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Discovering Literature: Shakespeare 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

William Shakespeare, Hamlet 

Theme 

The Subversion of the Revenge Tragedy  

Rationale 

In these activities, students will consider the concept of the revenge 
tragedy, using a range of resources to explore how the idea is used and 
subverted in Hamlet. They will consider some of the influences for the 
play, as well as how its actions are interesting and relevant to audiences 
across the ages. They will also explore some of the literary conventions of 
the play to consider its place in the history of literature.  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Saxo’s Legend of Amleth in the Gesta Danorum (1514 edition) 

• Reference to early Hamlet play in Lodge’s Wit’s Misery (1596) 

• Bacon’s essays on revenge, envy and deformity (1696 edition) 

• Photograph of David Tennant as Hamlet (2008) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• Hamlet and revenge by Kiernan Ryan 

• Hamlet: looking backwards by Emma Smith 

External links 

• Royal Shakespeare Company past productions  

• Past productions of the “To Be or Not to be” soliloquy 

• Ben Crystal’s performance of “To be or not to be” in original 
pronunciation 

Key questions 

• What is a revenge tragedy, and to what extent can Hamlet be 
described in this way? 

• What elements of a revenge protagonist does Shakespeare use in 
the character of Hamlet? 

• What elements from the ur-Hamlet and the Amleth legend does 
Shakespeare use or adapt? 

Activities 

1) Revenge is a major theme of the play, but critics across the ages have 
taken different view of the concept. Read Bacon’s essay on revenge 
(pp. 9–10), and consider whether or not you agree with his ideas. To 
what extent are his ideas about the effects of taking revenge evident in 
Hamlet? 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Saxos-legend-of-Amleth-in-the-Gesta-Danorum
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Reference-to-early-Hamlet-play-in-Lodges-Wits-Misery-1596
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Bacons-essays-on-revenge-envy-and-deformity
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-David-Tennant-as-Hamlet-in-2008
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Hamlet-and-revenge
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Hamlet-looking-backwards
https://www.rsc.org.uk/hamlet/past-productions
http://www.bbc.co.uk/hamlet/past_productions/to-be.shtml
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qYiYd9RcK5M
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Bacons-essays-on-revenge-envy-and-deformity
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2) The revenge tragedy typically contains a number of the following 
elements: 

• The supernatural 

• Madness – either real or feigned 

• Disguise 

• A play within a play 

• Soliloquy 

• A noble protagonist who degenerates over the course of the play 

• Violence 

• A Machiavellian character who is scheming and immoral in his or 
her pursuit of power 

• Multiple deaths at the end, including that of the revenger 

To what extent is it the case that these elements are evident within the 
play? 

3) Both Hamlet and Laertes have reasons to take revenge in the play. 
Students can investigate the different ways in which the two 
characters go about taking their revenge and consider who is more 
effective in the role of ‘revenger’ in the play. 

4) Saxo’s Amleth is considered a literary ancestor to Hamlet.  Using the 
notes on this source, students should consider the similarities and 
differences between the two, with a close focus on the notion of each 
as a revenge tragedy. 

Another early reference to Hamlet can be found in Lodge’s Wit’s Misery 
(1596). It refers to a play which is now lost, but is considered to be 
the ur-Hamlet – the original source for Shakespeare’s plot. Thinking 
about the concept of the revenge tragedy, compare Shakespeare’s 
version of Hamlet with the hints of what the original may have 
contained. 

5) According to some views, all stories are based on seven basic plots, 
and contain a conflict of some kind. Some of these are: 

• Human against human 

• Human against nature 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Saxos-legend-of-Amleth-in-the-Gesta-Danorum
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Reference-to-early-Hamlet-play-in-Lodges-Wits-Misery-1596
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• Human against God 

• Human against society 

• Human against himself or herself 

6) Thinking about Hamlet, students should consider which of these 
conflicts are presented within the play. They should then consider why 
these conflicts might have been, and continue to be, of such interest to 
writers and audiences. 

7) David Tennant’s portrayal of Hamlet in 2008 was praised for ‘The 
overwhelming impression […] of a man who, in putting on an "antic 
disposition", reveals his true, nervously excitable, mercurial self.’ 
Research other productions of the play to consider the different ways 
in which the character of Hamlet has been presented. 

Extension activities 

• Watch a variety of different productions of the play, and then 
perform key scenes developing different aspects of Hamlet’s 
character. Use the ideas about conflict in activity 6 as a guide. 

• Explore the different stages of the writing of Hamlet and try to 
separate the different versions, looking for which elements of 
revenge tragedy are contained in each. 

• Consider how Hamlet fits into Aristotle’s definition of a tragedy. 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-David-Tennant-as-Hamlet-in-2008
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