THE UNIVERSITY OF

| WAIKATO

Te Whare Wananga o Waikato

The Ugly Shakespeare Resource Booklet

Hamlet and Othello

b --v-v '_ ey 8 ’t" .f'?m | ‘1
F sbu.lnmwlwnlhll WIHIU




‘"7"‘ THE UNIVERSITY OF
4

o WAIKATO
Contents & WAIKATO

THE UGLY SHAKESPEARE RESOURCE BOOKLET

University of Waikato welcome

Hamlet Introduction

Hamlet: The End

Hamlet: Jokes ‘R OK

Hamlet: Metaphors

Hamlet: Catharsis

Hamlet: Discussion Questions

Othello Introduction

Othello: Plot

Othello: Detail

Othello: Tone

Othello: Dying Well

Othello: Discussion Questions




William Shakespeare surely had the most significant impact on the English language of
any single person. And his legacy is still apparent in the arts and across many cultures.

For many students though, his name induces more eye-rolling than anything, and
even adults can struggle to look past the complex language to the timeless themes,
stories and humour he offers.

That's why the University of Waikato is pleased to be working in partnership with
the Ugly Shakespeare Company to bring your school a taste of the Bard as he might have
been had he been around today.

We also hope that this resource booklet will be useful in conjunction with this year’s
performances of Hamlet and Othello. It has been developed by one of our leading
Shakespearian lecturers to help your students develop their understanding around
Shakespeare and his works and to encourage their creative thinking.

Dan Zirker
Dean, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

“We know what we are, but not what we may be” — Hamlet Act IV, Scene 5
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Hamlet is aimed at the senior school, with more of a text-based focus.
It still includes the fast-paced and irreverent style that the Ugly Shakespeare
Club is famous for. Three energetic and frantic actors take the audience
on a journey through this incredible tragedy.

Using techniques of various theatre styles, the characters transform on stage
using simple wigs and costume variations. Writer/director Brad MacCormick
spent three months in Italy studying commedia dell’arte and introduces many
aspects of this age-old technique into the production.

The Ugly Shakespeare Hamlet is part of a tradition of versioning Shakespeare.
Tom Stoppard wrote a 15 Minute Hamlet, with an encore, 2 Minute Hamlet.
In the 1970s there was a Punk Hamlet, with swear words your parents would
not want you hearing at school. The Ugly’s script follows the story of the play,
but changes the emphasis.
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The End

The Ugly's show ends when Hamlet dies; this is where most films of the play end.
The play continues after this, showing the Norwegian Prince Fortinbras’ takeover of
Denmark, ordering a soldier’s funeral for Hamlet. Fortinbras has the last line of the play:
“Go, bid the soldiers shoot”.

This is followed by a “dead” march, a slow procession where soldiers take Hamlet offstage
respectfully. Shakespeare’s audience liked to see how well characters died (making a “good
end”) but they also wanted to know about the politics. Who was the ruler at the end,
and how well would they rule?

YOUR NOTES
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Jokes ‘R OK

The Ugly's performance style can seem disrespectful, shifting from youth culture jokes
(like playing Ophelia as a spaced-out teen from a chick flick) to acting seriously some famous
“samples”, like the “To be or not to be” speech. If you search YouTube for “To be or not to be”
you can find famous actors from Sir Laurence Olivier to Ethan Hawke doing the speech.

Performances in Shakespeare’s life time were raucous like this, pleasing the “groundlings”
in the audience with bawdy jokes and songs, such as those written for the gravediggers
in ActV Scene I.They also used philosophy and poetry for more learned audience members,
as with Hamlet's speech "What a piece of work is a man” (2.269).

YOUR NOTES
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Metaphors

Shakespeare’s audiences liked long speeches, with many metaphors, similes and extended
comparisons. Often these seem absurd. Shakespeare used them to suggest heightened
emotion, and made them quite sensual and real.

An excellent example is when Hamlet yells at Laertes: “What woulds't thou do for her...
eat a crocodile?” (5.1.265). This is absurd, as in the Ugly's show when an actor comes on
stage in a crocodile suit and argues with Hamlet. Of course you could not eat a whole
crocodile, literally. But if you did, you would have the same kind of fake tears a crocodile
is meant to cry, and would also show how brave you were.

Shakespeare's audience would never have seen a crocodile at a zoo or in a nature
documentary, so for them a crocodile was something weird, like an alien from
another planet.

YOUR NOTES
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Catharsis

In this Hamlet when Claudius sees the Murder of Gonzago play, where one brother kills another
by pouring poison in his ear, he says “that would never happen”. He is covering up his own
guilt, as he has done just this.

But, like all Shakespeare's plots, the events are not meant to be realistic. Even a tragedy
is a kind of fantasy. Real human emotions (anger, love, jealousy, confusion) are pushed
to melodramatic extremes to heighten the emotions of the audience, allowing them to
laugh and cry. Purging those emotions while watching a tragedy is the process Aristotle,
a famous Greek philosopher, called “catharsis”.

One of Shakespeare’s famous contemporaries, Sir Philip Sidney, called this the "mongrel
mingling of clowns and kings”. Shakespeare wrote Hamlet as a popular play for a mixed
audience. "Hamlet pleased all”, a witness wrote soon after it was first performed.
As you can see from the Ugly’s version, it still does.

YOUR NOTES
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Discussion Questions

How did you react to the ghost? Is he really from beyond the grave?
Is Hamlet in love with Ophelia? Is Ophelia in love with Hamlet?
Do you think Hamlet is insane, or is he just pretending?

How did you react to both male and female roles being played by men?

i & W N =

Does Hamlet succeed in his mission?

YOUR NOTES
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Othello is used as an introduction to Shakespeare for a younger audience
(years 7-9) or can be used as a show for the whole school at once. Less text-
based and more a guide to some of the devices and styles of Elizabethan
theatre, Othello allows audiences to enjoy Shakespeare and live theatre on
their own terms, in their own environment.

Set in the World Shakespeare Championships, two teams battle it out to be
world champions — The Ugly Shakespeare Company vs the Evil Shakespeare
Company. Special guest appearance by the Perfect Shakespeare Company.
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Plot

Othello is a domestic tragedy centred around the failed marriages of two couples,
Othello and Desdemona, and lago and Emilia. The events in the play are driven by the
plot, so it's important to recall character relationships and the sequence of events if you
are writing on the play for NCEA. The Ugly’s Othello begins with a mock-plot test, and
follows closely the sequence of events in the play.

YOUR NOTES
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Detail

The focus of a domestic tragedy would normally be the details of the lives of the
husbands and wives. The play takes place in time of war, but the emphasis is on the
intimacy between the couples.

Othello’s murderous rage derives from misreading tiny details. Most importantly, he believes
the handkerchief he gave Desdemona has been given by her to Cassio. The handkerchief
is a token of his love.

Critics have sometimes seen this as absurd. How could a tragedy derive from such a trivial
thing? That is precisely the point: the audience watches a great general destroy himself and
those he loves over a tiny detail. We see how easy it is to be misled.

The results, as often in tragedy, are melodramatic and extreme, but the emotions behind this
are real and ones the audience can identify with.

YOUR NOTES
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Tone

The story can seem like the plot line of a soap opera. Shakespeare elevates this by having
the characters speak in blank verse (iambic pentameter). Each line has 10 syllables,
in a pattern of short (light) and long (heavy) syllables. This allows the characters to speak
poetically and with more dignity than we would in real life. When Othello dies he says:

“I kissed thee ere | killed thee. No way but this: Killing myself, to die upon a kiss.”

The bolded syllables have a strong emphasis and if you say them aloud, they summarise
the action. In the Ugly’s Othello you can hear enough of the big speeches in the play
to hear how this would work.

YOUR NOTES
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Dying Well

In the Renaissance, the convention was that at the end of a tragedy, several characters
would die. The issue was not luckily escaping death, like in an action movie, but rather
how well you died.

Often the deaths can seem absurd, or characters live longer than is plausible. Desdemona
“lives” after being smothered, in order to die nobly while claiming that she has killed
herself, which we know not to be true. But this makes her more sympathetic.

In a 1610 performance it was reported that after death, Desdemona moved the audience
by the expression on her face. Othello kills himself in remorse. He escapes the judgement
of the court in Venice, but achieves a nobility in death, as suicide was a famous Roman way of
dying while showing nobility and dignity. Othello tries to kill lago but he does not die in the
play, and is taken back to Venice to be judged.

Sometimes we think of lago as the main character, but the fact that Shakespeare does not
allow him to die means that he cannot upstage the tragic “hero”, Othello. Nowadays we
don't think killing your wife is especially heroic, but here it means that Othello is the play's
protagonist: the story is written around his confusions and fatal mistakes.

YOUR NOTES
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Discussion Questions

Why does Othello marry Desdemona secretly?
Would her father prefer her to marry Cassio? Why (or why not?)
Why is the handkerchief so important to the play?

How “well” do Desdemona and Othello die?
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If you were staging the death scenes, what would you do differently
to the Ugly Shakespeare company?

YOUR NOTES
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