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Hamlet. The character and the play. That most seduc-

tive and frustrating of literary experiences. The subject of end-
less theses. The theatrical apple that every truly talented and 
versatile virtuoso of an actor cannot resist biting into in or-
der to establish his set of indisputable acting credentials. The 
object of  analysis by the creme de la creme of literary crit-
ics whose formulations diverge wildly from each other. And, 
whatʼs most important to us, the imposing obstacle that we, 
and many other teachers of English at the high school and 
university level, place squarely in the path of our students.

Students can make book on the certainty of impress-
ment as a captive audience to Hamlet, and Hamlet, as early 
as the sophomore year of high school. We were. And, since 
I am a full generation older than my partner Hall, and be-
cause I first met him as a student in one of my Shakespeare 
classes, I had actually held him captive to Hamlet!  The two 
of us have taught Hamlet a combined total of well over forty 
years, and, for most of those years, itʼs fair to say that we did 
some variation of telling classrooms full of students what we 
thought was important about the character and the play, how 
we thought they should think about it, and how it was essen-
tial that they lick their plates of the banquet of wisdom weʼd 
force-fed them in order to become truly educated young people.
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Itʼs taken us some considerable time and effort to realize 
that our former approach (and not just ours, but virtually every 
wrong-headed pedagogical purveyor of pearls before swine)—
however well-meaning—was deeply flawed. We continue to be 
convinced that introducing our students to the texts of Hamlet—
both the character and the play—is as important an enterprise 
as we could pursue. Itʼs all about them. But, then, itʼs all about 
us, too. We are truly in there. Engaging students in the text of 
the character and the play Hamlet always should result—if we 
as teachers are entirely respectful of Shakespeareʼs language 
and our students—in their accessing their own rough, personal, 
substantially unfinished, and sometimes very fragile texts. And, 
in order for that engagement to be staged most effectively and 
productively, weʼve opted these past several years to jettison our 
canned notes and conclusions and exam questions about what 
WE think Shakespeareʼs play is about and the “outcomes” our 
students should be led toward (no childʼs behind left behind) 
in favor of carefully framed questions to facilitate our and our 
students  ̓inquiry. Because, as weʼve understood for a long time, 
we donʼt have the definitive answers to this character and play. 

In fact, both Hamlets—the character and play—are all 
about questions. And itʼs not just “to be or not to be.”  Shake-
speare has intentionally stacked the deck from the very begin-
ning of the play against the possibility of a careful reader being 
able to confirm in it the existence of any definitive and discover-
able truth. No certainties, abstract or concrete. Pretty much like 
our students  ̓contemporary world. And, just like our students  ̓
world, Shakespeare has surrounded Hamlet with characters who 
seek aggressively to impose their own fairly subjective and prej-
udicial constructions of reality on him. Very similar to a contem-
porary election campaign. By the time our students have taken a 
seat in one of our classes, they, like Hamlet, have become accus-
tomed to being told whatʼs right, whatʼs important, whatʼs true, 
whatʼs good, and whatʼs evil—and, for them and Hamlet, those 
definitions and explanations are often riddled with contradictions.

So, for us, teaching the text of Hamlet—the character 
and the play—is no longer about whatʼs true. Instead, itʼs all 
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about training students to think independently. That process re-
quires that they use what they know in order to begin to navi-
gate a textual world that they donʼt know. Itʼs about participating 
with them in understanding what a text is, how to “read” a text, 
and realizing that, in the act of “reading” a text—no matter how 
many times they may read it—they re-create it. Reading, from 
our perspective (whether that act of reading involves a literary 
text or a small wave rippling across the surface of Lake Superior), 
involves an act of authorship. We become Hamlet and radically 
re-make the play with each new encounter with it. The sum of 
our life experiences and our reactions to and feelings about those 
experiences condition what we see and how we see it in Hamlet. 

And each new experience must necessarily alter the way 
we see and re-assemble the character and play of Hamlet into a 
new configuration. Toward that end, we intend to share a little of 
our most recent experience of helping our students to see Hamlet 
for themselves by focusing briefly on only three of the many tex-
tual possibilities in the play—ghosts, madness, and what weʼve 
come to call “the wall in the hall.”  We offer no exclusive or 
crypt-unsealing answers, but, instead, a few questions located 
around the issue of “text” within the text of Hamlet. Will this 
scrutiny of “text” be a post-mortem?  An autopsy? Only partly, 
and not at all without the aid of our students who must take up 
their spades as fellow gravediggers in this endeavor. The corpus 
delecti is still warm, if not actually breathing, thanks to Kenneth 
Branaghʼs projection of his own reader response to the play.1

>>/��I]Z�Iddah�d[�i]Z�:ciZgeg^hZÅI]Z�<]dhi�>h�IZmiÅ=Vaa
In fact, both of us are indebted to Branaghʼs filmed ver-

sion of the play for the text-within-the-text that serves as the hub 
around which the wheel of the play and the character of Hamlet 
spin:  Hamletʼs “to be or not to be” soliloquy in 3.1.2  When the 

2 “William Shakespeareʼs Hamlet,” in The Riverside Shakespeare, 
ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin, 1974), 1160. All sub-
sequent references to this play are referenced to this text.

1Kenneth Branagh, “William Shakespeareʼs ʻHamletʼ” (video-
recording), prod. David Barron (Castle Rock Entertainment, 2000).
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two of us joined forces in front of my twelfth-grade English liter-
ature class last spring, it was with Dyerʼs understanding that the 
class had already sat through a full viewing of Branaghʼs re-cre-
ation of the play. The text that Branagh has invited us and those 
students to read with him is rich and intriguing:  the wide, empty, 
and mirrored hall that Hamlet enters so intentionally; the very 
self-conscious approach of Hamlet to one of those mirrors; the 
presentation values of carriage, posture, eye contact that Hamlet 
brings to that mirror; the careful delivery of the text of the speech 
itself, as if this were a calculated performance or, at the very 
least, a dress rehearsal for one; the reception of that performance 
and text by—what or whom?  Of course, by the time we and our 
students viewed 3.1 for the second time, we knew that Polonius 
and Claudius have sequestered themselves behind that two-way 
mirror, either to see while not being seen, or, because of the 
power of Hamletʼs performance, to be convinced that Hamlet 
sees them and is carrying his performance to a special audience 
of two. But Branagh has left another possibility available to us—
that Hamlet is the subject, object, and vehicle of his soliloquy.

It was at this point that we determined to turn away from 
Branaghʼs screen for a few moments and puzzle with our stu-
dents about what could possibly be meant by the term “text.”  
When we ask our own students to respond to a “text,” we mean 
more than just the lines of Hamlet. We mean more than just the 
other written material which informs readers, such as the stage 
directions, the introduction to the edition of the text that we may 
be using, or any other primary source material printed in the 
book itself. The word “text, “ as Dyer and I use it, can also be:

• Any previously learned facts, cultural values, morals, un-
derstandings, experiences, opinions, beliefs, or attitudes 
which readers bring to the play and flavor its meaning;

• Any sources such as drawings, paintings, photographs, 
film, sculpture or multi-media which serve to broaden 
our view of the primary material;

• Any understanding, possibility, meaning or ideas de-
veloped as part of their experience with primary or sec-
ondary materials;
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• Any new learning brought about by sharing ideas, opin-
ions, journals, or pictures or any other texts through 
writing or discussion with other students of Hamlet (I 
now consider myself only a student of Hamlet, never a 
teacher of the character or play)

Using this definition, texts can include the First Folio 
of Hamlet as well as a cartoon or comic book recreation of the 
play. A discussion with a colleague or a student can be stud-
ied as a text, as can a piece of late sixteenth-century miniaturist 
cameo painting (actually, Nicholas Hilliardʼs work represents a 
text that students can immediately and profitably juxtapose to 
Hamletʼs tirade against mom in 3.4). And there are many other 
texts within Hamlet such as Hamletʼs letters to Ophelia, Polo-
nius  ̓advice to his children, and Claudius  ̓speech to the court.

But, then, there were our own experiential understandings 
of “text——its “fictional” nature; the variety of shapes in which 
they come to us (greeting card; novel; letter; passport; art work; 
photograph; a young motherʼs nurturing gaze or breast, or the 
expression on anyoneʼs face, for that matter; the particular cos-
tume one wears or the idiosyncratic gestures and body language 
that accompany that costume; a favorite song; oneʼs staging of 
an important event, such as a burial or marriage; oneʼs attempt to 
rehearse or remember the elements of a classical philosophical 
argument or speech or previously memorized lines from a play; 
a eulogy; a contemporary clinical text on mental health; the text 
of a trial or inquest; the invention of a play script, regardless of 
whether that play contains actual dialogue, as well as the facial and 
gesticular reaction to such a play by a portion of its audience; the 
textual outcome of foreign ambassadorial parleys; the “reading” 
by a second and observing party of what appears to be a submis-
sive and prayerful act of remorse and contrition and confession; 
the comparative human features of two different people etched 
upon two cameos; our own autobiographical texts-in-progress, 
still under construction)—all of these textual possibilities, each 
of them “stories” in their own separate ways, relentlessly drive 
the play and condition, to some extent, our and our students  ̓view 
of Hamlet and Hamletʼs view of his environment and those in it.
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Interestingly, many of our impressions radiated around the 
idea that many if not most of the “story” texts in the play seem to 
relate to burial, death, the ghosts of those whoʼve died, and what 
may lie beyond the borders of the phenomenological world. The 
story texts that relate to Hamlet the character seem to operate 
in a number of ways:  (1) some are counseling him (others are 
being counseled so, like Ophelia and Laertes) to remain inside 
of himself, buried, and not to come out, to repress and withdraw 
himself (note how the Graveyard scene deals with the decom-
posing process, the de-selfing of the individual); (2) others carry 
an easy prescription for who Hamlet is and whatʼs wrong with 
him and what itʼll take to fix him, as if he were a broken piece 
of video equipment; (3) texts help Hamlet sort out and re-order a 
very confusing and corrupt situation—he seems to behave much 
more comfortably (if not euphorically) in the world of a stable 
text than in a world without one (he spends a lot of time prescrib-
ing theatrical roles for himself and responding to his world within 
some of those roles); and (4) texts that are designed as templates 
(boiler plate) for the person he is told he must be (i.e., his father, a 
revenger, a dutiful and obedient son, a chip off the martial block) 
or recommendations for the person he should be on the basis of 
the situation in which that text is being enacted (i.e., anything 
having to do with Fortinbras in this play, but especially 4.4).

Film representations of Hamlet are texts which can equal-
ly be studied. Because Dyer and I employ strategies culled from 
both reader response and structuralist criticism3, we believe that 
Branaghʼs film models perfectly the skills we want our students 
to learn. Branagh merely does to Shakespeare what we want our 
students to replicate with Shakespeare:  read, analyze, interpret, 
discuss, critique. Kenneth Branaghʼs version of Hamlet, released 
in 1996, can be viewed independently from or as an adaptation of 

3 We borrowed liberally from the work done by reader-response crit-
ics Norman Holland –“Hamlet:  My Greatest Creation, Literary Criticism:  
An Introduction to Theory and Practice,  ̓ed. Charles E. Bressler, 2nd ed. (Up-
per Saddle River, N.J.:  Prentice Hall, 1999), 80-86)—, Stanley Fish—Is 
There a Text in This Class (Cambridge:  Harvard UP, 1980)—, and David 
Bleich—(Readings and Feelings:  An Introduction to Subjective Criticism) 
(Urbana:  NCTE, 1975), whose works are most concerned with the readerʼs 
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Shakespeareʼs written text, studied as a primary or a secondary 
text, as a unique, new interpretation or a retelling of an old classic. .

Branaghʼs film operates as both a reader-response ap-
proach to the play and as a secondary source, which serves to 
increase our understanding of the original texts within his filmic 
response to the play. His directorial preparation for creating the 
film mirrors my students  ̓attempts at reading the play. Branagh 
has had to examine every textual possibility and make meaning 
from his own understanding, interpretations, and beliefs about 
Shakespeareʼs text. In creating these possibilities, Branagh then 
verifies or defends these imaginative possibilities against the rest 
of the play. If Ophelia has been physically intimate with Hamlet, 
as Branagh shows us in a flashback, how does that change for her 
(and for us) the meaning of Polonius  ̓strict orders to reject Ham-
letʼs affections, or flavor her actions in the nunnery scene?  How 
do Branaghʼs decisions inform Hamletʼs behavior towards her?  
Also, what insight does their intimacy provide on Opheliaʼs mad-
ness?  Why is pity evoked when Gertrude tells us of her death?  
The heat of a sexual relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia 
infuses these scenes with a different, raw emotional power, bring-
ing a higher level of coherence and lucidity to the ensuing mad-
ness than I had ever considered before viewing Branaghʼs film.

Branagh has had to make other, similar decisions con-
cerning the text as he brings the lines off the page and into the 
film. In a flashback we see Yorick, King Hamletʼs jester, alive 
and proudly carrying the pre-adolescent Hamlet high on his 
shoulders. Branagh also inserts cutaways and voice-overs to 
make each line fit his interpretation of Hamlet. Film enables 
these dimensional refinements. For example, we can view the 
graveyard scene in a new way:  Branaghʼs gravedigger (who 
will henceforth be identified as Billy Crystal) presents to Ham-

experience and individualized role within the text. My own study—“Think-
ing Makes It So: Examining Textual Possibilities in William Shakespeareʼs 
Hamlet through Reader Response,” M.A. Thesis (Minnesota State University, 
Mankato:  2000—applies this idea of text to Shakespeareʼs Hamlet. We also 
borrowed heavily from some of the structuralist work of Robert Scholes—Se-
miotics and Interpretation (New Haven:  Yale UP, 1982) and Textual Power:  
Literary Theory and the Teaching of English (New Haven:  Yale UP, 1985). 
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let a human skull (“Whose do you think it is?”) with the pro-
nounced overbite seemingly identical with Hamletʼs speculative 
flashback of the jester. In this case, Branagh may or may not 
be (to be or not to be?) intending us to take the skull that Billy 
Crystal holds up as truly Yorickʼs; Hamletʼs imagination makes 
exactly that nostalgic identification, which plunges him into a 
sentimental sinkhole. My reason for showing this (or any) film 
version is to present my students with an alternative text, and 
we study the film (or pieces of it) as we would study a written 
text. But Branaghʼs film, in its completeness, is special in invit-
ing my students to do what he has had to do—to become Ham-
let in the process of becoming better readers and responders.

If we understand the literary criticism of Stanley Fish4, 
we know that readers respond to literature in many ways. Read-
ers bring their previous knowledge and experiences into the text 
with them. They rely upon their understanding of what words 
mean in order to decode a textʼs sentences. How a text means to 
readers is more a matter of culture than what a text means. Words, 
such as “cool”, can be understood literally or in a cultural con-
text. A refreshing drink, especially when served on a hot day at 
the beach, is often cool. However, The Fonz, even in the stifling 
Milwaukee summer heat, is also cool—very cool. So, culture and 
experience (such as even knowing of The Fonz) may cause me 
to decode a written text in an individual way—I create a unique 
meaning, specific to my own experience, even though the play 
may have been purposefully taught to furnish general informa-
tion for a multiple choice/true or false test. Even if I only read for 
content, my experience will be different than anyone elseʼs.

David Bleich,5 building upon the work of Fish, writes 
specifically about the dynamics of groups who study the same 

4 Fishʼs Is There a Text in This Class? explains his position with 
several examples to demonstrate that virtually anything can be a text, as 
well as carrying meaning as a text does.

5 Bleichʼs Subjective Criticism clearly outlines the ability of groups 
to enact new meaning about a text through discussion and debate. His focus 
on interpretive communities is a cornerstone upon which my opinion of the 
importance of group discussion in the classroom is based.
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texts. Groups often create and establish unique meanings, apart 
from the text, through their discussion of their impressions and 
understandings about the text. These interpretive communities 
establish a knowledge base and terminology, body language 
and rhetoric. Such jargon as “take out your notebook” or “good 
morning” means something very specific to my class. Students 
understand that “good morning” means “shut up—class is 
about to begin—itʼs my turn to speak. They should start listen-
ing to me now.”  Before I press the “play” button on the VCR 
or ask them to open their Hamlet texts, I spend time making 
sure that students are all members of the interpretive commu-
nity called “Honors British Literature.”  I must make certain that 
we share a common lexicon and we know how to operate with-
in the structure of our classroom/community. Daily, we prac-
tice the skills necessary for interpretation and communication. 

Even as members of the same interpretive community, 
students continue to make their own meaning, independent of one 
another, as they read the play. When students write journals about 
their responses to the play, they revisit these original conceptions 
and recreate meaning. When they discuss their conceptions in 
class and receive input from others, they again re-make mean-
ing based upon the texts (Hamlet, journals, other assignments, 
etc.) which they have created along the way. When they watch 
Branaghʼs version of the play, they rebuild their understandings 
of the written text yet again. Through a variety of experiences 
(unique comparisons, contrasts, perhaps even mistakes in their 
reading), students  ̓readings of the play are continually challenged 
and recreated. One student may understand Ophelia differently 
because her parents run her life. Another may understand Hamlet 
differently because he is struggling with depression. Yet another 
may understand Claudius  ̓ confession in the church differently 
because she is Catholic. The experiences students bring to Hamlet 
cannot be divorced from the present experience of reading Hamlet.

Likewise, Robert Scholes  ̓approach6 also provides a ve-
6Scholes  ̓Textual Power is a valuable source for classroom teach-

ers. Much of his text explicates Hemingwayʼs In Our Time but is immedi-
ately, and appropriately, applicable to any literary work.
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hicle for transporting student responses from the private experi-
ence of reading the text to the public experience of classroom 
interaction. Student experiences drive classroom discussion to 
a higher level if we move some of the tenets of structuralism 
under the umbrella of reader response. Structuralists argue that 
we interpret meaning through a system of binary opposites. We 
understand perfectly the word “right” when we know that it 
means “not left.”  We can also understand “right” if we know 
it means “not wrong.”  Often, the only way we can understand 
a wordʼs meaning is when we define its opposite or its unique 
“otherness.”  The system of binary opposites provides us a tool 
to work with in the classroom. For instance, we might ask ques-
tions like the following as we read Hamlet:  Is Hamlet young 
or old?  Is he sane or mad?  Is Ophelia independent or depen-
dent on Hamlet?  Does she obey or rebel against her fatherʼs 
wishes?  As we read, we often invoke these systems to make 
meaning. If Hamlet is not mad, then he must be the “other”—
sane. If Ophelia is not rebelling, then she must be obeying her 
father. Binary opposites become our second sight as we read.

In much the same way we define ourselves through 
binary opposites. We identify the otherness in us which dis-
tinguishes our individuality. Because I am male, I should pro-
vide for my family. Because I am a man, I donʼt cry. Because 
I am female, I talk about my emotions. Because I am female, 
I am expected to stay home and be the mother of my children. 
We do not separate these oppositions as we read the play. The 
way we imagine others—i.e., Hamlet or Ophelia or our neigh-
bors next door—is affected by the way we imagine ourselves. 
We do not conjure “ghosts” which are alien to our preconcep-
tions. We only understand what “is” to the degree that we un-
derstand what “is not”—the otherness in the binary system.

So, before I press “play” on my VCR and show my stu-
dents Branaghʼs version of the text, how do I move them to-
ward a deeper understanding of this process of making mean-
ing?  How can I prepare students to be creative receivers of 
Hamlet?  How do I prepare them to become Hamlet or Ophelia?  
How do I prepare myself?  First of all, I ditch my old or current 
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class notes and pat answers about what this play is. Students 
find no joy, no discovery, no immediacy, no genuine spontane-
ity in those answers that I think I have:  Iʼll be lucky to im-
press one student with all my hard work and study. The meaning 
of Hamlet cannot be captured on paper and stored in a manila 
folder. Hamlet is alive!  The target of Hamletʼs identity is ever 
growing, ever changing, because we are growing and changing. 
Shred that multiple choice test, too. Though my questions and 
answers might be important to me, they may not be the ones that 
most enable my students to create an intensely personal and in-
dividual understanding of the play. My issues should not have to 
be their issues. Successful readers should think for themselves.

Next, find ways to get students to interact with the text 
and with each other. Instead of asking students to focus on 
answers (the “m. o.” of the study guide), let students ask the 
questions. How else can we get at the “ghosts” that students 
carry with them into the text?  How else can we get students 
to recognize and evaluate their own ghosts?  If we donʼt val-
ue their ghosts, how can we get their ghosts to interact and 
“talk” with the ghosts in the play?  And those ghosts are texts 
of enormous import—texts which can be studied just as seri-
ously as the play itself. After all, weʼll continue to carry these 
ghosts long after we set the text of the play aside. These ghosts 
are the sum and substance of our education. We will learn to 
listen to, befriend, control, and, finally, become our ghosts.

Norman Holland writes that he re-creates Hamlet each 
time he reads it (“Hamlet:  My Greatest Creation” 80-1). In this 
way, Holland actually becomes the creator of the play. And that 
is what we intend, in some significant way, for our students.

As Dyer and I continued to talk about Hamlet with our 
students, we found the critical schools of reader response and 
structuralism valuable as tools to open up the texts in Hamlet. 
These tools are both critical and practical:  critical in that we can 
apply some degree off consistency to our reading, and practical 
in that our students can also use these tools with some efficiency. 
We do not pretend to know everything there is to know about the 
play or its welter of texts. In fact, we continually discover a new 
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text that alters with every interaction (unlike sonnet #116—“That 
alters not when it alteration finds…”). Also, the number of texts 
we find in the play is limited only by our own knowledge and 
resourcefulness—that is, what we are able to draw from Shake-
speareʼs text at any given time in our lives. And, like us, students 
find their own texts within these plays wholly independent of 
our knowledge of life, the play, or the interaction between the 
two. This is the crux of our belief:  that students can find greater 
meaning and substance in the play when they learn to ask good 
questions rather than  regurgitating “right answers” that, in most 
cases, prompt them to rehearse the answers weʼve given them, 
dependent wholly on our teaching and understanding of the 
play and limited by our relative knowledge of traditions associ-
ated with the play, our lack of preparation, curricular inflexibil-
ity, and the relative rigidity of classroom goals and outcomes.

I had prepared my class with the foundations of reader 
response and structuralism before Dyer arrived and had tested 
their understanding of how it worked on the first two acts of the 
play prior to his joining our discussions. And they were ready 
for him as we watched 3.1 together. Working into the our dis-
cussion of the scene and all that had led up to it were a cou-
ple of student observations—we seconded them—that a kind 
of premature burial seemed to be in the process of being per-
formed on Hamlet (i.e., it is he who is the ghost who has been 
stumbling around in the world of the play, looking for some-
one who will excavate and exhume his authentic voice). And 
more than a few students averred that Hamlet was the real ghost 
here, not Dad, and his being was deeply buried. Most of thatʼs 
not his fault—weʼre dealing with victimology here, and several 
students were quick to express that. People in Elsinore simply 
arenʼt allowed to “be”—the whole 3.1 soliloquy, one astute 
student suggested, was a moot point, a red herring, one among 
many implanted by Shakespeare. There is no “to be or not to 
be” for Hamlet, not in the world of this play. And a study of the 
“to be” text, with some intentional connections to other related 
story-texts that drive the play and Hamlet and Hamletʼs char-
acter, indicate that Hamletʼs own text canʼt really be composed 
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here, or, perhaps, that the text that his culture really celebrates, 
and has already begun to decompose, is death, in so many ways. 

However, when we saw him in 3.1, several students were 
quick to note a virtual mirror of the appearance of the ghost in 
1.1. This, they concluded, was a ghost of the ghost of his father 
that Claudius and Polonius are observing. Theyʼre terrified, but 
thereʼs an added irony here. In a society in which “performance” 
is so important, theyʼre reading the performance for the real thing. 
Hamletʼs rehearsing a role heʼd like to play, but he doesnʼt have any 
more than the lines or the pose and the conventions of it down yet. 
His self is still inside and deeply buried, and will remain so until 
the Graveyard scene when, ironically again, it will emerge from 
the grave by leaping into and embracing it, if only temporarily.
>>>#�I]Z�LVaa�^c�i]Z�=VaaÅ9nZg

At this point, I shared with Scottʼs class a story of a set 
of circumstances Iʼd observed just recently in the halls of the 
university at which I teach. I wanted to know if our students had 
encountered a similar experience in the halls of Irondale High 
School and whether what they and I had seen might shed any 
light on the way Branagh had blocked and staged 3.1. Because 
the Speech Department at that university fields and coaches a 
highly regarded forensic and speech team and conducts a num-
ber of state-wide competitions in the same building where our 
classes our conducted, Iʼve had occasion to watch scores of 
young people preparing themselves for competition in a man-
ner in which, Iʼm told, Speech faculty have counseled them to 
rehearse. One afternoon, as I meandered toward the English 
Department office, I was confronted with the backs of several 
extremely well-dressed male and female contestants engaging 
the wall in front of them in passionate address. One blue-suited 
young man, his face no more than a few inches from the wall, 
was delivering an oral interpretation of a memorized piece of lit-
erature with appropriate vocal modulations and body language 
to support it. As I walked toward the office, I was able to view 
a number of other speech tournament contestants similarly re-
hearsing to the wall in the hall, each one absolutely oblivious 
to me or other hall traffic, so intent upon honing their presenta-
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tion skills for the performance that would soon unfold before 
a live audience of their fellow contestants and contest judges. 

It occurred to me that, if I were to close my eyes for 
a moment, I might be fooled into believing (theatre is, after 
all, about encouraging an audienceʼs willed suspension of dis-
belief) that these performances were actually underway be-
fore an audience rapt in attention. But I knew better. No mat-
ter how effectively each of these students conducted him or 
herself in that rehearsal, a major element of the performance 
was missing—the audience. Or, to be more precise, the audi-
ence that each student was addressing, such as it was, was 
(1) an inanimate object incapable of responding (the phrase 
“sounding board would only ironically apply here) or (2) the 
self. And there it was—a totally self-referential performance to 
an audience of one, perhaps the most critical and demanding 
of all audiences but one that we often use to serve as “gate-
keeper” before our performances are approved to “go public.”

I told the class that this experience—even my reflective 
“performance” for them of this highly self-conscious and artifi-
cial speech tournament phenomenon—was somewhat unhinging 
since I realized that Iʼve performed this ritual before countless 
public performances:  the recitation of a poem that Iʼve had to 
memorize, the most important one being at the wedding of my 
daughter; the polishing of a very important part of a lecture Iʼve 
been preparing; my fevered rehearsal of the lines that Iʼll deliver 
in a skit or role-play as part of a faculty development workshop; 
the careful mental construction of a speech Iʼve had to submit 
my son to as part of a parental act of discipline; my practicing, 
before a mirror while shaving, of responses to questions that Iʼm 
certain Iʼll be asked during an important job interview that will 
begin shortly (to be or not to be [employed], that is the question).

The students Iʼd been sharing these thoughts with had 
seen a version of what Iʼd seen and indicated very similar reac-
tions. And they also seemed very willing to engage a connection 
between the common experience weʼd had with speech tourna-
ment rehearsings and what Hamlet was doing in Branaghʼs re-
creation of the 3.1. We noted that Branaghʼs filmed version of 
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that scene—in fact, his entire filmic production of Hamlet—is 
a recreation of the original text. Lest we become lulled into the 
apparent banality of that observation, we need to remember (a 
word that reverberates like a bell from beginning to end of Ham-
let) that, besides representing an entirely new text of Hamlet 
that has resulted from Branaghʼs reader-response to the play, it 
carries reader-response one radical step further:  in his “read-
ing” of Hamlet, the play and “Hamlet” the character, Branagh 
not only becomes that character by inscribing his own interpre-
tation and experience upon him but literally (no pun intended) 
becomes Hamlet by assuming his role, donning his clothes, and 
intoning his lines. But he takes “being” Hamlet a step still fur-
ther:  just as Hamlet seems most comfortable while operating 
within a theatricalized and blocked environment in which his 
role is clear and his lines are prescribed and stable, with all of 
the attendant and obsessive micromanaging of things theatrical 
such as recruiting an acting company (Holy Charlton Heston, 
Batman!  Our students told us much more about the “theatri-
cal” penchant of Hamlet than weʼd ever expected), writing and 
casting of scenes, assigning parts and managing actors  ̓ re-
hearsal of their parts, intentionally organizing portions of the 
play space, directing and producing the play, Branagh has used 
his considerable talents to perform all of these theatrical func-
tions as well. He IS Hamlet—heʼs conceived a Hamlet that 
has never been before, and he is the author of Hamletʼs inter-
nal as well as external world. Heʼd accomplished the very act 
of authorship that weʼd entrusted so hopefully to our students.

Thatʼs why itʼs so intriguing to view the peculiar projec-
tion of him, Branagh/Hamlet—that Hamlet and that world—in 
3.1. What we, and our students, saw was not at all what some 
of us expected to see. In a highly theatrical way, a very neatly 
coiffed and attired Hamlet/Branagh enters an intentionally ar-
tificial and stylized “stage”—an empty and circular and high-
ceilinged hall, the walls of which are completely mirrored. As 
Hamletʼs measured and confident footfalls echo off the broad 
emptiness of this hall of mirrors, he calculatedly walks to a spe-
cific mirrored segment of the wall. After meeting his own gaze, 
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arranging his appearance, and taking a moment to summon the 
resources of a breath, his concentration, and a very erect and 
ready posture (“readiness is all”), Hamlet/Branagh begins to re-
cite the “to be or not to be, that is the question/Whether it is 
nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortunes, …to take arms against a sea of troubles and, by op-
posing, end them…ah, thereʼs the rub” soliloquy without ever 
breaking eye contact with himself. That unwavering gaze is re-
markable enough, given the length of the speech; however, more 
remarkable, from Branaghʼs reconstruction of his (Hamletʼs) 
text of the speech, is the degree to which his “performance” 
of Hamletʼs “performance” seems like a performance—the 
careful entrance, the “stage” of the great hall in which he be-
comes the incontrovertible object of attention by virtue of the 
reflective and self-referential mirrors, the costume, the physi-
cal posture and carriage, the anticipation-building pause before 
the recitation, the measured and carefully modulated delivery. 

This package of performance values began to seem 
more apposite when we considered the text of the performance. 
Among the many things the soliloquy could be, it reads like an 
intellectual exercise, perhaps one of many such dialectical dis-
quisitions Hamlet (and Horatio as well) may have had to learn, 
memorize, and deliver as part of his scholastic training at Wit-
tenberg U. to a hall of students and instructors and then even be 
“graded” on the quality of his presentation. Rhetoric and argu-
mentation on abstract subjects, as well as the ability to see one-
self on either side of a complex philosophical argument, would 
have represented a large portion of Hamletʼs university training. 
Branaghʼs Hamlet delivers the text of the speech with the con-
fidence that comes from knowing it, the argument, and how to 
deliver it. Branaghʼs Hamlet reads it as virtually a set-piece, an 
exercise, a rehearsal of something already learned and familiar. 
There may be something comfortable in recalling and rehears-
ing the lines of an argument whose geography and language he 
has already mastered—like the lines from a play that has been 
particularly impactful, and unlike his current predicament.

All thatʼs missing to make the performance complete is 
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an audience. But is it absent?  Not entirely. Clearly (to the direc-
tor Branagh/Hamlet if not to Branaghʼs Hamlet), Polonius and 
Claudius have ensconced themselves on the other side of the 
two-way mirror to which Hamlet is delivering his text. And, it 
appears, they have been moved so much by Branagh/Hamletʼs 
performance of the text that their reasoned belief in their invisibil-
ity as audience to the performance theyʼre viewing has been sus-
pended—for them, the two-way mirror works for Hamlet as well 
as for them. Suddenly, the fourth wall has lowered; so effective 
is Branagh/Hamletʼs delivery that they believe themselves the 
object of it and him, visible actors on his stage. But, just like that 
student whom both I and our students have experienced pressing 
his face up against the wall in nervous and focused rehearsal for the 
soon-to-be-real performance to a room full of students and tour-
nament judges, Branagh/Hamlet is his own audience—perhaps 
the subject, the object, as well as the audience of his performance.

What did we and our students take from this?  The issue of 
still life, a play all about death, a rehearsal for the graveyard scene 
(a hunch played by one of our students), for this is a graveyard, 
the only sure means and mode and medium of communication 
and identity and order and self. Life, as Branagh has envisioned 
it for himself and for us, is a hall of mirrors. Everyone wants 
to hold and vivisect and define and manage Hamlet, it seems.

>K/��BVYcZhh!�dg�Ed\dÉh�ÆLZ�]VkZ�bZi�i]Z�ZcZbn!��
VcY�^i�^h�jhÇÅ=Vaa�VcY�9nZg

But what might the idea of “madness” have to do with 
Hamlet, Hamlet, us, and the ability of any of us—students, teach-
ers, teachers aspiring shamelessly to be students—to see our-
selves in the characters and environments of Shakespeareʼs play?  
Well, as Scottʼs students were quick to point out, just about ev-
erything. It didnʼt take any time at all for the inexplicable horrors 
of  “9-11” to occur to us along with the recollection (“Remember 
me…”) most of us had of being passive, helpless viewers of 
televised images, the endless re-playing (most of couldnʼt tear 
ourselves away from the screen, no matter how much pain they 
caused us) of those acts of senseless human carnage. Absolute 



&&' B^ccZhdiV�:c\a^h]�?djgcVa

insanity. And some might say, although we didnʼt then, that the 
fog of insanity of that day, rather than eventually dissipating, has 
only deepened in our time. Our students did note that Hamlet be-
gins with similar fog-driven sensory confusion concerning what 
Horatio, Marcellus, and Bernardo actually see (“Whoʼs there?”; 
“ʼSay, what, is Horatio there?  ̓ ʻA piece of himʼ”) , and their and 
our confusion about what conclusions we should draw from in-
formation our senses gather lasts beyond the final line of the play.

As we pursued the question of whether Hamlet is mad 
and whether a definitive answer should make any difference to 
us, students were quick to focus on Hamletʼs words and erratic 
actions in 1.5 and 2.2, fresh from their reading and observations 
of Branaghʼs filmic representation of those scenes. As they did, 
we asked them to take several minutes to respond to a couple of 
writing prompts. The first asked them to consider a definition 
of madness:  “What does the word or state of being ʻinsane  ̓
mean to you?  Define it from your own experience and observa-
tions. Provide if you can an example of ʻinsane  ̓behavior that 
illustrates your definition. Can you recall a situation when you 
demonstrated some of the characteristics of your own definition?  
How?  Why?”  The second asked them to consider a definition of 
“sanity” and sane behavior and to be as specific as they could in 
the process. Here are a few excerpts from their responses:  
 “I think it [insanity] has to do with how much you live 
in your head. The more you live in a world you invent, the more 
mad you are. The more you are able to put things in perspective 
and really see the world and other people, the more sane you are.”

“Being mad is rambling on, ignoring surroundings, and 
behaving weirdly. Sometimes, to get people to leave you alone, 
it helps if you get a little mad. Or if you want to get a laugh.”

“Sane—being in control of your life, making good de-
cisions, staying out of extremely stressful situations, knowing 
where youʼre going and how to get there.”

“To be crazy is to be sane. To believe the unbelievable. 
To imagine the unimaginable.”

The responses to the prompts demonstrated a consider-
able range—that is, there was disagreement about what consti-
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tuted “sane” and “crazy” behavior and people in the environ-
ment. Some students joked about “crazy” parents whose rules 
and sometimes contradictory judgments made no sense to them. 
And, of course, they said the same thing about teachers, and con-
fided that getting along and doing well required them to do as-
signments, meet deadlines, and fulfill syllabus requirements that 
some said were “nuts.”  But, then, they noted their own penchant 
toward behaving, sometimes intentionally, in ways their parents 
described as bizarre, unpredictable, strange, “crazy,” and some of 
them exhibited some pride in provoking those kinds of responses. 

But, even more interestingly, they expressed and under-
stood the great pressures upon them to conform not only to the 
patterns of normality prescribed and vigilantly overseen by par-
ents and teachers but also to those arbitrarily defined by the so-
cial groups or “cliques” they wished to identify themselves with. 

Things in high school havenʼt changed much in this re-
gard. Both of us vividly remember those pressures. Neither of us 
did well with them. For any single individual, the identity of one 
groupʼs characteristics for social “sanity” was another groupʼs so-
cial deviance. A couple of students voiced the notion that things 
like definitions of sanity and insanity—oneʼs deviance from the 
“norm”—are completely arbitrary constructions of reality, that 
many of these constructions can co-exist simultaneously, that 
many of these arbitrary constructions of reality (the ones in their 
immediate social worlds as well as parental and pedagogical and 
legal and even political ones) were “crazy,” and that most, in 
order for students to gain some social acceptance and please au-
thority figures and “fit in” while at the same time seeking to find 
and hold on to an emerging sense of self, caused them to develop 
a divided self:  one side public and seeable, and the other si-
lent, internal, hidden, and carefully protected. This sounded a lot 
like Hamlet the character to us, and they admitted the parallel.

It seemed like a propitious time for a follow-up on the 
previous prompt. This time the question involved ”to be”:  “Who 
are you?  Really?  How do you define yourself?  What makes you 
tick?  Whatʼs your true essence, the stuff that establishes your 
uniqueness, your difference from others?”  When we originally 
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framed the question before the class, we understood that students 
werenʼt likely to tell us the entire answer, even if weʼd given 
them considerably more than the allotted five minutes to respond. 
We anticipated that they might lie, that it would be natural and 
self-protective to do so, and that gatekeepers receiving messages 
from their inside on the way out should screen their contents. 
We told them after they responded that neither of us would ex-
pose and make vulnerable our deepest private selves. But we did 
get some assertive, if somewhat vague, professions of identity:

“I am what I make myself. Itʼs up to me to decide who I 
want to be. Once I go with one idea, though, it will be difficult 
to change how people look at me.”

“I am an APE. All of my behavior and personality is 
based on environment and evolution.”

“I am open to new things always, looking to make the 
best out of every situation Iʼm in.”

“I am an eighteen year-old straight Korean-American 
girl. I live inside my head too much because in my imagination 
anything is possible. I donʼt like school because itʼs very boring. 
I get impatient very easily. I hate how I look compared to other 
girls. I want what I canʼt have. I never take ʻno  ̓for an answer. 
I hate long commitments. I like dogs. In the long run, I want a 
steady boyfriend, but never married with kids, because I want 
freedom in my life. I donʼt want to work in an office. I want to 
travel. I have a shy side and loud side.”

“I am a guy, seventeen, Iʼm black, Iʼm Nigerian, Iʼm Ni-
gerian-American, Iʼm American, Iʼm a Christian, Iʼm a student, 
Iʼm a musician, Iʼm a writer, Iʼm a friend, but that isnʼt half of 
what I AM (his emphasis).”

“Since Iʼm a woman, thereʼs  more  to me….”
“I am unique and perfectly normal. I am healthy, I am 

loved. Indecisive. I am a contradiction.”
“Describing who I am is like looking into a mirror. You 

see the reflection of what you look like but have no idea who 
you are. There is nothing that anyone can say about themselves 
that isnʼt a lie. Iʼm telling you Iʼm a liar, but you will not see it 
because you have no idea who I am. I could be full of shit right 
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now and you would never know, but that is the mystery—weʼll 
never really know who we are right now because it will never be 
the same as who we used to be.”

Very interesting, particularly that last response, which 
most students vigorously nodded their agreement to while it was 
being read aloud. And, even further, several students specifically 
drew our collective attention to the synchronicity of this stu-
dentʼs response and Branaghʼs staging of Hamletʼs “to be or not 
to be” in 3.1. But they didnʼt stop there. There were several other 
concrete representations, in the written as well as filmed ver-
sions of the play, of Hamlet keeping his own troubled counsel, 
as seeing himself as “the alien,” and angrily diving deep within 
himself to find and cling to a private self that others were seek-
ing to coopt or still. When one student identified the location of 
one of these private expressions of self as Hamletʼs soliloquy in 
2.2 after the newly-arrived theatre company has been led into 
the court, we agreed and suggested that there were several ver-
bal structures in the play like this one, all soliloquies (1.2; 1.5; 
3.1; 4.4) that appeared to be doing what he saw occurring in 2.2.

To provide a slightly different perspective on what 
theyʼd shared about their own identities, we asked them to re-
spond to two more prompts:  “What does it mean, from your 
perspective, to be feminine?  What kinds of characteristics 
do you affiliate with that gender orientation?  Could you pro-
vide an example of behavior or thinking that would be con-
sistent with your definition?  To what degree, if any, do you 
conform to the characteristics of your definition?”  We asked 
them to respond to a “definition of masculine/manly” ques-
tion with the identical ingredients. All of the responses were 
intriguing, but here are a few of the “feminine” responses:

“To be feminine you must be a female. You do not like 
video games,violent movies, or talking about the Simpsons.”  
[my married daughter with two children would be very disap-
pointed!]

“Feminine is saying one thing and meaning another and 
expecting guys to understand.”

“Feminine doesnʼt mean being female. It means being 
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polite, dainty, quiet, less dominant.”
“Men who take care of themselves, gel their hair, can 

possess some feminine traits.” [Branaghʼs Hamlet seems to con-
form to this perception]

“To be feminine is to be confident, beautiful, loving, and 
emotionally open.” [the young Korean womanʼs previous re-
sponse to the “identity”question seems to belie this]

Some responses to the “manly” prompt similarly exhibit 
complexity when it comes to relating gender with identity:

“Manly means to stand up for what you believe and ad-
mit your mistakes.”

“It is very hard sometimes to concede that I am weak and 
need help.”

“Iʼm tough when it matters and handy in strange ways 
like bungeeing the trunk closed with a phone cord I had in my 
purse and I cry all [the studentʼs emphasis] the time. Very emo-
tional.”

“Have an obsession with weight training. Deep voices. 
Into contact sports. Likes to get dirty. Iʼm not a manly man be-
cause sometimes I like to cook or wear facial products.”

“Manly doesnʼt mean being male. It means being physi-
cally and emotionally strong.”

After interacting and arguing actively and good-natured-
ly with their peers about some of the details of their responses, 
they suggested how their own perceptions of “male” and “fe-
male” related to the play. Most were quick to note Claudius  ̓and 
Gertrudeʼs public scolding of Hamlet for mourning the death of 
his father beyond the acceptable limit (“ʼtis unmanly grief”), but 
they also took us to 4.4 when Hamlet, upon being led to the ship 
for his passage to England, hears from Fortinbras  ̓captain about 
how the thousands of troops being marched through Elsinore 
will soon sacrifice their lives meaninglessly and be buried on a 
Polish postage stamp of ground and then verbally flagellates him-
self for being untrue to his cultureʼs prevailing code of revenge:  
“What is a man,/If his chief good and market of his time/Be but 
to sleep and feed?  A beast, no more./Sure, He that made us with 
such large discourse,/Looking before and after, gave us not/That 
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capability and god-like reason/To fust in us unusʼd. Now, wheth-
er it be/Bestial oblivion, or some craven scruple/Of thinking too 
precisely on the event,—/A thought which, quarterʼd, hath but 
one part wisdom/And ever three parts coward…” (4.4.33-43)  

Clearly, they felt, a definition of masculinity was being 
imposed by those that “mattered” in his culture on Hamlet—at 
times, he even attempts to impose it upon himself—and Oph-
elia has imposed upon her an even more restrictive straight-
jacket of whatʼs “feminine” by the end of 1.3 (“From this time, 
daughter,/Be somewhat scanter of your maiden presence”). 
In fact, Branagh equips Ophelia with straight-jacket, padded 
room, and pacifying hosing-downs of cold water on the way to 
driving her beyond herself. Students commented on the nasty 
double standard that Laertes and Polonius were wielding like 
a club over Ophelia and pointed directly to her intelligent re-
sponse to Laertes  ̓ sermon to “just say no” to Hamletʼs blan-
dishments (“But my good brother,/Do not, as some ungracious 
pastors do/Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven,/Whilst, 
like a puffʼd and reckless libertine,/Himself the primrose path 
of dalliance treads,/And recks not his own rede” in 1.3.46-51).

But members of the class engaged us with other examples 
to show the considerable confusion about gender identity that this 
play raises and how Hamlet and Ophelia are being tyrannized into 
silence by those (Polonius, Claudius) in Hamletʼs world who have 
arrogated to themselves the power of language to determine what 
it means to be male, female, and “normal”:  the near hystericism 
of Hamletʼs response when the players arrive in Elsinore and his 
obsessive preoccupation with things theatrical; his hyperemo-
tionalism, in his soliloquies and elsewhere, that transforms him 
into a sensitive plant, and his paralysis in the face of decision-
making, as seen in 1.2, 1.5, 2.2, 3.1, 3.3, and 4.4, among other 
textual possibilities. And this is to say nothing about Opheliaʼs 
parallel emotional rollercoaster ride , her mental fragility, and 
her transmission through an extremely “antic disposition”, with 
performances of her own in 4.5 of her somewhat fractured per-
ceptivity of what others have done to dispossess her of her self. 

A particularly astute student at this point offered an ob-
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servation about her own self-perception in terms of her under-
standing of who Hamlet and Ophelia were to her in the play. She 
asserted that her own identity was less a question of “feminine” 
or “manly” than it was a question of what is required to be “hu-
man.”  To argue and try to enforce a narrow definition of male 
and female as Claudius, Laertes, Polonius, and even Hamlet Se-
nior (“I find thee apt;/And duller shouldst thou be than the fat 
weed/That roots itself in ease on Lethe wharf,/Wouldst thou not 
stir in this” in 1.5.31-34) do is to deny, she said, the manly and 
feminine aspects of every one of us and to reduce us to G.I. 
Joe and Barbie knock-offs. Women had been battling for more 
than a generation for a more open and complex understanding of 
what a woman is, she said. Another young woman, drawing our 
attention to the vitriolic public debate over same-sex marriage, 
the supposed “sanctity” of the institution invoked by defenders 
of heterosexual unions, and the call by the most powerful in our 
society for a constitutional ban of same-sex marriage, suggested 
that, however our society defined insanity, lots of people had 
gone mad, even rabid, over the issue and that it furnished still 
another example of  how public definitions of “male-ness” and 
“female-ness” demonstrated inflexibility and intolerance. And, 
she asserted, Hamlet was the most human character in the play 
because he evidenced, in his behavior, thought, and feelings, a 
full range of supposed male and female impulses and responses.

We asked them to return to the issue of “madness” for a 
moment and to apply it to the play. All of us had, with the help 
our students had provided, reached a tentative understanding 
that sanity or madness most often depends upon the situation in 
which a particular behavior occurs and how, and by whom, that 
behavior is perceived. Thereʼs more than a small chance that 
Shakespeare had been exposed to the skepticism of Montaigne 
by John Florio7, a friend and fellow reveler of Shakespeare and 
his theatrical contemporaries who would publish his translation 
of Montaigneʼs Essais in 1600. Montaigne argues, and Shake-
speareʼs “Hamlet” character and play seem to support, that all 
truth is relative. The phenomenological world—anything outside 
of our selves—is ultimately unknowable or, at least, subject to 
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endless interpretation. All we can truly know, says Montaigne, is 
the self, and that is, as it was for Montaigne, the subject of a life-
long and arduous endeavor. We are all ultimately divided from 
each other by the consciousness that resides behind our eyes and 
our own subjectivity. Instant and unbridgeable alienation. And, 
when we asked them to look in the play for a demonstration of 
madness, they found much to recommend Hamlet either for im-
mediate institutionalization or a clean bill of mental health. He 
had, they said, intentionally assumed an “antic disposition”; he 
was, they said, acting in response to the sudden and unexplained 
death of his father and the much-too-quick remarriage of his 
mother to her husbandʼs brother as they would—grief and con-
fusion was very natural under his circumstances. The amatory 
“flip-flopping” that occurs when he meets Ophelia in 3.1 after 
his soliloquy (his claim that he never gave her the love letters 
that she has been prompted by her father and Claudius to return 
and his claim that he alternately did “love you once” and that he 
“loved you not) makes sense to them. They said they could under-
stand how a cruel and unexpected breaking-off of a relationship 
they had invested in could stimulate angry and self-protective 
denial. And, though one student thought Hamlet was having a 
synapse break when, on the verge of leaving the court on Claudi-
us  ̓command for England, he calls him “mother”, others, includ-
ing Hall and I, saw his redefinition of Claudius as bitterly ironic 
and appropriate:  “My mother:  father and mother is man and/
wife, man and wife is one flesh— so, my mother…” (4.3.51-52). 

But a lot of Hamletʼs behavior defied rationalization. 
Neither we nor the students could account for the absolute ex-
cessiveness of Hamletʼs words and actions. I told them that my 
own students always raised an eyebrow at me when they came 
upon me in my office in the midst of a vigorous audible dis-
cussion with myself, and well they should have; it couldnʼt be 

7 The essays by Montaigne most probably pertinent to Shakespeare 
and this study are “The Apology for Raimond Sebond” and “Of Cannibals,” 
both of which are include in The Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces, 
Vol. 1. 4th continental ed., ed. Maynard Mack (New York:  Norton, 1979), 
1346-75.
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any different for Hamlet who burns huge numbers of lines in 
self-talk, some of it within hearing distance. And that explo-
sion in his motherʼs bed chamber during which he kills Po-
lonius, physically man-handles Gertrude, sees the ghost of 
his father (no swamp gas here!—and Gertrude surely doesnʼt 
see it), delivers a Jimmy Swaggart-style sermon against sur-
rendering to oneʼs worst sexual desires, and feverishly coun-
sels his mom to “just say no” is nothing if it isnʼt crazy. 

And, of course, it is. But this made complete sense to 
members of the class. One after another, they offered comments 
why it was perfectly normal for Hamlet to be crazy. There he 
was, surrounded by hypocrites who were counseling some (and 
not always all) of their kids to do what they said while not nec-
essarily telling them to do what they did. Wasnʼt it crazy that 
Claudius and Gertrude, at their rather advanced age (I took seri-
ous issue with them on this!), were marrying so soon after Ham-
let Seniorʼs death and that they couldnʼt keep their hands off 
each other?  Wasnʼt it “nuts” for Horatio to claim such friend-
ship with Hamlet and to be attending the same university but, 
when they finally meet in 1.4 and Hamlet shows so much sur-
prise at seeing him there, Horatio has already been at the court 
for a full two weeks and is able to enlighten the watchmen in 1.1 
about why theyʼre on watch in the middle of the night and the 
impending preparations for an attack by Fortinbras, information 
that could probably only be gotten by a court insider. If thatʼs 
crazy, itʼs even crazier that, at the end of the play, when Hamlet 
goes silent after commissioning Horatio to deliver a measure of 
his true self to those surviving, Horatio tells Fortinbras about a 
Hamlet weʼve hardly had any experience with in the entire play:
  
  So shall you hear
  Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,
  Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters,
  Of deaths put on by cunning and forcʼd cause,
  And, in this upshot, purposes mistook
  Fallen on the inventors  ̓heads:  all this can I
  Truly deliver. (5.2.380-85)
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Not so fast, Horatio. As we discussed Horatioʼs lines, 
students heard a voice from him that they said they had never 
heard before. I told them what I heard was a very typical and 
undistinguished and almost clichéd prologue to a standard 
“revenge” play of the period, and, since Hamlet was anything 
but a typical revenger, and, only then, quite by accident, very 
much out of place here. Horatio may, indeed be preparing to 
deliver the Hamlet that he thinks he knows, but we have no 
acquaintance with that Hamlet. The end of the play signals a 
beginning to a play that we havenʼt seen yet, and thatʼs crazy.

And this is where the students finished us off. Hamlet 
was living in a crazy world filled with extremists, hypocrites, 
and war mongers filled with paranoia and delusions of grandure. 
Certainly Hamlet is bright and perceptive, if mightily and fre-
quently unhinged. But isnʼt it sane and normal for Hamlet to 
be crazy, and, if we were suffering under similar circumstances 
(and some suggested we were moving close to it in our own 
world), wouldnʼt we be crazy not to be crazy?  Why, indeed, not?    

And they seemed pretty comfortable residing for a time 
in that ambiguity. Thatʼs where the play had led them. And thatʼs 
where we were.

K#�8dcXajh^dcÅ6aaÉh�LZaaÅ9nZg
Ambiguity. Not the destination-of-choice of twenti-

eth-century American gradgrinders of young students  ̓behinds 
through a battery of tests of dubious utility. Not likely to inspire 
rich effusions of praise from publishers of case books and crib 
notes or internet sites promoting the sale of “designer” research 
papers. But, on the other hand, our students seemed to relish 
being asked to participate in discovering their own Hamlets. 

Itʼs risky asking questions. Itʼs somewhat comforting, 
though, to realize that often there isnʼt just a single answer to 
them. And itʼs the process of arriving at an answer—however 
tentative—that students need to learn, practice, and trust that 
will prepare them to move—confidently but without arrogance, 
narrowness, or prejudice—into a world tinged with shades of 
gray. As Hall and I tried to ensure while interacting with his 
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high school students, this discovery of texts works best in a 
classroom where, indeed, no child is left behind and where ev-
eryoneʼs texts are equally valued. It doesnʼt always work that 
way. Time, issues of “coverage,” and programmatic goals and 
objectives frequently militate against all of us. But both of us 
have decided that, if we are going to continue to be engaged and 
excited about what we teach, if weʼre serious about exciting our 
students,  if we want them to become active and engaged read-
ers, we may as well invite them to see  themselves in what they 
read. To do so is not to cast them adrift from values or truth. 
Neither cynicism nor amoral relativism drives our approach. In-
stead, we want our students to collaborate with us in the learning 
experience—to share in the teaching process and, ultimately, to 
assume responsibility for it beyond the classroom. Reader re-
sponse—however one practices it—begins with a solid set of un-
derstandings about what a text is and a procedure to follow. And, 
in such an enterprise, ambiguity can be the land of opportunity.     
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