
STUDY GUIDE



Vertigo Theatre is committed to creating a welcoming atmosphere for schools and to assisting teachers and 
parent chaperones with that process. It is our wish to foster and develop our relationship with our student 
audience members. It is our intention to create positive theatre experiences for young people by providing 
study guides and post-show talk backs with our actors and theatre personnel, in order to enrich students’ 
appreciation of theatre as an art form and enhance their enjoyment of our plays.   
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Introduction
Welcome to the Study Guide for Vertigo Theatre's, The Shakespeare Company 
and Hit & Myth's production of Hamlet: A Ghost Story by William Shakespeare, 
adapted by Anna Cummer. In this guide you will find information about this new 
adaptation of Hamlet and Shakespeare’s connection to mystery theatre. It also 
includes information about the creative team and performers involved in the 
production, as well as a variety of activities to do with your class before and after the 
show. There are topics suitable for class discussion, individual writing projects, as 
well as games and exercises that get students moving around and learning on their 
feet. 

For this production, you’ll find activities that will get students writing soliloquies, 
and exercises that will get your class improvising in the style of Shakespeare. We are 
also featuring an interview with Anna Cummer, who has created a version that 
emphasizes the mysterious elements of the play, while bringing the running time 
down from 4 hours to two.

Sometimes your students might read an unusual word or term and feel some 
vertigo, so we’ve got handy-dandy blood spatters that provide definitions or point 
to topics of interest. Like this:

Vertigo is a medical condition. One 
       of the symptoms is the sensation 
of movement in a sufferer who is not 
moving. Often it feels like a spinning 
or swaying movement. Vertigo is the

    most common type of
                 dizziness. 
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Top 10 Things to Know about 
Going to the Theatre
Because some of you may be first-time theatre attendees (and some of you more experienced theatregoers 
may need a little reminder), we’ve compiled a Top 10 list of some of New York Show Tickets Do’s and 
Don’ts of Broadway Theatre Etiquette as well as a few of our own:

1. Power Down
Turn off your cell phone, people. Turn. It. Off. And, no, putting your cell phone on vibrate isn’t good
enough - the people next to you can hear that weird buzzing sound, too. Besides which, the use of cameras
and recording devices in the theatre is strictly prohibited.

2. Don’t Send Text Messages During the Show
You may think you’re being all incognito, but in a darkened theatre, the light from your cell phone screen is
incredibly distracting to those around you. And why do you still have your phone on anyway? We just told
you to turn it off!

3. Eat Your Lunch Before the Show, NOT during it
This isn’t the movies. Eating, drinking or chewing gum is not permitted in the theatre. There is a water 
fountain out in the lobby for your use during the intermission.

4. Unwrap Cough Drops and Candies in Advance
If you anticipate any coughing fits during the show, be sure to unwrap your lozenges before the performance
starts and have them at the ready. That crinkling sound is like nails on a chalkboard during a quiet play.
And, no, unwrapping it S-L-O-W-L-Y does not help the situation ... it’s much, much worse.

5. Pre-Show
When the houselights go down at the beginning of the play, this lets you know that we’re starting. It is at
this moment that the actors and technical staff do their final preparation for the opening moment, so please
let them do their work by being quiet and respectful.

6. Don’t Be A Disruptive Miss Manners
Sure, it’s irritating when someone’s cell phone goes off, but what’s even worse is when it’s followed by a
series of annoyed “Tsks,”  and“Hmphs”. Hisses, snarls, and shouts of “turn it off!” can be just as distracting as
the original disruption.

7. Zip Those Lips
A quick whisper to your neighbour, or an audible reaction to something interesting that happens on stage is
fine (this is live theatre, not the morgue), but keep conversations to intermission and after the show.

8. Stay put, watch and enjoy the play.

If you absolutely must use the washroom during the performance, please exit the theatre quickly and 
quietly. You will be readmitted to the theatre at the discretion of the House Manager.

9. You’re not in your Living Room
Please do not stand up, walk around or put your feet on the seat or stage in front of you. Everyone around 
you, including the actors, will appreciate it.

10.Enjoy Yourself!
Come to the theatre to get swept away into another world. Be sure to thank all of the artists for their hard 
work by applauding during the curtain call. 
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CAST AND CREW CREDITS
The Cast

AHAD RAZA MIR
JOEL COCHRANE

BEHRAD MOSHTAGH
MEG FARHALL

KAREN HINES 
ALLISON LYNCH

CURT MCKINSTRY
GRAHAM PERCY

NATASHA STRICKEY
DANIELA VLASKALIC          

Creative Team

The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any 
means whatsoever is strictly prohibited

CRAIG HALL    
REBECCA FAUSER

HANNE LOOSEN
DAVID FRASER

PETER MOLLER
KARL SINE

BRIANNA JOHNSTON
CLAIRE BOLTON

CHANDLER ONTKEAN
JANE MACFARLANE

THE FASHION INSTITUTE
TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS

LAURA ANDERSON
DEREK PAULICH

AYLA STEPHEN

 
  

Hamlet
Ghost/Player King/Priest
Laertes/Gildenstern
Marcella/Rosencrantz/Player Queen
Polonia
Horatia
Claudius
Barnardo/First Player/Gravedigger
Ophelia
Gertrude 

Director
Assistant Director
Set and Costume Designer
Lighting Designer
Sound Design
Fight Director
Assistant Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Voice and Dialect Consultant
Costume Construction
Set Contruction
Scenic Painter
Technical Director
Producer
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Mysterious Shakespeare

Many plays, like many stories in other mediums, 
have an element of the mysterious, without 
technically being part of the genre. All good 
stories keep us guessing what will happen next and 
trying to figure out what the characters are trying 
to do. Though Hamlet isn’t typically considered a 
mystery, director Craig Hall wished to expand 
Vertigo Theatre’s mandate to bring audience’s 
something unexpected (see Inside Vertigo 
Interview with Anna Cummer). Hamlet contains 
three plot devices that are frequently found in 
mysteries and thrillers: murder, revenge, and 
ghosts. Therefore it’s not a stretch to rechristen 
the play Hamlet: A Ghost Story. Shakespeare’s plays 
are still with us today because they are timeless 
and are open to many different interpretations.

GHOSTS

When William Shakespeare wrote Hamlet (approx. 1599-1602), he was no stranger to 
using ghosts as a device and used them not just to thrill but also to delve deeper into his 
characters’ minds. John Mullan, professor of literature at University College London, 
said, “Shakespeare was not the only dramatist of his day to put ghosts on the stage, yet 
the apparitions in his plays have effects on the living that are unparalleled elsewhere in 
Elizabethan and Jacobean drama.”

Ghosts are important plot devices in Richard III, Julius Caesar, and Macbeth. In these 
plays, the dead appear before their murderers, filling them with doubts and forcing 
them to question if their actions have been worthwhile. In Hamlet, however, the ghost 
of King Hamlet [NB King Hamlet is the dead father and Prince Hamlet is the son] 
appears before a number of people, but speaks only to his son.

And to further emphasize the ghost story, a second ghost appears in this version. Keep 
your eyes peeled!
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MURDER AND REVENGE

Hamlet, described in terms of the plot, is about a son who is tasked with avenging his 
father’s death. In order to carry out his plan, Hamlet feigns madness, commits murder, 
scorns the love of his life, gets in fights, and also entraps the murderer using an 
ingenious method: he enlists actors to perform a play that mirrors the events of his 
father’s death. And he calls this ploy “The Mousetrap”.

Longtime fans of Vertigo will, of course, recognize this as the name of the most popular 
play of the genre and a great Vertigo tradition. Dame Agatha Christie was originally 
going to call her play Three Blind Mice, until her son-in-law suggested the alternate 
title, which Christie loved.

Hamlet uses murder and revenge to drive the plot, but Shakespeare knew that these 
plot devices would also allow him to explore the dark and tragic side of the human 
experience.  And that tradition carries on today in film and television. Breaking Bad, for 
instance, shows a good man doing terrible things and the price he pays for his actions. 
Like Walter White, Hamlet has qualities that we both admire and despise. The 
fascination we have for this character and the characters that surround him, is what has 
made this Shakespeare’s most produced play of all time.



 

What inspired you to do this adaptation of Hamlet? And why have you given it the 
subtitle “A Ghost Story”?

Craig Hall, director of this version of Hamlet, used the play in his interview for the 
artistic directorship at Vertigo as an example of how the mystery genre can be 
pushed. Mysterious or thrilling elements in classical pieces can be amplified to great 
effect: “Hamlet is one of the oldest whodunits”. We started with Macbeth and given 
the success of that production, decided to tackle Hamlet. Hamlet is haunted by his 
father. We are using the spookier parts of the play to explore the “ghost story” aspect 
of the piece. Hence, Hamlet: A Ghost Story. And Haunted Hamlet already exists so we 
couldn’t use that name. 

When Hamlet runs uncut it can be up to 4 hours long. How did you decide what 
to cut?

The Shakespeare Company has very clear guidelines for adapting: 2 hours with 
intermission. My cuts were pretty straight forward as I wanted to concentrate on the 
family drama. So most of the historical references have been removed. The 
Norwegian invasion is non-existent. And scenes have been reordered to allow the 
drama to unfold in a more contemporary fashion. It is early Downton Abbey — with 
a murder. 

inside Vertigo Theatre
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 We talk to Anna Cummer 
about adapting Hamlet, 
shifting the time period to 
1900, and her favourite 
line from the play. 



What sort of setting will the production have? Is it in modern dress, period, or 
something else? Or is there any other conceptual take on the production?

We have set our Hamlet in 1900 Denmark. So it is a period piece but not so far 
removed from the present day to be alienating. This was a time when science was 
becoming mainstream and religion was less important in the day-to-day lives of people. 
The secular world was eclipsing religion. Women were pushing for more rights and 
freedoms. Art & music were evolving new styles. And Existentialism was a new branch 
of philosophy. And what is Hamlet if not a study of the existential dilemma?  A golden 
age before World War I changed Europe forever. 

Other than Hamlet, which character in the play intrigues you the most?

Horatio, who is Horatia in our version, is a fascinating character to me. The original 
character bares witness to much of the play’s major plot points: the ghost’s appearance, 
the play-within-the-play, the grave scene, the fight with Laertes, and finally Hamlet’s 
death. He is there to ensure the truth is known once the main characters are all dead. I 
wanted to give Horatia a deeper journey of her own. In this version, she is a novice 
about to take her vows and enter a religious life. Schooled in Wittenberg, like Hamlet, 
but unlike Hamlet, in religion not philosophy. What she witnesses in Elsinore 
profoundly changes her and her view of the world. Throw in a serious crush on Hamlet 
and you have the makings of a very interesting female character.     

What’s your favourite line from Hamlet? And why?

My favourite line is one of Polonius’s (who is also played by a woman in our version): 
“This above all, to thine own self be true.” That may actually be the thesis statement for 
the entire play. It is the main dilemma Hamlet faces and others along with him. 

Which Shakespeare play is your favourite? If you were recommending another one of 
his works to someone, which one would you recommend?

I could never pick a favourite. There is a play for every mood and occasion. However, I 
would recommend Macbeth as the gateway play as it is the shortest in the cannon and 
the least convoluted. Once hooked, move on to A Midsummer Night’s Dream for the 
perfectly constructed comedy. And finally, Hamlet for the poetry and beautiful 
existential angst.  
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Pre-show Projects and 
Discussion Questions

DENMARK 1900

Research some facts about Denmark in the year 1900, and also about that time period 
in general. Learning about that time will give you a better sense why the characters are 
behaving the way they do. We act the way we do based on what we know or what we 
think we know. In 100 years, we’ll probably think about things very differently, which 
in turn will affect our behaviour.

Here are some areas to research:

• What was the political situation at the time?
• What were some commonly held beliefs in science?
• Were any major discoveries made around this time?
• What books were popular?
• What was going on outside of Denmark?
• What happened 20 years before 1900? What happened 20 years after?
• What were the major world events happening around that time?
• Or any other questions that come to mind!
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More often than not, when a ghost appears in a story, a writer sets the scene with 
certain stock elements. It’s usually night. Often cold. The person is typically alone or 
isolated. There are strange sounds. And sometimes it’s difficult to see. This is 
definitely the case for the start of Hamlet.

Try your hand at creating your own setting for a ghostly appearance. You certainly 
don’t have to stick to the tried and true devices, but there’s something to be said for 
making use of some or all of them. Perhaps think of somewhere you’ve been at some 
point in your life that you found ominous. What was it about the place that made you 
uneasy? Now imagine a character and set the scene for a ghostly encounter.

Describe what the environment is like and be sure to make use of all the senses. For 
instance, if your ghostly encounter was in an old lighthouse and your character was a 
lighthouse keeper, you might mention the following:

• The smell of saltwater or smoke from a wood-burning stove
• The sound of waves and the whistle of the wind
• The taste of coffee on the lighthouse keeper’s lips
• The reflection of the moon on the water
• The chill in the air as he steps outside to look at something

GHOSTLY APPEARANCES

Plays, of course, don’t have the benefit of telling us this information, so they have to 
show us. When you watch the opening scene of Hamlet: A Ghost Story, notice how 
the combination of sound, lighting, text, and acting all come together to bring the 
scene to life.



IT'S TIME TO SOLILOQUIZE!

“To be, or not to be, that is the question”

It’s the most famous line in Shakespeare and even if you don’t know Shakespeare, it’s 
still possible you’ve heard this line from his most well-known soliloquy. And it 
comes from one of Hamlet’s most well-known soliloquies.

Now imagine a setting (it could be the one you created in the previous exercise). 
With a clear setting in mind, describe the character’s actions. Here’s an example:
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Soliloquy: an act of speaking one’s 
thoughts aloud when by oneself or 
regardless of any hearers, especially by 
a character in a play



To be, or not to be, that is the question -
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them. To die, to sleep - 
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to - 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep - 
To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there's the rub,
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause. There's the respect
That makes calamity of so long life,
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
Th’oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,
The pangs of despized love, the law's delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of th’unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make
With a bare bodkin? Who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscovered country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will,
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all,
And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry
And lose the name of action.
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In this speech, Hamlet is contemplating suicide. He weighs the pros and cons, 
struggling to figure out what he ought to do. We do this often in life, whether in our 
own heads or to our friends or family.

Now, you can write your own soliloquy. Imagine you’re going to make some kind of 
major life change, or that you have a problem, or you’re experiencing an intense 
emotion. It doesn’t need to be something you’re actually struggling with, and it’s 
probably better if it’s something made up. Write down an introduction to the 
problem. Something like . . .

 I don’t know how to tell my Dad that I dented his beloved car.

Then suggest an option:
I should just come clean. He says that above all else I should always tell him the truth.
And then flip it:
But he’ll never trust me with the car again, and I really need it this Saturday.

Perhaps ruminate on the nature of the problem:
Is it better to lie or tell the truth? No one tells the truth all the time. Everyone lies every day 
at some point! Some lies are white lies. I’m not hurting my Dad in any way. But am I really 
the sort of person who lies? Am I a Liar? I might feel guilty about it after and that could be 
worse.

You’re talking out a problem and then coming to a decision:

I’ve got to tell the truth and I can’t hold out any longer. I’ve got to do it now.

Many of Shakespeare’s soliloquies end with two rhyming lines, known as a rhyming 
couplet. Bonus marks if you can end yours that way!

I’ll tell my Dad the truth about the car.
I know that it’s the the better choice by far.
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YOUR BURNING QUESTIONS
There will be a question and answer session after the show. What questions do you 
have about putting on the play? What have you always wanted to know about theatre? 
What do you want to know about being an actor?

Pre-show ACTIVITIES          

MAKING UP METER

Shakespeare wrote his plays with a mix of two 
forms of writing: prose and verse. Prose is 
written language that we would call everyday 
writing, and more often than not reflects the 
way we might hear someone speak. Novels, 
short stories, and newspaper articles are usually 
written this way. Verse is a poetic form. It can 
make use of rhyme and rhythm.

Shakespeare uses each form to create different 
effects. He didn’t follow exact rules, but 
typically lower class or common characters 
spoke in prose—a more natural form—and 
nobility or upper class characters spoke in verse
—a heightened form. 

But Hamlet, for example, moves between the two. Here are a couple of examples:

Prose

Hamlet offers acting advice to a group of travelling actors:

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you 
mouth it, as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do not 
saw the air too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently; for in the very torrent, tempest, 
and, as I may say, the whirlwind of passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may 
give it smoothness.
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Verse

Now, contrast this with Hamlet frustrated with his life: 

O, that this too too solid flesh would melt
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew!
Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! O God! God!
How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable,
Seem to me all the uses of this world!

Shakespeare’s very form is called Iambic Pentameter, which means that a line has ten 
beats (pentameter), with each “foot” or two syllable grouping containing an unstressed 
syllable followed by a stressed syllable, which can be written as “dee DUM” (note that 
the unstressed syllable is uncapitalized, while the stressed part is in capitals). Here are 
some sample words using this system:
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The majority of Shakespeare’s plays are written in verse, so let’s have some fun 
improvising verse!

A line of iambic pentameter is written as:

Dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM

Now this might seem a very foreign way to speak, but Shakespeare chose this 
form because it most closely resembles our everyday speech. We use it all the time 
throughout our lives. It’s way more commonplace than what you think.
For example, those last two sentences are lines of iambic pentameter. Look at 
them this way:

We USE it ALL the TIME throughOUT our LIVES
It’s WAY more COMmonPLACE than WHAT you THINK
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Instructions

1. Have everyone in the group say, “Dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM dee
DUM” with a heavy stress on the DUMs. Do this a few times until it becomes
automatic. You can also point out that this resembles a heartbeat.

2. Have them march around the room. When they lift a foot they’ll say “dee” and
when the foot lands they say “DUM” giving it a bit of a stomp. Now they’re
actually walking out the sound of the verse!

3. Have them sit or stand opposite a partner and try making up lines of iambic
pentameter back and forth to each other. This might seem hard at first, and it
won’t always be perfect, but they may be surprised at how it can start to flow:

A:  HelLO my FRIEND don’t YOU look NICE toDAY
B:   Oh, THANKS, that’s REALly NICE of YOU to SAY!

And they even rhyme!

 Questions for Discussion

• Did you find it easy or difficult?

• Why do you think Shakespeare wrote in verse?

• Rap music plays with rhythm and rhyme? Are there any similarities between
Shakespeare and Hip Hop?

THE DUMBSHOW

In Hamlet, a group of travelling actors perform a play in the castle. It’s called The 
Murder of Gonzago. They perform it twice. First as a Dumbshow and then in a 
standard performance.

Dumbshow: a part of a play 
acted in mime to summarize, 
supplement, or comment on                   

the main action         
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Here is the dumbshow from The Murder of Gonzago (Note: stage directions in 
plays are usually written in italics like you see below):

Enter a King and a Queen very lovingly; the Queen embracing him, and 
he her. She kneels, and makes show of protestation unto him. He takes her 
up, and declines his head upon her neck: lays him down upon a bank of 
flowers: she, seeing him asleep, leaves him. Anon comes in a fellow, takes 
off his crown, kisses it, and pours poison in the King's ears, and exit. The 
Queen returns; finds the King dead, and makes passionate action. The 
Poisoner, with some two or three Mutes, comes in again, seeming to 
lament with her. The dead body is carried away. The Poisoner wooes the 
Queen with gifts: she seems loath and unwilling awhile, but in the end 
accepts his love.



1. Split into groups of 5 or 6. The parts are: King, Queen, Poisoner, and two or three
Mutes who lament with the Queen. The people playing the Mutes, since they
only come in briefly, can also serve as directors.

2. Stage the piece. How do the characters enter and exit? How do they communicate
with gestures, rather than silently mouthing words? How do you tell each part of
the story. Some actions are simple and may only take a moment (eg. The King and
Queen embrace), while others are more complex and may take a few minutes (eg.
The Poisoner wooes the Queen with Gifts).

3. Choose a piece of music (or more than one piece) to score the sequence.

4. Present the pieces.

Instructions

PosT-SHow Discussion
QUestions 

1. It’s often said that the ends justify the means. In the case of Hamlet, were his
extreme actions justified? Or did he create more trouble than solved?

2. The Ghost of Polonia appears in this production. This isn’t in the original play.
Why do you think this production chose to have her appear?

3. How much do you think Gertrude knew about Hamlet Sr.’s murder. Was she
complicit or innocent?

4. What has Hamlet learned by the end of the play?

5. Early in the play, King Hamlet tells us what has happened to him, so the
murderer and crime are known to us. If we know this information, does the play
remain mysterious and suspenseful? What are other examples of stories where we
know who the criminal is early on? What makes this device effective?

6. Hamlet is often classified as a “revenge tragedy”. What does the story say about
the nature of revenge?
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The Art of the 
Theatre Review
Now that you’ve seen the production, it’s time to write a review. But how do you do it? Where do 
you start? The Guardian Theatre critic Lyn Gardner suggests:

A traditional theatre review often begins by giving the reader some background 
about a production, a brief outline of plot and themes, a sense of what the staging 
looks (and sounds) like; it offers an evaluation of the writing, the production and 
the performances and concludes with a summing up.

But, most importantly, she says that:

The first rule is that there are no rules – you’re writing a review to express your 
thoughts and feelings about a theatre show, not taking an exam. There are as many 
ways to write a review as there are personal responses to any production. There is 
no right or wrong. Allow yourself to develop your own distinctive voice, and be 
honest about what you really think about a production: convey your enthusiasm 
for it or explain why you disliked it. Don’t worry about going out on a limb. A timid 
theatre review is often a dull read. The hardest reviews to write are not about the 
shows you passionately loved or hated, but about ones that were just so-so.

To begin, jot down what stuck with you in the production.
• What do you remember the most?
• Which performances did you love and why?
• What did you think of the costumes, the set, the lighting, the sound?
• Did you like the story?
• Did the production make you feel something?

This last question is perhaps the most important. Kenneth Tynan, one of the most celebrated 
critics of all time said the following about that very topic:

If a play does anything—either tragically or comically, satirically or farcically—to 
explain to me why I am alive, it is a good play. If it seems unaware that such 
questions exist, I tend to suspect that it’s a bad one.

By “explain to me why I am alive”, Tynan is suggesting that a play should speak to you about 
some aspect of your life. Some other questions you could address are:
• If you lost interest, where did the production go wrong?
• Was there a part of the story that you had difficulty accepting? A performance you didn’t

believe? A twist in the story that didn’t make sense?
• Would you recommend this play to others? Was it worth your time?

Bonus Activity!
Can you summarize your review in the length of a tweet? You get 140 characters. This includes 
spaces!

If you’re on Twitter, tag Vertigo with @vertigotheatre, so we can know what you thought!
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ABOUT VERTIGO THEATRE

We are a professional, not-for-profit charitable organization with a dual artistic 
mandate. Our mission is to thrill, entertain and challenge by creating theatre that        
ignites the curiosity of our community. We are dedicated to the revitalization of 
the Mystery Theatre genre and to inspiring and mentoring the next generation of 
arts leaders. 

Our vision is to be a premiere cultural institution in Calgary. Vertigo Theatre 
occupies a unique place in Calgary’s cultural landscape as: 

• The only professional theatre in Canada producing a series of professional plays
based in the mystery genre
• Providing a performance home for other arts and arts education organizations
• Committed to mentorship and training in all areas – artistic, production and
administration

Vertigo Theatre is a member of the Professional Association of Canadian Theatres 
and engages under the terms of The Canadian Theatre Agreement professional 
artists who are members of the Canadian Actor's Equity Association.
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