Reading Shakespeare
Shakespeare was voted the Man of the Millennium at the end of 1999.  Even though he has been dead for 400 years, his influence is still considered to be great.  So, although the archaic language can make his work challenging to read, no study of English literature is complete without studying a work of Shakespeare.

How to Read and Understand Shakespeare

Have you already tried reading some works of Shakespeare and been frustrated?
Here are some hints that may help you to better understand and enjoy Shakespeare's work:
· It is not important to understand or to be able to pronounce every word in the play. Read for general meaning. 

· Do not pause at the end of each line. Instead, use punctuation clues to help you read for complete thoughts. 

· To best appreciate the written text, a reader must visualize this text coming alive on a stage. A good reader also "hears" characters deliver their lines. This process of visualizing and hearing the play helps a reader to identify tone and to build a mental image of characters. Take time to create your mental movie of the text as you read. 

· Audio tapes of most Shakespearean dramas are available. Many readers find it helpful to listen to a tape and to follow along in their books. Remember, however, that the words on the tape may differ from the words you are reading. This happens because Shakespeare's works were not published until after his death so variations occur. 

· Many of Shakespeare's plays have been produced as movies. Viewing a play will, of course, make it easier to understand the plot. However, remember that every production interprets the play in a particular way. You will certainly view the movie more critically if you have already accepted the challenge of creating a movie in your own head by reading the text and visualizing what you imagine the characters to be like. Then view a movie and enjoy comparing your mental movie with someone else's interpretation. 

· If you are using a text, make sure it has good footnotes. However, especially on your first read, do not lose the general meaning because you are stopping to check each footnote. 

· Re-reading will help you develop a more refined understanding of the play. 

· Try not to analyze the play too much. Focus on enjoying what you are studying. The more you are exposed to Shakespeare, the easier it becomes to make meaning of his texts. 

Most of the material on this page is adapted from "Resources Related to Shakespeare," courtesy of the Alberta Online Consortium.
Hamlet 


This is a picture of the former home of William Shakespeare in Stratford, England.
Hamlet is one of the greatest plays ever written, and many scholars consider it to be Shakespeare's best.  The role of Hamlet is the most coveted and revered by male actors around the world, just as the role of Lady Macbeth is the female actors biggest challenge. Hamlet*, the man, is an incredibly complex character.  Because he is so complicated, and because of the depth of character he shows, Hamlet is often seen as the most difficult character to play.  The play, like the character, is also many-layered and complex.

Here is a link to a site containing some information to help introduce you to the study of Hamlet.  Take some time now to visit this site.

http://d2l.adlc.ca/d2l/orgTools/ouHome/ouHome.asp?ou=36106
*Use italics (or underline if handwriting) for the title of the play, Hamlet.  Do not use italics (or underline) for the name of the character, Hamlet.

The play of Hamlet is a very complex tale of one man's search for revenge. It has an intricate plot with many twists and turns.
There are several motifs which are central to the story.  Some of these are discussed here: 

· Revenge: The desire for revenge arises in several characters. Four characters have their fathers killed, and each reacts in a different way.  Laertes and Hamlet are character foils, and we can see the difference in how they react to their fathers' murders. 
  

· Madness: Hamlet's pretense at madness and Ophelia's genuine madness are in sharp contrast.  Hamlet truly has a "method" to his madness.  It has a purpose and, frequently, his mad statements have hidden meanings.  By juxtaposing Ophelia's actual madness with Hamlet's feigned madness, the reader/audience  sees that he truly is sane, but playacting. 
  

· Spying: Many of the characters spy on one another, as you should now be able to see from your notes. Each of them has a specific goal in mind, but they rarely realize that goal once they do spy. Your notes will be helpful in keeping the deceptions straight.
  

· Illusion vs. Reality: Many things are not as they seem: Claudius' morality and innocence; Hamlet's madness; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern's friendship. Few people are actually as they pretend to be. This is true of nearly all the central characters.
  

· Honour: Hamlet's main justification for revenge is to honour his father. However, he does just the opposite, as does Laertes.  Claudius never behaves with honour in the story. Yet all search constantly for honour, without acting honourably.  Is honour that difficult to achieve? They all seem to be lost in their search for it. Is the problem that honour is so difficult to achieve, or are the characters not putting in the effort required to attain it?
  

· Death and the Afterlife: This obsession is shared between Hamlet and Claudius. Both characters are very concerned with the afterlife. Hamlet is the more obsessed of the two and constantly asks many questions about what will happen in the afterlife, and says how fate is toying with him. He feels there is a power beyond his own, but he constantly questions its motivation and his knowledge of this motivation. 

