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Performance activities 
suggested here can help 
students understand the 
importance of 
punctuation, props, 
allusions, speech, imagery, 
repetition, and textual 
revisions in one of 
Shakespeare’s best-known 
plays.

Edward L. Rocklin

“Stand and Unfold 
Your Self ”: New Moves 
for Exploring Hamlet

pretive challenge; and the way in which a single 
line present only in the Folio text can reshape not 
just an exchange between two characters but also 
prompt new performance choices earlier in the ac-
tion. These activities can produce illuminating stu-
dent performances and also prompt discussion that 
moves from the specifi c moment to larger issues 
about the play and about learning to read the play 
as a performance text. As they move through these 
activities, students not only learn something about 
what happens in Hamlet but also about how the 
play works and how they might come to read dra-
matic texts in ways that are more alert and respon-
sive to the medium-specifi c strategies employed by 
the dramatist.

Beginning Hamlet: 
Period or Question Mark?

After discussing the basic features of daylight per-
formance on the large platform stage of the Globe, 
we begin to explore the opening exchanges, with 
one student performing Francisco, imagined as 
armed with a pike, and another performing Bar-
nardo, imagined as wearing a sword. You can use a 
modern edited text and simply explain the alter-
nate punctuation for the fourth speech, or you can 
start with the Q2 text. Eighteen of Shakespeare’s 
plays were originally published in a small format 
known as a quarto because the sheets of paper that 
composed it were folded twice, creating four leaves 
that became eight pages. In 1623, seven years after 
Shakespeare’s death, a collected edition containing 
36 plays was published in a large format known as a 

ne way of understanding the impact 
of the (re)emergence of a perfor-
mance approach to teaching Shake-
speare’s plays that was, in part, 

initiated by the Shakespeare Set Free program and the 
books its creators composed is to say that for many 
teachers their work initiated the process of making 
performance activities central in English class-
rooms. They helped us see that while our students 
need to ask “What do the words of a Shakespeare 
play mean?” it is even more important they learn to 
ask “What do these words do?” and “What can 
these words be made to do?” Once we started to ask 
these questions, we discovered that we needed to 
ask an even more encompassing version, namely, 
“What does X do?” where “X” is any element of a 
Shakespeare play, from a single punctuation mark 
to the action of the play considered as a single event. 
In addition, this focus impelled us to develop a 
more inclusive idea of “performance,” transforming 
concepts and practices originally developed for the 
literary study of plays into tools for illuminating 
that play’s performance potentials.

I want to illustrate the heuristic power of this 
approach by focusing on some small but crucial ele-
ments in the texts of Hamlet. Building on the work 
on Hamlet published in my book Performance Ap-
proaches to Teaching Shakespeare, I present perfor-
mance activities that open the door for exploring 
the interplay of punctuation and props; the func-
tion of allusions; the recognition of speech as ac-
tion; the function of imagery for the actor creating 
a character and shaping the experience of an audi-
ence; the function of repetition in creating an inter-
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which the answer must be something that 
happens on stage.”

Since it is night, Barnardo probably 
does not see Francisco, but something 
prompts him to call out. What might 
prompt him to speak? Is it a sound, perhaps 
Francisco’s footsteps, perhaps his breathing, 
perhaps he makes a noise with his pike? Or 
does Barnardo see a torch? Or is he carrying 
a torch? Or is there a torch held by a bracket 
in the upstage wall? Or is there some other 
event that prompts him to call out?

They start again, and my second ques-
tion is “What does Francisco do with his 
voice?” Does he, for example, seek to intimi-
date a potential attacker by speaking as loudly 

as possible? What else might he do with his voice?
They start again and I ask, “What will Fran-

cisco do with his pike when he challenges the man 
whose voice startles him?” If he has not already 
done so—and some students will intuitively do 
this—Francisco will realize he would lower the 
pike, pointing it in the direction of the voice. And 
since the period in his next speech indicates he is 
confi dent he knows the man approaching as the 
man scheduled to relieve him on sentry duty, Fran-
cisco probably feels safe enough to raise his pike 
back to its at-rest position.

At this point, you can give them the Folio 
text or simply explain that in the Folio text Fran-
cisco’s second speech is punctuated with a question 
mark—“Barnardo?”—and ask them to perform the 
segment again. Since Francisco says “Barnardo?” he 
is not yet certain the speaker is Barnardo, and he is 
likely to keep his pike leveled at the stranger until 
his next speech, when he becomes certain and raises 
his pike back to its vertical position, and they move 
closer to one another.

Depending on your objectives, you can pause 
to articulate the fundamental points about how 
reading drama with an actor-like engagement dif-
fers from reading it as a literary text. (1) Whereas 
readers simply take the dialogue as a given, actors 
must motivate their speeches and actions, and, in 
particular, must motivate the fi rst speech in a play 
or in a scene. (2) Actors must explore how to use 
every element—gestures, stage business, blocking, 
voice, address, and properties—in creating a real-
ization of the script. (3) Actors must explore the 

folio, in which the paper was folded only once, pro-
ducing two leaves that became four pages. Hamlet 
exists in a quarto published in 1603 and known as 
Q1; in a much longer version, published in 1604–05, 
and known as Q2; and in the Folio, also called F1. 
The Folio text omits passages included in Q2, in-
cludes passages not published in Q2, and presents 
numerous differences. Barbara Mowat and Paul 
Werstine provide a crisp introduction to these issues 
in their edition of the play [xlii–lii]; and Paul Ber-
tram and Bernice Kliman’s parallel text edition pro-
vides a wonderfully convenient way to examine these 
differences, whether for purposes of research or de-
signing classroom activities. The following passage 
is from their edition:

Enter Barnardo, and Francisco, two Centinels.
Bar. Whose there?
Fran. Nay answere me. Stand and vnfolde your selfe.
Bar. Long liue the King.
Fran. Barnardo.
Bar. Hee.
Fran. You come most carefully vpon your houre,
Bar. Tis now strooke twelfe, get thee to bed 

Francisco. (Bertram and Kliman)

Barnardo calls out “Who’s there?” and much 
to their surprise I ask a question: “What prompts 
Barnardo to speak?” adding, “Your answer cannot 
be ‘That’s how the play begins!’ I am not asking 
‘What makes the actor speak?’ to which the answer 
can be ‘That’s what it says in the script!’ but rather 
‘What makes the character speak his fi rst words?’ to 

First Folio. William Shakespeare. Comedies, histories, & tragedies. 
London, 1623. Folger Shakespeare Library.
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mourn her late husband and weep even after her 
metaphoric petrifi cation. 

What Three Decisions Does 
Hamlet Make at the End of 1.5?

The fi rst act of Hamlet forms a coherent unit, both in 
action and temporally, covering 36 hours and reach-
ing a climax with Hamlet’s encounter with the 
Ghost and his response to that encounter. His solilo-
quy is an opportunity for students to explore how he 
struggles to regain control of his understanding of 
the universe, which has been shattered yet confi rmed 
by the revelations of the Ghost. And his exchanges 
with Horatio and Marcellus also offer opportunities 
for working out crucial staging choices as he refuses 
to reveal yet reveals something of how his encounter 
with the Ghost has transformed him. After they 
perform, listen to, or watch a performance of this 
scene, I ask, “What three decisions does Hamlet 
make after the exit of the Ghost?” 

The fi rst decision occurs during the soliloquy, 
where Hamlet vows to avenge murder when he says 
“Now to my word: / It is ‘Adieu, adieu, remember 
me.’ / I have sworn’t” (1.5.110–12). This introduces 
the crucial issue of what it means to make a vow or 
take an oath and the consequences for Hamlet of 
making this vow at this moment. If Hamlet did not 
vow to avenge his father’s murder, he would not be 
compelled to act—he might even, for example, re-
turn to Wittenberg to continue his studies. But 
having made this vow, he soon has doubts about the 
nature of the Ghost—another topic for students to 
investigate, starting with the fact that in the 22nd 
of its 39 Articles, the Anglican Church had declared 
Purgatory a “superstition,” so that Catholic and 
Protestant members of the original audiences would 
have had divergent beliefs about the Ghost’s origin. 
Hamlet is impelled to test the veracity of the Ghost, 
since if the Ghost is a devil his vow would risk 
Hamlet’s damnation. Resolving this doubt impels 
him to conduct the play-within-the-play, which 
leads him to postpone killing the king and then kill 
Polonius, and thus pass the point of no return to-
ward the tragic conclusion. (Reta Tery’s essay offers 
an excellent exploration of the vows and promises 
made by the characters in Hamlet.)

Hamlet makes his second decision when he 
announces he will “put an antic disposition on” 

signals provided by different elements of the text, 
even small elements such as punctuation. And they 
must experiment with the possible interactions of 
these elements. In this instance, we are asking, 
“What difference does it make whether ‘Barnardo’ 
is followed by a period or a question mark? And 
how does Francisco use his weapon?” Putting these 
two elements together, we are asking “How does 
the punctuation direct the actor in using the prop?” 
or “How does Francisco’s weapon enable the actor 
to embody the punctuation?”

What Does an Allusion Do?

Shakespeare’s plays are packed with allusions, many 
of them allusions to classical literature since the 
classical Latin authors were what young boys stud-
ied in grammar school as part of mastering speak-
ing and writing in Latin and in English. Hamlet’s 
fi rst soliloquy provides an excellent place to engage 
students in answering the questions, “What is this 
allusion?” “What does this allusion mean?” and 
“What does this allusion do or what can it be made 
to do?” Here is a short segment of Hamlet’s solilo-
quy that offers two allusions whose import students 
can work out with the help of the notes:

A little month, or ere those shoes were old
With which she followed my poor father’s body
Like Niobe, all tears, why she, even she—
O God, a beast that wants discourse of reason
Would have mourned longer—married with my 

uncle,
My father’s brother, but no more like my father
Than I to Hercules— (1.2.147–53)

Hamlet describes his mother at the funeral 
of King Hamlet as being “Like Niobe, all tears” 
before expressing his incomprehension as to how 
she could not only have ceased to mourn her in-
comparable husband but then married his bestial 
younger brother (working out the signifi cance of 
“Hyperion to a satyr” will establish this second 
point). The note provided by Philip Edwards 
in his edition of Hamlet informs us that Niobe is 
“[t]he mythical mother whose fourteen children 
were slain by the gods because she boasted about 
them. She wept until she was turned to stone—
and still the tears fl owed” (101). Hamlet, that is, 
believes his mother should have continued to 
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greater desperation until it had exhausted itself. For 
the actor, the image offers a means for understand-
ing and seeking to convey, in his voice and through 
his body, the King’s visceral sense of his damning 
situation. The actor playing the King will not fl ap 
his arms, but the image teaches actor and spectators 
to register in their bodies the isometric tension cre-
ated by his desire to keep the effects of his murder 
yet still be saved. The image helps us grasp how the 
attempt to pray intensifi es rather than relieves his 
despair. In exploring this image in action, students 
have an opportunity to learn how the dramatist can 
not only speak to our ears but also touch our minds 
through our bodies. Like the allusion to Niobe, this 
image reminds us that the medium of drama is not 
only the actor’s body but the body of the spectator as 
well. You can also proceed to examine parallel im-
ages spoken by Hamlet (3.3.88–95) and the Queen 
(3.4.88–91). Since all three characters speak of suf-
fering in terms of visceral images that invoke the 
image of blackness, you open the door to explore an-
other aspect of Shakespeare’s dramatic language, 
namely his use of iterative imagery that invites us to 
make connections between characters who have no 
idea that their imagery unites them even as their in-
tense confl icts divide them.

What Do Hamlet’s Three Responses 
to Killing Polonius Do?

Another key element you can begin to explore is 
the three responses Hamlet makes to killing Polo-
nius. You can start by having students perform each 
of these responses one after the other so as to reveal 
how these responses vary from each other and how 
they map out a trajectory for Hamlet in this scene. 

After Hamlet kills Polonius, his mother is 
horrifi ed but Hamlet himself seems dismissive:

Gertrude. Oh me, what hast thou done?
Hamlet.  Nay I know not, is it the king?
Gertrude.  Oh what a rash and bloody deed is this!
Hamlet.  A bloody deed? Almost as bad, good 

  mother,
  As kill a king and marry with his 

  brother.
Gertrude.  As kill a king? 
Hamlet.    Ay lady, ’twas my word.

[Lifts up the arras and reveals the body of Polonius]

(1.5.171–72). This can be explored not only by look-
ing at the note in the text you are using but also at 
how Shakespeare uses the word antic in Richard II’s 

famous speech, where he de-
scribes Death as “the antic” 
(Richard II 3.2.144–77), and 
where you can ask students to 
analyze the whole speech to 
understand why Richard per-
ceives Death as displaying “an 
antic disposition.” In putting 
on the antic disposition, Ham-
let adopts not merely an atti-

tude but a mode of action that shapes how he acts in 
his encounters with everyone except Horatio and the 
Players in the next three acts. 

The third decision occurs when Hamlet con-
cludes, “The time is out of joint: O curséd spite, / 
That ever I was born to set it right” (1.5.189–90). 
The task of securing revenge for his father’s death at 
the hands of his brother the present king is daunt-
ing enough, but Hamlet—for a reason or reasons he 
never does and perhaps cannot explain—undertakes 
this radically expanded version of the project he 
swore to complete. Students can trace how each de-
cision shapes Hamlet’s action and how the three de-
cisions interact in ways that contribute to the tragic 
conclusion. 

What Does Imagery Do for Actor, 
Character, and Spectators?

This activity immerses students in the King’s solil-
oquy and uses performance to foreground some 
functions of Shakespeare’s imagery. We focus on the 
moment when the King says:

Oh wretched state! Oh bosom black as death!
O limèd soul that struggling to be free
Art more engaged! (3.3.67–69) 

We read the note by Edwards, which states 
that “The image is of a bird caught by the smearing 
of a very sticky substance, called birdlime, on twigs 
and branches” (184). I ask students to stand up to 
enact the image, fl apping their arms to realize the 
desperation of the King’s experience. Feeling its feet 
gripped by the lime, the bird would fl ap its wings to 
escape; and as the lime hardened, it would fl ap with 

Students can trace how 

each decision shapes 

Hamlet’s action and how 

the three decisions 

interact in ways that 

contribute to the tragic 

conclusion. 
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In his third response, Hamlet changes his at-
titude and his tone again:

This man shall set me packing.
I’ll lug the guts into the neighbor room.
Mother, good night. Indeed, this counsellor
Is now most still, most secret, and most grave,
Who was in life a foolish prating knave.
Come sir, to draw toward an end with you.
Good night mother. (3.4.212–18)

Especially in his punning and in his startling 
announcement that he will “lug the guts into the 
neighbor room,” Hamlet seems to shift from the 
more serious tone of his second response back to the 
fl ippant tone of his fi rst.

How Nine Words Revise a World

Finally, as we move into the end of the play we can 
consider the performance choices and issues raised 
by a line that exists only in 
the Folio text of act 5, scene 
2 (there is no way of know-
ing if this line was omitted 
from Q2 or added only after 
that text was published). 
Although this choice con-
cerns a single nine-word 
line, these nine words can 
have a remarkable impact 
on the performance of this 
exchange between Horatio 
and Hamlet and can sug-
gest questions about stag-
ing at least one earlier 
scene. Here are the Q2 and Folio versions of this 
crucial segment of Hamlet 5.2 (Bertram and Kliman 
236, 237):

Quarto 2
Hora.  So Guyldensterne and Rosencraus goe too’t.
Ham.  They are not neere my conscience, their 

  defeat
  Dooes by their owne insinnuation growe,
  ’Tis dangerous when the baser nature comes
  Betweene the passe and fell incensed points
  Of mighty opposits.
Hora.  Why what a King is this!
Folio
Hor.  So Guildensterne and Rosincrance, go too’t.

Hamlet.  Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, 
  farewell.

  I took thee for thy better. Take thy 
  fortune.

  Thou fi nd’st to be too busy is some 
  danger. (3.4.25–33)

While we may share Hamlet’s assessment that 
Polonius is a “rash, intruding fool,” and while his 
repeated efforts to spy on Hamlet render him unap-
pealing, nonetheless his death is a shock, and, like 
the Queen, we recognize that Hamlet has made a 
mistake—especially since we know, as she does not, 
that he has just passed up a perfect opportunity to 
kill the King. We will be struck by the apparent 
fl ippancy of Hamlet’s fi rst response, especially since 
“Take thy fortune” seems the verbal equivalent of a 
shrug—as if killing the King’s minister (and the 
father of the woman he later claims he loved) was a 
trivial action.

The second and third apologies come later in 
the scene, after the appearance of the Ghost, who 
chides Hamlet for his delay in pursuing revenge 
and implores him to attend to the suffering he is 
causing his mother by his astonishing behavior:

For this same lord,
I do repent; but heaven hath pleased it so,
To punish me with this, and this with me,
That I must be their scourge and minister.
I will bestow him, and will answer well 
The death I gave him. (3.4.173–78)

This speech has three components: Hamlet’s 
repentance; his description of himself as “scourge 
and minister”; and his promise to answer for the 
murder. As you unpack each component, students 
come to understand not only Hamlet’s response to 
killing Polonius but other aspects of his projected 
revenge. Not only do Hamlet’s words constitute a 
promise that operates as another vow, but in ac-
knowledging that he must answer for his act he fore-
shadows the fact that he has created a situation in 
which he will become a target for revenge. Further-
more, if students ask, as mine frequently do, “Why 
does Hamlet have to die?” you have prepared them 
to work out an answer. In articulating the ideas la-
tent in the three components students also clarify 
their sense of how Hamlet himself now understands 
his decision that his task is to set the time right.

Although this choice 

concerns a single nine-

word line, these nine 

words can have a 

remarkable impact on the 

performance of this 

exchange between 

Horatio and Hamlet and 

can suggest questions 

about staging at least 

one earlier scene. 
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no idea they were transporting Hamlet to his death? 
Or did they know what was in the warrant?” Now, 
you can ask students to become directors to explore 
how a production might prove to the audience that 
Hamlet’s two friends knew they were conspiring to 
have Hamlet judicially murdered. One choice would 
be to have the King show the two men the unsealed 
commission when he commands them to take Ham-
let to England. Such a staging would make it un-
equivocally clear that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
knew what was in the warrant and knew they were 
escorting Hamlet to execution and thereby justify 
Hamlet’s claim that they deserved to die for conspir-
ing to kill the Prince—and would also raise the in-
teresting question of how the two men react to what 
they read, and even if they react differently. At the 
same time, this staging would raise the question, 
“Does it seem plausible that the King, so careful in 
all his plotting, would take the risk of creating two 
more men who know his secret?” These questions il-
lustrate that when one invents a specifi c performance 
choice one also needs to test whether that choice will 
work with other choices made before and after. 

When you reach this point, you will have en-
abled students to become deeply immersed in the 
complex, recursive process entailed in performing 
what Robert Hapgood has called “imaginary rehears-
als” (132–33)—and to become better readers, more 
creative inventors, and more alert spectators not only 
of Hamlet but of other plays by Shakespeare. 

Works Cited

Bertram, Paul, and Bernice Kliman. The Three-Text “Ham-
let”: Parallel Texts of the First and Second Quartos and the 
First Folio. 2nd ed. New York: AMS, 2003. Print.

Edwards, Philip, ed. Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. By William 
Shakespeare. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003. Print.

Evans, G. B., and J. J. Tobin, eds. The Riverside Shakespeare. By 
William Shakespeare. Boston: Houghton, 1997. Print.

Hapgood, Robert. Shakespeare the Theatre-Poet. Oxford: Clar-
endon, 1988. Print. 

Mowat, Barbara and Paul Werstine, eds. “The Publication 
of Shakespeare’s Plays.” The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince 
of Denmark by William Shakespeare. New York: 
Washington Square, 1992. xlii–xlvii. Print.

Rocklin, Edward L. Performance Approaches to Teaching Shake-
speare. Urbana: NCTE, 2005. Print.

Tery, Reta. “‘Vows to the Blackest Devil’: Hamlet and the 
Evolving Code of Honor.” Renaissance Quarterly 52 
(1999). 1070–86. Print.

Ham.  Why man, they did make loue to this 
  imployment

  They are not neere my Conscience; their 
  debate

  doth by their own insinuation growe:
  ’Tis dangerous, when the baser nature comes
  Betweene the passe, and fell incensed points
  Of mighty opposites.
Hor.  Why, what a King is this?

As Edwards notes, “the new line, ‘Why man, 
they did make love to this employment,’ etches in 
Hamlet’s awareness of the unspoken accusation in 
Horatio’s remark, and his wish to exculpate himself 
in the new moral context for the deaths of Rosen-
crantz and Guildenstern” (16). That is, in Q2, Hor-
atio’s tone can be factual as he says “So Guyldensterne 
and Rosencraus goe too’t.” And Hamlet’s reply can be 
a calm assertion that “They are not near my con-
science.” If you ask students to perform this line, 
individually or as a group, some of them will shrug 
as they speak, and that seems the correct gesture: 
The speech is a verbal shrug, which echoes the ver-
bal shrug in his fi rst response to killing Polonius, 
and seems to be Hamlet’s way of indicating he feels 
no guilt for sending his two supposed friends to 
death. But when they perform the Folio version of 
the speech, they will produce a vivid demonstration 
of the way in which a single performance choice can 
ripple forward and backward through the action. 
The added line serves as an implicit stage direction 
for the actor playing Horatio who, as Edwards notes, 
must ask his question so that both Hamlet and the 
audience hear it as “unspoken accusation”—an ac-
cusation based on the sense that, however disloyal 
they proved to be, it is not obvious that Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern deserved to die. 

Furthermore, as we explore the line and the 
performances it can provoke, we can also imagine 
how it might prompt actors to rehearse and test a 
number of choices earlier in the play. For example, if 
Hamlet is attempting to defend himself against the 
implicit accusation, he may be heard as saying, “They 
are not near my conscience because they embraced not 
merely the King’s cause but the King’s evil act.” The 
question, then, becomes, “Were Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern unwitting dupes of the King, who had 
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