2). Horatio is left to tell the story at Hamlet’s request. Hamlet’s body is carried off by soldiers.

This video, made by the RSC Hamlet cast in 2016, is a clear telling of the narrative using all the characters. https://www.rsc.org.uk/hamlet/about-the-play 
Suggested activities
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Activity 1 – A character study

“But I have that within, which passeth show.” Hamlet Act 1 Scene 2
Mind mapping character profiles

Using ‘Student Resource Sheet 1’ mind map the characters’ emotions and conflicts in the play. Students may consider the following:

What facts do you know about this character?

What do they say about themselves?

What do other characters say about them?

What are their internal and external conflicts?

What does this character want? 

What emotions drive their actions?

What are their personal objectives? These may be both past and present.  
The mind maps can also be used to jot down character notes from the following exercises. They can be used in the rehearsal process as a quick visual reference. 
Individual exercise: Active analysis
This exercise links to the study of Stanislavski. It allows students to experience their character. They will start to move around the stage, driven by their characters’ actions and therefore will be doing as their character would do.
Acting tip: Active analysis is very much an organic process out of which comes the movement and voice of your character.
Choose one of the following scenarios:
Hamlet walking in the lobby. 

Ophelia reading in the lobby. 

Claudius kneeling in a chapel.
Improvise the scene using all the information from the character profile. Tell the students to keep thinking about what their character wants in their subconscious. 

If students find this challenging they can use this check list for support.
Where am I?

What am I doing?

What has just happened?

What is the time?

Who is there with me or am I alone?

What can I see?

Perform the scenes to a group or the class. Ask the audience to explain what the character they have watched may be thinking during that scene. How do they know?

Activity 2 – The soliloquy
The practical exercises in this activity focus on the soliloquy where the audience hear of motivation and thoughts rather than seeing action.

Hamlet’s soliloquy has been provided in Student Resources Sheet 2.

Text and language

The students walk around in the space and reads the soliloquy out loud in their own time. Once they have read it, they can return to the circle. 

Discuss what is said in the soliloquy. This should focus on understanding the language to create a modern translation for students. Try and avoid Hamlets thoughts, feelings and motivations at this point. 

Re-read the soliloquy as a group, with each student reading a line up to the next punctuation mark. For example, three students will read the first line, 

To be, or not to be, that is the question,

and one student will read the next two lines,

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.
Discuss the content of the speech, this time focussing on the main arguments and questions. What are the internal and external conflicts experienced by the character?

Physicalising the text

Reading the text whilst physically moving around can support students to understand different meanings that can be bought out in a performance. 

The students walk around the room each time they read the text. They should concentrate on what they are doing and not anyone else. Each time it is read, ask students to do the following:
Change direction at every punctuation mark.

Experiment with different pace.
Each student places two chairs in the space. Position them facing each other. Read out loud and swop seats at every punctuation mark.

Swap seats at a different pace. (This may be as quickly as possible, or so that they try and keep a continuous movement.)
Are the conflicting thought patterns made clearer by this way of physicalising the text? 

Realising Hamlet’s subconscious

Break up the text and ask students to memorise a line (or lines). Standing in a circle, the students make individual movements to physically communicate their lines of text. The movement needs to be clear precise and specific.

Read out the text and perform the soliloquy using the text and the actions, and then again with only the actions.

A sound track could be added to the performance to help create an atmosphere. For example, Atmosphere by Joy Division from Unknown Pleasures 1979

https://youtu.be/Kpa9LtunUcg
Place a chair or an object that represents the character of Hamlet in the scene in the middle of the performance space. The student with the first line enters the space and positions themselves near of behind “Hamlet”. 
They start their movement and keep repeating it as if on a loop. Each student enters until the whole speech is being performed as a physical representation of Hamlet’s subconscious.
Activity 3 – Exploring conflict
Pull and push / Love and hate 

This exercise is taken from commedia del arte and is a useful starting point to explore a strong conflict of opinion.

In pairs, stand and face each other in a neutral position. Work through the following movements:
Both bring your left leg forward and your right leg back.
Bend your left knee and put your weight forward onto that leg.
Bring your arms up to shoulder height and place your hands vertically with palms up.
Touch palms with your partner.
Move backwards and forwards with your legs in a push pull movement.
Try not to travel, just change balance by straightening and bending the knees.

When the students have their movements in a rhythm, add the lines ‘I hate’ when they push and ‘I love’ when they pull. Experiment with different rhythms and pace.
Think of a simple scene involving a disagreement. Work out the story, then break down the action and reaction with each sentence. Who is pushing and who is pulling?

Improvise the scene using the push pull movement.

Moment by moment

In pairs, create a short summary of the events in the duel between Hamlet and Laertes (A5S2). It should look something like this:

Laertes picks the poisoned weapon.
The duel starts.
Hamlet scores the first hit.
Hamlet scores the second hit.
They duel.
Laertes wounds Hamlet drawing blood.
They scuffle and exchange weapons.
Hamlet wounds Laertes.
Laertes forgives Hamlet and asks for forgiveness.
Laertes dies.
Hamlet forgives him.
Hamlet dies.
Using the push pull exercise, improvise a scene based on Act 5 Scene 1 where Hamlet and Laertes duel.

Activity 4 – Stage combat
Stage combat

The following activities breakdown the sequence of armed combat found in the scene. The exercises have deliberately removed the interaction and drama of the other characters that punctuate the scene. It focuses on the theatre mechanics of fighting with dialogue.
Safety first: Never attempt to try out stage combat with real weapons. 
Any professional production would use props or have a fight director to choreograph professionally trained actors in stage combat. To get a feel of the rhythm and pace of the scene, try staging the duel using two rolled up sheets of paper (A3, A4 or newspaper works well). Students should consider the ritual and performance of the whole sequence, and can make the duel stylised.

The Duel – discussion
In Act Five, Hamlet and Laertes fight a duel. Shakespeare references foils in the stage directions and in the text. Hamlet is adapted and played all around the world so the choice of weapon could change, depending on the cultural and design decisions made for that production.
What types of weapon could be used for a duel?

Examples could include: bayonet, bo staff, broadsword, dagger, escrima stick, foil, ice sickle, knive, mambele knife, phase saber, rapier, selfie stick, sword.
Warm up

Stand in a space and hold your paper sword out at arm’s length. 
There are five basic positions for stage combat. Use the following guide to rehearse standing in these positions. http://upstagereview.org/ActingArticles/SWORDPLAY.pdf 

Choose a starting position. Move your arm diagonally, horizontally and then attack the air. Follow the lines like you are drawing on a wall. This is known as the five angles of attack.
Draw a figure of eight in the air, following through each movement using more of your body and not just moving your arm.

Choreography

The fight is a physical conversation and should be broken down into the character’s action and reaction. 

The fight is in three sections. Professional directors would break down the text into sections and explore each section in detail with the actors. The language has clues about stage direction as well as character. Each section should be choreographed and rehearsed separately before putting it all together.
Using the text in Student Resource Sheet 3, choreograph the duel scene between Hamlet and Laertes.When choreographing the duel consider the following:

How will the external conflicts and events affect Laertes and Hamlet during the duel?
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The duel takes place at court in a public place and is watched by the King and Queen. As students perform the duel, the class can create a collective ensemble of spectators to help each pair in performance.
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Student resource sheet 1 
Character mind map – Hamlet
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Character mind map – Ophelia
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Character mind map – Claudius
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Student resource sheet 2

Hamlet Act 3 Scene 1

To be, or not to be, that is the question -
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them. To die, to sleep -
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to - 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep -
To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there's the rub,
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause. There's the respect
That makes calamity of so long life,
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
Th'oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,
The pangs of disprized love, the law's delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of th'unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make
With a bare bodkin? Who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscovered country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will,
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all
And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pitch and moment
With this regard their current turn awry
And lose the name of action.

Student resource sheet 3

Hamlet Act 5 Scene 2 (edited)

1.

Hamlet Give us the foils. Come on.

Laertes Come, one for me.

Hamlet I'll be your foil, Laertes:

Laertes You mock me, Sir.

Hamlet No, by this hand.

Laertes This is too heavy; let me see another.

Hamlet This likes me well.

They prepare to play.

Hamlet Come on, sir.

Laertes Come, my lord.

They play

Hamlet One

Laertes No.

Hamlet Judgement!

Osric A hit, a very palpable hit.

Laertes Well: - again.

2.

Hamlet Come. - Another hit. What say you? 

They play

Laertes A touch, a touch; I do confess 

Laertes My lord, I'll hit him now. 

Laertes (aside) And yet it is almost against my conscience. 

3.

Hamlet Come for the third, Laertes, You but dally. 

Laertes Say you so? Come on. 

They play 

Osric Nothing neither way. 

Laertes Have at you now! 

Laertes wounds Hamlet; then in scuffling, they change rapiers, and Hamlet wounds Laertes. 

Laertes falls. 

Laertes 
Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet. 
Mine and my father's death come not upon thee, 
Nor thine on me! Dies.

Hamlet Heaven make thee free of it! I follow thee.

The full play can be found online e.g.: https://www.goodreads.com/reader/3703-hamlet
OCR Resources: the small print�OCR’s resources are provided to support the teaching of OCR specifications, but in no way constitute an endorsed teaching method that is required by the Board, and the decision to use them lies with the individual teacher.  Whilst every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the content, OCR cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions within these resources. 


OCR acknowledges the use of the following content: Hamlet and Ophelia mind map images: Annie Sutton 2016


BBC Arts Hay Festival (2016) Play Hamlet - Jerry Booton interview. Copyright approved quotes, references and adapted exercise: Edgeworth, F. (2015) Tara Arts Education Resource Pack: Macbeth; Black Theatre Live (2016) Hamlet; Lewis, F. (2013) Vol 19 Shakespeare online. The Position of the Soliloquy; Sutton, A. (2012) Theatre in Practice Routledge. Chapter 3 ISBN 9780203125427; O’Brien, N. (2012) Theatre in Practice Routledge Chapter 1 ISBN 9780203125427; Trueman, M. (2016) The Stage Katie Mitchell interview; Kerstin, B. (2014) The Making of Nordic Noir. Mimesis International ISBN 978 88 575 19838�© OCR 2016 - This resource may be freely copied and distributed, as long as the OCR logo and this message remain intact and OCR is acknowledged as the originator of this work.


Please get in touch if you want to discuss the accessibility of resources we offer to support delivery of our qualifications: � HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk" �resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk�





We’d like to know your view on the resources we produce. By clicking on ‘� HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20liked%20the%20AS%20and%20A%20Level%20Drama%20and%20Theatre%20TEP%20(Hamlet)" �Like�’ or ‘� HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20disliked%20the%20AS%20and%20A%20Level%20Drama%20and%20Theatre%20TEP%20(Hamlet)" �Dislike�’ you can help us to ensure that our resources work for you. When the email template pops up please add additional comments if you wish and then just click ‘Send’. Thank you.


If you do not currently offer this OCR qualification but would like to do so, please complete the Expression of Interest Form which can be found here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest" �www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest�


Looking for a resource? There is now a quick and easy search tool to help find free resources for your qualification: ��HYPERLINK "http://www.ocr.org.uk/i-want-to/find-resources/"�www.ocr.org.uk/i-want-to/find-resources/


�








� This exercise has been adapted from Sutton, A. (2012). Theatre in Practice.London. Routledge. Chapter 3. ISBN 9780203125427.
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