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Teaching Colleagues,  

 

Shakespeare Uncovered, a six-part series airing on PBS beginning on 

January 25
th

, is a teacher’s dream come true. Each episode gives us something that we teachers almost never 

get: a compelling, lively, totally accessible journey through and around a Shakespeare play, guided by brilliant 

and plain-spoken experts--all within one hour.  

 

I’m not given to endorsements, but oh, I love this series. Why will we teachers love it and why do we need it? 

• Because, as we learned from the very start of the Folger Library’s Teaching Shakespeare Institute, 

teachers tend to be more confident, better teachers if they have greater and deeper knowledge of the 

plays themselves.  

• Because no matter what our relationship with the plays – we love them, we struggle with them, we’re 

tired of teaching the same ones, we’re afraid of some of them – we almost never have the time to learn 

more about them. We are teachers, after all: always under a deadline, we’re reading, grading, prepping, 

mindful of the next deadline. (And then there’s the rest of our lives . . . ) 

 

Shakespeare Uncovered is your chance to take a deep, pleasurable dive into a handful of plays—ones you 

know well, others that may be less familiar to you.  

 

In six episodes, Shakespeare Uncovered takes on eight plays: Macbeth, Hamlet, The Tempest, Richard II, 

Twelfth Night and As You Like It, Henry IV, Part I, and Henry V. The host of each episode has plenty of 

Shakespeare cred--Ethan Hawke, Jeremy Irons, Joely Richardson and her mom, Vanessa Redgrave, for 

example--but each wants to learn more about the play. They investigate: they have lively conversations with 

actors, directors, literary scholars, historians, and even psychologists on both sides of the Atlantic. They watch 

rehearsals at Shakespeare’s Globe in London, and talk through aspects of performance with actors and 

directors. They head to libraries and examine the earliest printed versions of the plays. They ask questions of 

everyone.  

 

They ask lots of questions we would ask. They learn. And we learn. 

 

Please see Shakespeare Uncovered as a series of splendid “short courses” for you. WNET makes it easy: the 

episodes are available for streaming on the PBS website, and a robust collection of lesson plans and classroom 

resources provide a variety of ways to bring the learning to your students. 

 

O this learning, what a thing it is! 

 

Dr. Peggy O’Brien 

Founding Director of Education 

General editor, Shakespeare Set Free 

Folger Shakespeare Library 

Washington, DC 
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MACBETH with Ethan Hawke 
 

The Gist: Actor Ethan Hawke is thinking 

about playing Macbeth, and feels he needs 

to learn a lot more than he already knows 

about the play and the character. “I want to 

seek out some truth,” he says, and he knows 

how to go about that: “If you want to find 

out about something, surround yourself with 

smart people.” In his denim jacket and 

baseball cap, Hawke works sources in New 

York and London, and is full of questions. 

He’s focused on a few big ones: 

• Is the play’s action driven by Macbeth’s human-ness or by supernatural evil? 

• Does Lady Macbeth turn her husband into a killer, or does he possess that power 

himself? 

• What is the psychology of grief? 

He has many more questions besides these. He wants to know how scholars see all of this, how 

actors and directors would play the characters, how the original audience in Shakespeare’s tim 

e would have felt about the witches and a play that features the killing of a king. And more. We 

have a front-row seat as he investigates and begins to put the pieces together, trying to work 

out the multiple meanings of Macbeth. 

 

Not To Miss: 

• Hawke’s lively, compelling introduction to the character of Macbeth. You will like it, and 

so will your students. 

• Gail Kern Paster (Folger Shakespeare Library) and Marjorie Garber (Harvard University) 

on the Macbeths’ marriage 

• Views of various Macbeths, with extended commentary from Anthony Sher 

• Professor Justin Champion (University of London) on the witches, the “real” Macbeth, 

and a trip to Dunsinane Hill 

• Hawke’s session with Richard Easton, an actor who has played Macbeth, in which they 

break down the dagger speech together 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with colleagues or students): 

• Many scholars agree that the Macbeths have the best marriage in all of Shakespeare. 

Really?! What’s good about their marriage? What’s not? 

• How do our reactions to Macbeth differ from those of Shakespeare’s original audience, 

and why? 

• Does thinking through the character of Macbeth offer us any insight into the mindsets 

of the serial killers we have seen far too much of in the United States recently?  
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THE COMEDIES: TWELFTH NIGHT and AS YOU LIKE IT 

with Joely Richardson 
 

The Gist. Joely Richardson—whom you will 

know by face if you don’t immediately know 

her by name—is an English actress whose 

broad range of work speaks for itself (The 

Tudors, Nip/Tuck, Anonymous, The Girl With 

The Dragon Tattoo), and whose family has 

been acting Shakespeare for generations: she 

is the daughter of Vanessa Redgrave and 

director Tony Richardson, and the 

granddaughter of Sir Michael Redgrave and 

Rachel Kempson. Richardson is investigating Shakespeare’s comedies because, as she says, “The 

comedies are all about new life, new laughs, new loves, and they are driven by strong, comic 

heroines.” Her driving question is: “How is it that the comedies still have to power to entertain 

us, enthrall us, and move us?”  

 

Focused particularly on Twelfth Night and As You Like It, she moves through London querying 

scholars, directors and actors, and observing rehearsals and performances at Shakespeare’s 

Globe. She watches different filmed productions of these two plays, and chats about the 

heroines in wonderfully personal and illuminating conversations with her mother. We are her 

colleagues as she travels through each play, exploring the characters of Viola and Rosalind more 

deeply to be sure, but thinking through other aspects of the comedies as well: 

• The significant role that twins play, in Shakespeare’s comedies and in his life 

• The real and delightful complexities for actors and audience of cross-dressing in 

Shakespeare’s day . . . in the case of Rosalind, for example, the actor was a boy playing 

a girl who plays a boy pretending to be a girl. 

• Shakespeare’s true feelings about women, and his obvious love and respect for strong 

women. 

 

Not To Miss: 

• Richardson’s visit to the National Portrait Gallery to learn about the first women who 

played Shakespeare on stage, and when and why they did 

• Mother and daughter (Redgrave and Richardson) breaking down the scene in which 

Rosalind offers to cure Orlando of his love (III,ii). Redgrave calls this “the most 

wonderful, teasing, merry, heartfelt scenes that were ever written for a woman”  

• Bits about the wild popularity of Twelfth Night, and who thought the play should be 

named Malvolio 
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Not To Miss: (continued) 

• Germaine Greer’s thoughts on what motivated Shakespeare to leave home and family in 

Stratford and head for London 

• Examples from an all-male production of As You Like It in the discussion on cross-

dressing 

• Snippets from a range of Twelfth Nights and As You Like Its, including Rosalinds played 

by Vanessa Redgrave (1963) and Helen Mirren (1978), and a bit of Kevin Kline’s Jaques 

(2006) 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with colleagues or students): 

• Several female scholars state that Shakespeare’s women are older, more worldly-wise, 

and “smarter than the boys.” True? False? Can you cite evidence from the plays 

themselves to support your view? 

• Now that women play women’s roles on stage, have we lost something in the theatrical 

experience? Why or why not? 

• Joely Richardson concludes that one reason the comedies maintain their freshness and 

relevance for us is because they are all tales about one person trying to love another. Do 

you agree or disagree? What are other reasons that the comedies still speak to us? 
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RICHARD II with Derek Jacobi 
 

The Gist. Shakespeare’s play—its full name is 

The Life and Death of Richard II--has 

seemingly endless appeal to Sir Derek Jacobi, 

hard-working and celebrated actor of stage, 

film and television. He played Richard in the 

1978 television film and again on stage in 

London in 1988-9, but is far from finished 

digging into the play and the king himself. 

The only Shakespeare play written entirely in 

verse was scandalous in its day, telling the 

story of an anointed but weak king who gives up his crown to Henry Bolingbroke, a man who is 

a good politician and becomes an effective King Henry IV. So much for the divine right of kings. 

Jacobi is our guide as we uncover more about the play and the issues it presents. He is looking 

to answer these questions: 

• Who was the real Richard II? 

• How was Shakespeare able to piece together his story? 

We learn from historians, Shakespeare scholars, actors and directors. We study film clips and 

Holinshed’s Chronicles, prowl relevant castles, and watch Jacobi seeing his own Richard (BBC 

1978) for the first time as we piece together Richard’s story for ourselves. 

 

Special Note On This Play: If you teach middle or high school, you probably don’t teach this 

play. No matter. Wandering through Richard II with Derek Jacobi and others is the most 

pleasurable kind of learning--learning for your own sake. 

 

Not To Miss.  

• A handful of rehearsals and discussions with actors and director Simon Usher at The Globe, 

talking through and trying out several key scenes. As they talk, take a peek over his shoulder 

at Usher’s director’s text. 

• Royal Holloway College historian Justin Champion’s clear explanation of the divine right of 

kings as it would have been believed and felt by Shakespeare’s audience 

• Jacobi’s brief visit to London’s National Gallery of Art where we have a look at the Wilton 

Diptych, Richard’s traveling altarpiece. The painting includes Jesus, Mary, 3 saints, 11 

angels, and the 10-year-old Richard. 

• Lots of clips from Jacobi’s own Richard (1978 film, with John Gielgud as John of Gaunt) and 

the new film from The Hollow Crown series (2012, directed by Rupert Goold with Ben 

Whishaw as Richard). And a video lightning round of past Richard IIs: a young Ian McKellen, 

Mark Rylance, Jeremy Irons, Ralph Feinnes, and Kevin Spacey  

• The modern relevance of the play: Director Rupert Goold on the parallels between King 

Richard II and Michael Jackson, and Jacobi and Champion’s parallels between Richard’s fall 

and those of Saddam Hussein and Margaret Thatcher 
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Not To Miss: (continued) 

• Justin Champion on the Earl of Essex, his rebellion, and the danger that Shakespeare put 

himself and his company in by writing and performing this “treasonous play”  

• Derek Jacobi’s own side trip on the question of who really wrote these plays anyway  

• Actor Jamie Parker as Richard, in street clothes and all alone on stage at the Globe, with 

some of the king’s own thoughts about giving up his crown. “What must the king do now?” 

he asks himself. “Must he submit?” (Act 3, scene 3) 

• Marjorie Garber (Harvard) and Champion on the powerful deposition scene in which 

Richard gives up his crown to Bolingbroke (Act 4, scene 1) 

• Jacobi on Richard’s last speech and chilling murder (Act 5, scene 5) 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with colleagues and students) 

• For centuries, folks have been talking about who really wrote Shakespeare’s plays. (DeVere 

is only the latest idea. Francis Bacon and Queen Elizabeth I are a couple of others.) In order 

to believe someone else wrote the plays, you first have to be convinced that Shakespeare 

himself was not the writer. What say you? Did the guy from Stratford write the plays? Why? 

Why not? Does it matter that we know who really wrote them? Why? Why not?  

• If you had time to teach a little portion of this play, either by itself or in tandem with 

another play or piece of literature, what might that look like? A couple of speeches? Which 

ones? Something about the plot and the English history? Relevance to modern leaders? 
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HENRY IV and HENRY V with Jeremy Irons 
 

The Gist. Jeremy Irons plays King Henry IV in 

two recently-produced films of Henry IV, Part 

1 and Henry IV, Part 2--and his fascination 

with all aspects of these plays, as well as with 

Henry V, is powerful. He is deeply curious 

about Henry IV and his son, Prince Hal, the 

wild youth who grows up to become Henry 

V, the greatest warrior king in English history. 

There’s a lot to these plays: they were the 

big box office hits of the 1590’s, jam-packed 

with big stories, as Irons points out, “ . . . of fathers and sons, friendship and betrayal, rebellion, 

insurgency, and war. And of a king who stole the crown and was tormented by guilt ever after.”   

 

He takes us through the lives of these kings and their plays simultaneously, beginning on the 

Thames--rowing us across to the Globe on the South Bank, where audiences saw early 

productions—to the battlefield at Agincourt, site of Henry V’s greatest victory, and finally to the 

cemetery at Normandy. Along the way, he asks compelling questions about leadership, 

kingship, war, and consequences, looking for answers in scenes from a range of stage and film 

productions, in discussions with literary scholars, historians, actors, and directors, and even in a 

copy of Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), Shakespeare’s chief source for these plays. We learn as 

he learns--an entirely powerful and pleasurable experience.   

 

Not To Miss. 

• Irons’ handy summary of the rise and fall of three kings—Richard II, Henry IV, and Henry V  

• Our trip across the Thames with Jeremy Irons. He rows and we listen as he tells us how the 

Globe Theatre got to the South Bank in the first place. 

• Many and splendid clips from three different Henry V films: Laurence Olivier (1944), 

Kenneth Branagh (1989), and the new film starring Tom Hiddleston and directed by Thea 

Sharrock (2012) 

• Gail Paster (former director, Folger Shakespeare Library) on why Henry IV, Part 1 is perhaps 

Shakespeare’s greatest play 

• Sneak peeks of the 2012 films in production:  

o preparation for and filming of Henry IV, Part 1, Act 2, scene 4 (“Do thou stand for my 

father”)--a scene that many believe is one of the best in all of Shakespeare 

o Henry IV, Part 2, Act 5, scene 5 (Hal banishes Falstaff)  

• Jonathan Bate (Oxford) and Stephen Greenblatt (Harvard) on the centrality of the father-

son relationships, and on the substitutes: King Henry’s alternative son Hotspur, and Prince 

Hal’s alternative father Falstaff 
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Not To Miss: (continued) 

• Jeremy Irons’ commentary on the depth of King Henry’s guilt, and Iron’s intimate reading of 

Henry’s soliloquy about his inability to sleep. He starts, “How many thousand of my poorest 

subjects are at this hour asleep?” and goes through until the end, “Uneasy lies the head that 

wears a crown.” 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with your colleagues and students): 

• Does Prince Hal have a master plan—misbehaving intentionally to keep expectations low, 

and therefore his leadership a dramatic surprise—or is he a more typical adolescent, living 

in the moment and growing up when he needs to?  

• What might be good reasons to teach these plays? Why don’t more of us teach them? 

• At the episode’s end, Jeremy Irons stands in the cemetery in Normandy, burial place of so 

many killed in World War II, reflecting on the consequences of war. “Have we learned 

anything?” he asks. Have we? If so, what? If not, what should we have learned? 
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THE TEMPEST with Trevor Nunn 
 

The Gist. Sir Trevor Nunn, former artistic 

director at both the Royal Shakespeare 

Company and the Royal National Theatre, is 

a hugely prolific guy who has directed Cats, 

Les Miserables, a number of other musicals 

and plays, and dozens of Shakespeare plays. 

In 2011, he directed The Tempest (with Ralph 

Fiennes as the magician Prospero), and 

remains utterly intrigued with the play. It’s 

the last complete play that Shakespeare 

wrote, yet its radical ideas and experimental staging make The Tempest perhaps the most 

ambitious of all his plays. Nunn believes that it may be the most autobiographical. “Through 

Prospero,” he says, “we can get closest to the genius of William Shakespeare.” 

 

Nunn is on the hunt through The Tempest, full of questions because the play prompts so many. 

On one level, he’s about the action: 

• Will Prospero be capable of forgiveness? Does he have to be? 

• Whose island is it anyway? 

• What are the complexities of Prospero’s relationship with Ariel? 

 On another, he’s about the questions he believes are at the root of the play: 

• How do we become the people we are? 

• What does it mean to be human? 

• What happens when, for the first time, we fall in love? 

• Can anyone be trusted with power? 

Nunn takes us with him as he looks for answers everywhere: he prowls rehearsal halls, stages, 

libraries, video archives. He strides the beach. He queries actors and directors, scholars and 

historians, a Prospero or two, and—are you ready?--the Archbishop of Canterbury.  

 

Not To Miss.   

• Justin Champion (Royal Holloway College)’s lively account of the wreck of the Sea Venture in 

1609, almost certainly a source for The Tempest 

• Clips from the extraordinary 1911 film. Other bits from the BBC TV film (1978), Derek 

Jarman’s film (1979), the play staged at Stratford, Ontario in 2010 with Christopher 

Plummer as Prospero, and the 2010 film with Helen Mirren as Prospera, Djimon Hounson as 

Caliban, Alfred Molina as Stephano, and Russell Brand as Trinculo 

• Gail Kern Paster (Folger Library) on the play as a paternal fantasy 

• Nunn and Dominic Dromgoole (Shakespeare’s Globe) on candlelight and sound effects as 

“game-changers” in Elizabethan theater 

• Nunn and film critic Mark Kermode reviewing a segment of Nunn’s favorite Shakespeare 

adaptation, Forbidden Planet 
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Not To Miss: (continued) 

• Nunn and Jonathan Bate (Oxford) on the parallels between Prospero and Shakespeare 

• Helen Mirren on Prospero’s need to “grow up and let go” 

• Christopher Plummer and the “Our revels now are ended” speech 

• Nunn and Jerry Brotton (Queen Mary University) poring over 16
th

 and 17
th

 century maps, 

trying to work out Shakespeare’s idea of the island’s location 

• Thoughts of many on the colonialism theme traditionally laid on The Tempest 

• Marjorie Garber (Harvard), Abigail Rokison (Cambridge) and Helen Mirren on Ferdinand and 

Miranda’s love 

• The Tempest in rehearsal at the American Shakespeare Center in Staunton, VA, the only 

American theater included in this six-part series 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with colleagues and students) 

• With whom do your sympathies lie? Why? 

• Whose island is it anyway? Why? 

• Helen Mirren feels that, though the lines are the same, there are significant differences 

between Prospero played by a man, and Prospera played by a woman. Agree? Disagree? 

What might those differences be? If there are none, why not? 

 

  



 

Page 12    © 2013 WNET. All rights reserved.  

 

HAMLET with David Tennant 
 

The Gist. David Tennant is generally thought 

to be the UK’s last best Hamlet. He played 

the role in the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 

2008 stage production and in their 2009 film, 

and yet he’s not quite finished with the play 

or the character. A charming and irreverent 

Scot, he’s still trying to work out the power 

of both. First, there’s the fact that the play is 

a cultural icon. “Every other line seems to be 

a quotation that everybody knows!“ Then 

the grip of the man himself: “Playing Hamlet does things to you, and I want to know why. What 

is it about this character that makes him still so compelling?” He aims to find out by speaking 

with directors, scholars, historians, and, as he says, “other Hamlets.” He starts out in 

Stratford—in the RSC gift shop, prowling through Hamlet kitsch—and takes us with him on a 

journey through Hamlet and his play. Along the way, he has great questions for all. We hear 

from a slew of Hamlets—David Warner, Simon Russell Beale, Ben Whishaw, Jude Law. We see 

bits of others in action—Olivier, Mel Gibson, Tennant’s own (with Patrick Stewart as Claudius), 

actors in rehearsal at the Globe—and have a look at the “bad” (1603) and “good” (1604) 

quartos of the play in the British Library. David Tennant treats us to a real feast of Hamlet and 

Hamlet. 

 

Not To Miss.  

• Tennant’s brief and hilarious summary of “what Hamlet is about” 

• Students at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art rehearsing the fights in the final scene 

• The connections between the play and the death of Shakespeare’s 11-year-old son, Hamnet 

• Stephen Greenblatt (Harvard) on Hamlet as a revenge play . . . “Hamlet’s a dead man from 

Act I and he knows it.” 

• Tennant on the human skull that played Yorick’s in his Hamlet—and the man it used to be 

part of—followed by a bit of the “Alas, poor Yorick” speech 

• Simon Russell Beale on playing the role soon after the death of his mother, and others on 

the depth of grief caused by losing a parent. “Hamlet is a play about a murdered father and 

his lonely, grieving son.” 

• A whole festival on the “To be or not to be . . . “ speech: 

o Marjorie Garber (Harvard) on soliloquies 

o Justin Champion (Royal Holloway College) on the jolt that consideration of suicide 

would have given Elizabethan audiences 

o Tennant, Jude Law, and Simon Russell Beale on the difficulty getting hold of this 

most famous speech 

o Tennant and Curator Tim Pye at the British Library comparing the two quarto 

versions of the speech 
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Not To Miss: (continued) 

• Michael Dobson on how the “closet scene” (Hamlet and Gertrude, and the killing of 

Polonius) has been staged through time. Welcome, Dr. Freud! 

• Tennant and all the Hamlets on how, at some point, you find yourself standing on the stage 

not as Hamlet but as yourself. How and why the role forces you to reveal parts of yourself. 

 

After Watching, Keep On Talking (with your colleagues and students): 

• At several points, Tennant and others make statements that start out this way: “Hamlet is a 

play about . . . .“ How would you finish that sentence? And why? 

• Two voices on Hamlet’s inability to avenge his father’s death: 

o “He’s strait-jacketed by his own morality and humanity.” (Tennant) 

o “He’s never going to avenge his father. Instead, he wanders into his uncle’s wager, 

which is the king’s plan to kill him.” (Greenblatt) 

What’s your view? Do you agree with either? Or neither? 

• “Is Hamlet mad?” is a question that has been routinely asked for years, and yet there is not 

a mention of it here. Your thoughts on its absence?  

 


