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“The Lash of Film”: New
Paradigms of Visuality
in Teaching Shakespeare

A secondary English
and film teacher offers
suggestions for using
technology to enhance
students’ critical

engagement with

Shakespeare.

his past November, Wired's resident

genius Kevin Kelly wrote a ground-

breaking article that was published

in the New York Times magazine. His
thesis is that we are experiencing a tectonic shift re-
garding what we call literacy. According to Kelly,
“We are now in the middle of a second Gutenberg
shift—from book fluency to screen fluency, from lit-
eracy to visuality.” He sees this as a result of the dra-
matic changes in technology in the last few years
that have led to a decrease in “user asymmetry.” By
this he means that the gap between making a film
and viewing a film was infinitely larger than, for ex-
ample, that between writing a book and reading a
book. With the arrival of inexpensive camcorders
and even video capability in cell phones, easy-to-use
editing software such as iMovie and Windows Movie
Maker, and instant universal distribution through
YouTube and similar sites, we are coming to the
point where we can create and manipulate images as
easily as we do words. As an English teacher for over
two decades, I am not quite ready to bid auf wieder-
sehen to Herr Gutenberg just yet. But the question
does remain: As teachers of literature, how do we
approach this transition to visuality?

As part of a column that appeared in these
pages four years ago, I described how I have my stu-
dents create movie trailers as a concluding activity
for a Shakespeare play (LoMonico 118). This is a
tried-and-true lesson and always popular among
teachers in the Folger workshops I've led. But tech-
nical advances in digital filmmaking in the last five
years now allow us to move beyond assignments like
the trailer. In this article, I want to share a couple of
these ideas that have worked well. They are tech-
niques that draw on the students’ sense of visual lit-

eracy and awareness of the filmmaking process to
stretch their thinking about Shakespeare’s plays in
the tradition of the best Folger-style activities.

“Timely Ripped"

One of my favorite old-school Folger activities is
the Telegram Exercise. In this activity, the teacher
takes a passage of 10—12 lines from a play that in-
volves giving instructions or directions. The teacher
then tells students that they need to send these in-
structions via telegram; each word costs a dime, and
they only have $1.50 to spend. After you patiently
explain what a telegram is (has the Folger changed
it to sending a text message yet?), the students
must then reduce the passage to its essence, convey-
ing as much of the meaning as possible in as few
words as possible. With the arrival of “ripping”
software such as EasyDVD for Windows and Mac
the Ripper or HandBrake for Apple, students can
now create the visual equivalent of the telegram.
(In this context, “ripping” refers to copying a chap-
ter or scene from a DVD and saving it as a file that
can later be manipulated or edited.) In one recent
example, I had a group of students reedit the mur-
der of Duncan from Roman Polanski’s 1971 Mac-
beth. They objected to the fact that Polanski, like
almost everyone else who has tried to put this play
on film, insisted on showing us the actual murder
that Shakespeare leaves offstage.

Using HandBrake, the students ripped the
scene from the Polanski film onto our Mac Mini. They
then uploaded the clip to iMovie and reedited the
scene. The effect was remarkable; they replaced Po-
lanski’s sharp cuts with dissolves, which lent the scene
a much more dreamlike (or nightmare-like) quality.
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Then, as Macbeth is about to stab Duncan, they in-
serted a slow fade to black, followed by a fade-in that
shows the king already dead. As their final touch, they
took the image of Duncan’s bloody hand dropping
the crown on the ground, an image that appears mid-
scene in Polanski’s version, and made that the final
thing we see in the scene as it fades to black for the
final time (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WK1
LINbRgDc). I asked them to explain the choices they
made, and a lively debate followed.

The heart of their argument was that Shake-
speare chose to have the murder occur offstage be-
cause he wanted his audience to maintain some level
of sympathy with Macbeth well past the middle of
act 2. If we actually see him murder his saintly king
in cold blood, why would we care what happens to
him for the next two hours? Then a student refer-
enced_Jaws and asserted that the unseen has a much
more powerful impact on our imagination than what
we are actually shown. Everyone agreed that the
bloody crown on the ground was the money shot
and that it was a big improvement over the original
to have that be the last thing we see.

Our discussion of the students’ reedit is the es-
sence of the visuality-based activity, in that without
losing focus on issues of text and subtext, playing with
words has been replaced by playing with images.

“] See a Voice"

When we finished the play, we used another
visuality-based activity that I've been experiment-
ing with, one with which I've had some interesting
results. For this scene, I had my students create a
“yak trak.” On many DVDs, viewers have several
options on the Audio menu, including watching
the movie with an audio commentary (a yak trak),
often by the director or a critic. Using the ripping
programs, the students downloaded the scene,
loaded it onto iMovie, and removed the audio track.
Then, using the computer’s microphone, they were
able to record their own narrative commentary
through either the Voice Over feature on iMovie it-
self or through Garage Band. Finally, with a simple
drag and drop, they added their commentary to the
scene, burned it onto a blank DVD, and uploaded it
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to YouTube. (For an example, visit http://www.you
tube.com/watch?v=H_hk19zY4Jk.)

These “Yak Traks” turned out to be provocative,
thoughtful, and on target. One group of students
chose to focus on the concluding scene of the Polanski
Macbeth. They began by pointing out how Polanski
omits Malcolm’s speech that gives at least a hint of
some sociopolitical healing and closure to the play.
They saw it as a logical lead-in to Polanski’s final scene;
this they saw as an improvement on Shakespeare, as it
suggests through Donalbain’s visit to the witches that
the cycle of violence is set to begin again.

“Here's a Change Indeed!”

Activities such as the above are only the beginning.
On YouTube, there is a mashup of clips from the
Polanski Macbeth set to an appropriately paranoid,
guilt-ridden rap by the Geto Boys (http://www
.youtube.com/watch?v=9DJI20EUKjM). In the
January 2009 edition of Bard Notes, the Folger
Shakespeare Library’s online newsletter, Mari
O’Meara describes an activity where her students
create moving picture montages that embody the
images of a Shakespearean sonnet.

The arrival of visuality means that students
are now able to manipulate images as easily as text.
For teachers of Shakespeare, this means two things.
The first is that the use of images in the classroom
no longer represents a kind of supplemental or an-
cillary literacy: it is literacy, even if we don’t go as
far as Kelly does in seeing visuality as the new para-
digm. The second is that regardless of how we feel
about visuality, our days of showing clips from films
as a supplement to the text to an essentially passive
audience are numbered. &)
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