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A college teacher and high 
school teacher describe 
technology-infused 
activities that encourage 
students to become more 
active interpreters of 
Shakespeare’s plays.
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from the Will Ferrell comedy about race-car driv-
ing, Talladega Nights.

In Audio Macbeth students from McKinley 
High School in Washington, DC, made audio dra-
mas using different scenes from Macbeth: the fi rst 
meeting of the Witches in act 1, scene 1, and the 
Murder of Banquo in act 3, scene 3. Students had to 
cast and enact the characters’ lines. They had to 
make directorial decisions such as what exactly 
“Graymalkin” and “Paddock” are when they call 
the witches, and how the murderers would enter. 
Students had to convey this information with the 
limitations, art, and resources of audio. 

Subjecting Shakespeare to the tools of digital 
technology is not only useful but also natural. 
Thomas Pettitt makes the case that Shakespeare di-
rectly connects to the habits of today’s student. 
Both are located on different sides of the timeline of 
the printing press. Pettitt describes how “Sampling 
& remixing; borrowing & reshaping; appropriating 
& recontextualizing” apply to both Shakespeare’s 
theater as well as today’s students (1). Approaches 
to creativity before and after a print-dominated cul-
ture are strikingly similar because there is a more 
collaborative view of creative productions and a 
more fl uid use of the material of others. 

Students in our projects had a variety of reac-
tions, however, when initially asked to produce 
Shakespeare in digital media. When the McKinley 
High students were introduced to the Audio Mac-
beth unit, they immediately connected to recasting 
Shakespeare’s work in digital media. McKinley 
High is a technology magnet school and all of the 
students had previous experience with audio edit-

erformance-based activities and cre-
ative projects with technology that 
focus on Shakespeare’s language are 
powerful developmental tools for 

students to express and extend thoughts and feelings 
from their lives. Shakespeare becomes a toy chest and 
a toolset that allows students to live in situations 
they never could and to express language they did 
not craft. When students integrate movies and songs 
from their lives with Shakespeare’s words and worlds, 
they get to synthesize and create from rich sources of 
language, drama, and digital content—discovering, 
amplifying, and extending their voices. 

In the two projects we describe in this article, 
students are taking Shakespeare’s drama and using 
technology to create original content. In the fi rst ac-
tivity, Romeo and Juliet Movies, students make origi-
nal videos that combine their performances from 
Romeo and Juliet with popular movies and songs. In 
the second activity, Audio Macbeth, students create 
audio plays from Macbeth, enacting voices and add-
ing a variety of music and sound effects. 

The Romeo and Juliet Movies unit was com-
pleted with ninth-grade students at Abingdon 
High School in Abingdon, Virginia. Students inte-
grated video of their performances from Romeo and 
Juliet with their selections of video from Hollywood 
movies and audio from popular songs. Students 
worked with themes such as “fi ght” or “romance” 
and then cast, rehearsed, and enacted scenes from 
the play with a look and feel that worked with the 
movie they had selected. For example, students 
dressed and acted like feuding but comedic race-car 
drivers and mixed this performance with excerpts 
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would go, where pauses would allow sound effects, 
and what kind of affect and emotion to add to the 
characters’ portrayals. Students were always con-
cerned with the words in action and in context.

Participatory Culture

Today’s digital world is erasing the distinctions be-
tween cultural consumers and cultural creators. Cul-
tural critic Henry Jenkins characterizes today’s 
digital environment as “participatory” (Confronting 
3). For Jenkins, participatory culture is a departure 
from the older notions of passively viewing media; 
today’s is a culture in “which fans and other con-
sumers are invited to actively participate in the cre-
ation and circulation of new content” (Convergence 
290). Participatory culture has low barriers to artis-
tic expressions and support for creating and sharing 
original works. Evidence of participatory culture can 
be seen in the popularity of YouTube. It is exhibited 
in the changing nature of journalism in which citi-
zen journalists without professional training can use 
technology to report, dispute, and fact-check news. 
It is evident in Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia 
of user-created information. Participatory culture is 
evident in podcasting and blogs—technologies ac-
cessed by mainstream media as well as anyone with 
an inexpensive microphone or a free Blogger account 
to gain access to worldwide audiences. It is this 
spirit of participatory culture that is embodied in 
performance-based approaches to teaching Shake-
speare and can be extended with technology. 

When students see themselves as participants 
in culture and literature, they develop habits of 
mind that can help them for a lifetime. When both 
the DC and Abingdon students knew that there 
would be audiences for their work, they had a con-
crete objective to entertain and engage viewers and 
listeners. This became a motivating and organizing 
principle of their productions. Questions such as 
“What would my audience recognize, laugh at, fi nd 
interesting or unusual?” permeated their thinking. 

One interesting manifestation of this was how 
the students in Abingdon lost their initial skepti-
cism about the value of their performances. Before 
video work began, several students expressed fears 
that it would be “corny.” The students saw their 
classmates’ work and the work from other classes, 
enjoyed working on their productions, and viewed 
different Hollywood versions of the play. Becoming 
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ing. In Abingdon High School the ninth graders 
reacted with a mix of trepidation, curiosity, and 
trust. Many could not immediately connect to the 
idea of producing Shakespeare using digital media 
because they had not previously used the video ed-
iting software or could conceive of doing this to 
Shakespeare. Students relied heavily on the teach-
ers’ checklists and then on more experienced group 
members to provide guidance as they eventually 
took ownership of the process. 

Nonprint Texts

Performance-based approaches correlate to the grow-
ing emphasis on 21st-century literacies because stu-
dents are actively creating and analyzing nonprint 
texts. Though performance-based approaches start 
with Shakespeare’s text, the process involves putting 
scenes into performance by cutting, owning, block-
ing, staging, rehearsing, and discussing the actions 
that are to be performed. Print is an integral, but 
not the dominant, way of communicating. When 
students work with media to produce original 
works, the same thing happens. 

Neither project is a pre- or post-reading activ-
ity but a “why-we’re-reading activity.” In Romeo and 
Juliet Movies students were given scenes and lines 
and then a series of handouts that scaffolded them to 
consider the appropriate actions and ways to story-
board the lines and actions as they mixed them with 
their music and movies. In Audio Macbeth students 
were planning, rehearsing, and then rerecording their 
readings of the text. They were discussing where lines 

Remixing Shakespeare, Teaching Shakespeare Series, Folger 
Shakespeare Library, http://www.folger.edu/remix.
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members of the conversation (a 400-year-long one) 
on the play’s production legitimized their efforts.

Remix

According to Michele Knobel and Colin Lankshear, 
remix means “to take cultural artifacts and combine 
and manipulate them into new kinds of creative 
blends” (22). Today, remix popularly appears in 
music, movies, video, and images—both commercial 
and amateur. Remixing typically occurs when a per-
son takes clips from images, songs, or movies and 
then blends them in unique and personal ways. 
Remix can be seen in media from YouTube videos to 
mainstream newscasts, from political advertising to 
children’s stories. Lawrence Lessig persuasively argues 
that culture and writing throughout history can be 
seen as remix, as one takes, extends, modifi es, blends, 
and critiques the ideas of others (see chaps. 1 and 2). 

We can see Shakespeare the playwright and 
Shakespeare’s plays throughout history as products 
of remix. Shakespeare was a great appropriator. He 
used plots, characters, settings, ideas, and devices 
that had been created by contemporaries (e.g., Mac-
beth’s Witches from Middleton, Hamlet from Kyd) 
as well as from predecessors (e.g., Caesar from Plu-
tarch and Henry V from Holinshed). All of the plots 
from his tragedies and histories were taken from 
other sources. His creative appropriation gave us 
English constables such as Dogberry and his crew 
in Much Ado’s Italy and the incongruous character 
of the Clown as Othello’s servant in Cyprus. 

Every generation recasts Shakespeare in its 
own image, and this recasting is in the spirit of 
remix. One early and salient example is the Nahum 

Tate version of King Lear, 
which adds a happy ending. 
This version was the popular 
standard in England during 
the latter part of the 17th cen-
tury, a time when regicide did 
not suit the tastes of Restora-
tion theatergoers. Foreign fi lm 
versions of Shakespeare also re-
veal the cultural appropriation 
of Shakespeare. Japanese ver-

sions of Hamlet, Macbeth, and Lear by Kurosawa not 
only integrate the pageantry and culture of feudal 
Japan but also highlight cultural concerns of loyalty 
and social responsibility. Similarly, German silent 

fi lms of Shakespeare were vanguards of German Ex-
pressionism, an artistic movement that innovatively 
represented dark psychological states and infl uenced 
American cinema for years afterward. 

There are also examples closer to our own 
time and place. We have Olivier’s Henry V, which is 
more about World War II than about Agincourt, 
and a modern Verona Beach for Luhrmann’s Romeo 
+ Juliet. A major infl uence on contemporary remix-
ing of Shakespeare with current themes and ideas 
was Jan Kott’s groundbreaking work, Shakespeare, 
Our Contemporary. Kott’s book opened the door for 
the Fairies of Midsummer Night’s Dream to be played 
by motorcycle gangs and Richard III to be played as 
a Hitler stand-in. 

Cultural appropriation of Shakespeare is more 
palatable now, especially considering that a more 
authentic Shakespeare experience would seem odd 
or elusive today. The standard casting in Shake-
speare’s time had boys play women and whites play 
blacks, and the only contemporaneous image of a 
Shakespeare production, Henry Meacham’s 1595 il-
lustration of Titus Andronicus, shows a cast with a 
mix of ancient Roman and Elizabethan costumes. 

When looking at learning as a developmental 
process of modifying and extending mental schemas, 

Henry Fuseli. Macbeth consulting the vision of the armed head. Oil on 
canvas, 1793. Folger Shakespeare Library.

We can see Shakespeare 

the playwright and 

Shakespeare’s plays 

throughout history as 

products of remix. 

Shakespeare was a great 

appropriator. 
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the remix metaphor can be illuminating. Students 
begin with a raw, original concept; they gather re-
sources and information to extend and to modify 
their original concept; and they blend and synthesize 
the material of others in an original idea or work. 

In both projects students appropriated digital 
content from other sources and remixed it with 
their interpretations of Shakespeare. In Romeo and 
Juliet Movies students chose movies from different 
genres to use as the backdrop for the staging of 
their scenes: examples include Star Wars, Happy 
Gilmore, Fight Club, and Twilight. Students used 
movie trailers from the Internet; the trailers pro-
vided a nice variety of scenes and are rated as ap-
propriate for all audiences. 

After students chose their movies, they had to 
decide how to incorporate the staging of the scene 
with the movie; they had to discuss prop choices 
and costuming ideas that correlated with the mate-
rial that they were going to remix. One group of 
four girls chose the movie The Condemned, an action 
movie in which criminals fi ght like gladiators in a 
reality TV show. In conversations with the students 
they not only connected the movie to the fi ghting 
of Sampson, Gregory, Balthazar, and Abraham, but 
they also saw a connection in terms of social class. 
The students connected the status of the servants to 
those of the prisoners in the movie. 

In Audio Macbeth students remixed their in-
terpretations of the dialogue of the play with music 
and sound effects. Because of the length of the audio 
that they were using and because we intended to 
promote the work on the Web, we used musical 
clips with broader usage licenses. Students got 
audio from the Creative Commons Mixter (http://
www.ccmixter.org), which gave them broader per-
missions for copying and sampling than standard 
copyright would. The students used a variety of 
musical selections. For example, as the soundtrack 
for the Witches’ fi rst meeting of the play, they used 
music such as a creepy techno sound to a lone West-
ern guitar. The use of diverse music illustrates the 
art of remix: when seemingly diverse material is en-
gineered to make an artistically sensible creation. 

The students’ choice of sound effects also em-
bodied this spirit of remix. They had two broad 
sources from which to choose the sounds: the Free 
Sound Project (http://www.freesound.org) and Foley 
art. For the sounds of Graymalkin and Paddock 
beckoning the witches, the students got existing 
sound effects of human screams, frogs, meows, cat 
screeches, and tiger growls from the Free Sound 
Project. Students also created effects using Foley 
art. Foley art is the use of ordinary items to produce 
the sounds of movies or radio dramas. For example, 
students used crunching potato chips as the sound 
of the murderers’ feet in leaves and the sound of 
coconuts as the horses of Banquo and Fleance. 
While both projects heavily employ the words and 
media of others, they were all incontrovertibly 
unique products of the students. 

Connecting the values of performance and the 
trends of digital culture can turn Shakespeare into a 
Trojan horse—a deceptively simple concept that 
can be fi lled with powerful ideas. These two proj-
ects embody the principles of new literacies, par-
ticipatory culture, and remix, principles that are 
powerful ideas for understanding Shakespeare and 
for becoming literate in the early part of the 21st 
century. 
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Shamburg and Craighead suggest bringing on-line videos into the classroom so students can look at Shakespeare 
from a digital perspective. After reading Shakespeare, students then interpret, edit, rework, and present scenes and 
language from the plays in a mash-up, remix fashion. Since students will be pulling content from so many sources, 
it is important that they know how to cite their sources and how much content they can take from those sources. 
In “Students as Creators: Exploring Multimedia,” students also create an original multimedia presentation. They 
then learn about using media in compliance with copyright protection. http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/
lesson_view.asp?id=1088

Macbeth Revisited
(a found poem)

I cannot but remember such things were,
that were most precious to me

(dearest partner of greatness)

[we were]
whole as the marble, founded as the rock

but nothing is but what is not

double  double  toil  and   trouble  
there’s daggers in men’s smiles

I am afraid to think what I have done:

my way of life is fallen into the sear
the grief that does not speak

whispers the o’er fraught heart and bids it
b r e a k

Dark night strangles the traveling lamp

False face
False heart

rancors in the vessel of my 
peace

Double   double  toil  and   trouble
desire got without content

Tears shall drown the
sound and fury

out,
Out

I would not have such a heart
I would not have

I would not

—Melanie Mayer
© 2009 Melanie Mayer

Melanie Mayer has been teaching high school English for 20 years at Port Aransas High School in Port Aransas, on the Gulf 
Coast of Texas. For six years, she has also taught English as an adjunct instructor at Del Mar College in Corpus Christi. When 
not teaching, she enjoys fi shing and golfi ng.
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