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4.  Seeing Double 38 
 Though Shakespeare’s literary face is the most familiar in the 

English classroom, learning to read more closely what we are  
less familiar with, the theatrical face of Shakespeare on film,  
sets the stage for the cinematic. By focusing on the theatrical  
elements of a film—acting, costumes and makeup, sets and  
props—students will gradually acquire the third eye that read- 
ing Shakespeare on film requires. 

5.  Reading, Refocused 49 
 This chapter supports instruction as students learn to read 

more closely what they are least familiar with: the cinematic  
face of Shakespeare.  

6.  Reading, Reconnected 67 
 After students have practiced reading Shakespeare as literary, 

theatrical, and cinematic text—in other words, after they have 
marked the distance between the three points in Shakespeare’s 
triangle—the challenge is to reconnect the theatrical and cine- 
matic base of Shakespeare on film to the literary apex of the tri- 
angle. This chapter outlines a series of activities designed to  
help students experience the synergy of Shakespeare’s text as  
filmic literature. 

7.  Reading Shakespeare in Full-Length Films 83 
 This chapter details a process that prepares students to view 

each segment or “act” of a Shakespeare film and to demon- 
strate what they know about reading Shakespeare on film  
through a series of summative projects. 

8.  Reading Shakespeare onto Film 93 
 As students transmediate the literary elements of a Shake-

speare scene into a theatrical and cinematic production, as  
words become action, images, and sound, they explore the  
possibilities of reading Shakespeare’s complex literary text  
in the twenty-first century. 
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Foreword 

I can now admit that, as a high school English teacher, I was ambivalent 
about teaching Shakespeare. I knew that I should teach Shakespeare; I 
even wanted to teach Shakespeare. I just couldn’t bear the looks on the 

students’ faces when I would say, “Our next unit is a Shakespeare play. 
It will be exciting. It is important. You’ll be a better person because we 
do this. Really!” In some years, we navigated Hamlet without too many 
scars—Macbeth not so much. In my world, at least, the melancholy Dane 
was an easier sell than the murderous Thane, even with the witches. My 
seniors liked The Taming of the Shrew because it was the only comic work 
we read the entire year other than “A Modest Proposal,” and they didn’t 
really find Swift’s proposal all that funny.

I used the best techniques I could come up with, mostly aping my 
college professors. Usually I would provide what I considered necessary 
background information (Shakespeare’s Life, the Elizabethan Period, the 
Globe Theatre), the students would read scenes aloud (without rehearsal 
and without expression), and every few lines I would ask them what they 
thought it meant. If they were silent for much longer than ten seconds, 
I’d cave in and tell them What It Meant, so we could move on. If I lucked 
into an effective strategy, I’d probably use it again the following year. 
Looking back on the experience, I see that I had no theoretical framework 
to guide me, much less any coherent ideas about instruction. I taught 
Shakespeare like I taught everything else—as a Text We Would Analyze 
Together. Students would be engaged. I would will it so.

What I needed was the work of Mary Ellen Dakin.
If you have read Mary Ellen’s first book, Reading Shakespeare with 

Young Adults (NCTE, 2009), the wealth of terrific teaching ideas in this 
book will not surprise you. What may surprise you is how perfectly 
Reading Shakespeare Film First addresses so many of the challenges of 
teaching English in the chilly new world of twenty-first-century content 
and skills, Common Core State Standards, standardized tests, increasing 
calls for academic rigor, and students distracted by media overload. After 
all, how can we hope to do Shakespeare justice in a linguistic environ-
ment in which text, message, and friend are accepted as verbs? How can 
we seriously explore hamartia when the word tragedy is used to describe 
everything from a celebrity divorce to a tornado?

When I first read the title of the current book, I admit I was skepti-
cal. I liked the idea of using film to teach Shakespeare, but I was afraid 
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the author was one of those teachers who use film only in the service 
of literature. You might even have had a colleague like that—one who 
would prefer that students interact only with words on a page, but who 
might deign to show part of a film version as a visual aid for the honors 
students or use only the film with the standard students because that 
was better than nothing. These colleagues might tolerate a film experi-
ence, but a reading experience was infinitely preferable. As a longtime 
media literacy advocate, I wanted no part of an approach that put film 
in a subservient role. However, I was also worried about the “film first” 
claim, fearing the scandalized traditionalists would immediately dismiss 
such a book. Mary Ellen might have ventured too far out of our collec-
tive comfort zone.

As I read the manuscript, however, I was immediately both re-
lieved and impressed. Mary Ellen is the kind of reflective practitioner I 
so admire. She sets out with a huge commitment to engage her students 
in Shakespeare’s plays and a few simple yet powerful ideas for applying 
the tools of media literacy to this purpose. She tries some strategies. She 
notices what’s working. She refines the strategies. She shares her ideas 
with colleagues, and they then use and refine the strategies. You can see 
the momentum building around her. This is action research at its best: 
classroom innovation by thoughtful teachers, resulting in active learn-
ing by both students and teachers. And she pulls it off! She really does 
use media literacy best practices to teach the plays of Shakespeare, and 
she does so in ways that honor both media literacy and Shakespeare.

Best of all, Mary Ellen shows us how we can do it, too. She de-
scribes classroom scenarios vividly, allowing us to hear the voices of her 
students and colleagues as they find new ways to engage in Shakespeare 
and puzzle through challenging texts. Her students learn to view three 
faces of the plays—as literary, theatrical, and cinematic experiences—so 
our students can learn these skills, too. She shows us the process and 
provides us with the handouts to make the lessons work.

Oh dear! Now I’ve done it. You just turned to the back of the 
book, saw all the amazing handouts, stopped reading, and headed for 
the cash register (or, if you are online, you “added it to your cart” and 
clicked on “purchase”). Well, come back here a minute! There’ll be time 
for that. Sure, you can use those handouts tomorrow at third period, but 
I’d recommend you also read the book—all of it—from front to back. You 
need to earn those handouts, my friend.

I love the structure of this book. Mary Ellen begins simply—ana-
lyzing movie posters and trailers as a way of building interest in the 
plays—and her strategies build in complexity from there. She explains 
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in careful detail how to approach each of the three faces of film. Then 
she shows us great ways to use an entire film. By the time you get to the 
transmediation project in Chapter 8, you may feel the top of your head 
peeling back ever so slowly to make room for all of the new ideas you 
want to try out yourself.

This book fills a void we didn’t know existed until Mary Ellen 
showed us the opportunities we were missing. She has shown us ways 
to use media literacy techniques—coupled with thoughtful exploration 
of interrelationships between text, theater, and film—to engage today’s 
students in Shakespeare. Her strategies are impressive, her tips and 
coaching supremely useful.

Best of all, her love and appreciation of Shakespeare and her com-
mitment to her students are evident on every page.

Alan B. Teasley
Duke University
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Preface 

T he chapters of Reading Shakespeare Film First replicate the stages of 
a journey made by its author, her students, and colleagues, who 
set out in earnest several years ago to explore the brave new world 

of William Shakespeare’s early modern English text transmediated into 
images, sound, and film, and who returned to our books as readers trans-
formed. (For an examination of reading Shakespeare’s printed text, begin 
with Reading Shakespeare with Young Adults, published by NCTE in 2009.)  
The eight chapters map a sequence of instructional practices designed 
to support students in the acquisition of both the language of film and 
the language of William Shakespeare’s plays. The chapters evolve from 
teaching scenarios in which the balance of instruction shifts gradually 
from reading Shakespeare word first to reading Shakespeare film first.
 The companion website, www.readingshakespeare.org, is de-
signed to connect, extend, update, and animate the material in both 
books and to host a dynamic conversation about reading Shakespeare 
in the twenty-first century with all our students.
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mutual reinforcement and transfer of twenty-first-century literacy skills 
between text and film is too promising to overlook. This book is meant 
to guide teachers and students on a journey there and back again, with 
carefully researched and classroom-tested strategies for crossing over 
from Shakespeare’s rich and strange early modern English to equally 
rich and strange modern film and graphic productions of his plays. 
 But the journey doesn’t have to begin with words on the page; the 
journey can and sometimes should begin with images and film. “More 
movies have been based on Shakespeare’s works,” observes William 
Costanzo, author of Great Films and How to Teach Them, “than on any other 
writer’s” (165). When Shakespeare is in the curriculum, and he usually 
is, we have an exciting opportunity to guide students in an exploration 
of what film scholar Judith Buchanan calls the “transmediation” of 
Shakespeare from the medium of literary script to screenplay and film. 
This book is the record of a sustained attempt to take Shakespeare into 
the twenty-first-century classroom and to learn from the convergence 
of old and new media why we continue to hold Shakespeare’s mirror 
up to nature and see ourselves and our world new-framed. 
 We need to infuse our teaching with the rich complexity of text, 
language, and reading, terms used in their fullest sense throughout 
Standards for the English Language Arts published by the International 
Reading Association (IRA) and the National Council of Teachers of 
English (NCTE): 

Briefly, we use the term text broadly to refer not only to printed 
texts, but also to spoken language, graphics, and technological 
communications. Language as it is used here encompasses visual 
communication in addition to spoken and written forms of ex-
pression. And reading refers to listening and viewing in addition 
to print-oriented reading. (2) 

 This book began as the longest single chapter in a manuscript 
I submitted to NCTE in 2007 and removed before publication in 2009 
because it did not thoroughly and thoughtfully answer all the questions 
I had about reading Shakespeare on film. I needed to learn much more 
about spoken and visual language, graphics, and technological com-
munications. Beyond research and the crucible of practice, I hoped that 
the Common Core State Standards we now share with colleagues across 
content areas and state lines would break down the walls that divide us 
and foster meaningful collaborative learning. With patient guidance from 
editor Bonny Graham at NCTE, with thoughtful support from Robert 
Young, director of education at the Folger Shakespeare Library, and 
with constant help from colleagues and administrators throughout the 
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Revere Public Schools—Allison Giordano Casper, Althea Terenzi, Matt 
Despres, George Hannah, Kelly Chase, Tim Alperen, Bill Drewnowski, 
Nancy Barile, Sara Rice, and Antonio Cinelli in the English department; 
Mark Fellowes, Bill O’Brien, and Michael Bonanno in history; David 
Eatough, Axel Larson, and Erin Parker in science; Alec Waugh in music 
and technology; Nick Botto in special education; Director of Humanities 
Jonathan Mitchell; Principal Dr. Lourenco Garcia; Literacy Coach Chris-
tina Porter; Library Media Specialist Rachel Bouhanda; Audio-Video 
Specialist Paul Amato; Senior Associate at Great Schools Partnership 
Mary Hastings; photographer and former student Jennifer Cimino, artist 
and former student Jennifer Sao—the chapter became a book. 
 How should we read Shakespeare with all our students in the 
twenty-first century? It is the central argument of this book that we need 
to learn with our students how to read Shakespeare in triplicate, as the 
stuff of transformative literature, theater, and film. The combined effect 
will be greater than the sum of its parts. Our students will learn from the 
most frequently taught, most frequently performed, and most frequently 
filmed author in the English-speaking canon that language is malleable 
as clay and meaning is a shared construction, that performance is a dy-
namic act of selective reading, and that film is new-age hieroglyphics. 
It is our students who will construct the future paradigms of literature, 
rhetoric, and art. Let us prepare them. 
  
Note: All handouts can be found in the appendix at the back of the book. 
Unless otherwise noted, all line citations in this book are from the Folger 
editions of the plays, edited by Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine. 
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And as imagination bodies forth  
The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen   
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing  
A local habitation and a name.  
          A Midsummer Night’s Dream 5.1.15–18  

 
ExtErior / FolgEr ShakESpEarE library, WaShington, DC / Day   
Teachers, students, scholars, filmmakers, and tourists walk along the marble ex-
terior of the library, stopping occasionally to view the inscribed bas-reliefs before 
wandering inside. From within, the sound of voices, the white noise of public 
space, and intermittent silence acoustically reflect against the oak-paneled walls.  
  
intErior / grEat hall / Day  
Standing before an exhibit of posters and photographs from silent film produc-
tions of William Shakespeare’s plays produced at the dawn of the twentieth 
century, scholar Deborah Cartmell speaks to a small group.  

Cartmell:  The question we need to ask is, if we lose the words,  
    do we lose ‘“Shakespeare”?  

intErior / ElizabEthan thEatrE / Day  
On the stage, film director Michael Almereyda stands before a large monitor 
projecting his 2000 film adaptation of Hamlet, the audio muted. He speaks to 
a gathering crowd.  

Almereyda: My main job was to imagine a parallel visual
 language that might hold a candle to Shakespeare’s
 poetry.  

intErior / rEaDing room / Day  
At the threshold, a high school English teacher who has recently downloaded 
the Common Core State Standards app reads from her cell phone:  
CEll phonE SCrEEnShot: To become college and career ready, students 
must grapple with works of exceptional craft and thought whose range 
extends across genres, cultures, and centuries.  
  
Teacher scrolls down: Along with high-quality contemporary works, these 
texts should be chosen from among seminal U.S. documents, the classics 
of American literature, and the timeless dramas of Shakespeare.  
  

The Prologue 
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Teacher swipes across the screen and enlarges Reading Standard 7: Students 
must integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse formats and 
media, including visually and quantitatively, as well as in words.  
  
Teacher enters the Reading Room and approaches the desk.    

Teacher (in an uncertain tone): How do I teach students to read 
literature in words and in diverse formats and media?  

Cut to titlE Shot: The title “Shakespeare” appears in Elizabethan script on 
a solid background, then “Reading” appears before it in American Typewriter 
typeface, then the compound adverb “Film First” appears after it.   

Editor (in VOICE-OVER): Some of the answers will speak from 
the pages of this book.  
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6 Reading Shakespeare Film First

to hug her but instead I just smiled. They were almost ready to begin 
reading Hamlet.

After this introduction and whole-group discussion of a single 
film poster for the play we were about to read (see Handout 1.1 for the 
set of bulleted questions), I distributed color prints of two other Hamlet 
film posters (see Figure 1.1) and challenged students to read these new 
images in small groups and discuss the ways in which the posters are 
constructed from the raw material of framing, placement, subject ar-
rangement, lighting, and color. 

To support students’ understanding of the complexity of visual 
composing and to guide their discussion, I created Handout 1.2 so that 
it relates each principle to a job at a construction site, defines each ele-
ment, and includes the bulleted questions that guided our whole-group 
analysis of the Zeffirelli poster. Because I wrote these questions with the 
three images before me, as well as with posters of other films, Handouts 
1.1 and 1.2 can be used with almost any film poster or publicity still. 

In the spirit of not judging a book by its cover, colleague Tim 
Alperen extended this activity in his grade 9 English classroom to the 
reading of Othello book covers in a variety of print editions. The com-
mentary for each image is Alperen’s:

Figure 1.1. Posters for three different film versions of Hamlet.

Hamlet. 1990. 135 minutes. 
Directed by Franco Zeffirelli. 
Mel Gibson as Hamlet.

Hamlet. 1996. 242 minutes. 
Directed by Kenneth Branagh. 
Branagh as Hamlet.

Hamlet. 2000. 123 minutes. 
Directed by Michael Almereyda. 
Ethan Hawke as Hamlet.
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The Dover Edition (this is the edition students will read 
from) is a painting depicting the perverse consummation of 
Othello’s relationship with Desdemona, either after or during 
her death. This Othello is clearly dark skinned, and the expres-
sion on his face is enigmatic, open to a range of interpretations 
from “guilty” to “remorseful” to “deceptive.” In the painting, 
Othello holds a pillow, but prior to reading the play, kids don’t 
really know what to make of it, so this is worth revisiting when 
we encounter the “smothering,” as there are, indeed, textual 
variants governing the stage directions here, and this image is 
arguably an editorial emendation that persists somewhere between the 
choice of cover and text of this edition.  

The Arden Edition simply shows a white handkerchief 
in mid flight against a black backdrop, my personal 
favorite because of its ambiguity. Postreading Othello, 
it’s pretty clear that it is a hanky, but prior to experienc-
ing the play it can actually be difficult to discern what 
it is or what it signifies. I have seen kids screw their 
faces up in consternation and bewilderment trying to 
make sense of it. 

The No Fear Edition, which, for the record, 
I do not use but some kids do bring to class, does work in our 
lesson. The image on the cover is ambiguous: sketches of the 
barest of outlines of two faces—both with green eyes, which 
is actually a nice touch, you have to admit. The fact that there 
are two faces could be evocative of Janus, but I do not provoke 
thoughts in any direction, especially at this point when we are 
first getting started on the text; ideas of what the images imply 
after reading the text are compared to our first readings of the 
book covers—this holds for all editions.

The Folger Edition is another really good one, espe-
cially to the extent that it doesn’t lead the jury, if you 
will, anywhere. It’s a mass of color, a textured swath 
of reddish blackish something! Students have no 
idea whether it is an extreme close-up of a detail or 
brushstroke from a painting—it could be a bloodstain 
seen through a microscope. When forced to guess at 
the intentions of this visual composition other than 
intentional ambiguity or even misdirection, some 
students might suggest passion overriding reason.
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The Norton Critical Edition is adorned with a portrait of the 
Moorish ambassador to Queen Elizabeth in 1600. Given the 
nature of the Norton edition, it makes sense for them to opt for 
a more empirical consideration of the cover image. Whether 
William Shakespeare actually saw this man in London, as some 
scholars wishfully wonder, the image is a fascinating study in 
cultural and psychological messages.

The obvious summarizer to an introductory lesson on 
reading visual compositions is to ask students to make predic-

tions about the literary elements of the play they are about to read—the 
characters, conflict, mood, and themes—based on the images they prac-
ticed reading in the movie posters. In the grade 10 Hamlet classroom, 
the Zeffirelli poster helped students to predict that there will be action, 
conflict, murder, and death in the play. “There will be royal problems,” 
Jeanette and Diego predicted based on the Branagh poster. “Someone 
gets married and Hamlet isn’t happy about it.” 

The Almereyda poster inspired the most intense conjecture. Some 
students thought that by placing his hands on top of his head, Hawke’s 
Hamlet, unlike Gibson’s, “is not in control of the action,” or that “he will 
go through a series of actions that he made up in his head.” Jimmy and 
Soun predicted that this Hamlet “puts his hands on his head to symbol-
ize that his mind is more powerful than his hands.” 

On this day I discovered almost by accident that teaching stu-
dents to read different film posters of the same play establishes what 
Shakespeare scholar Jonathan Bate calls “the first law” of Shakespeare, 
which is that “truth is not singular” (327). Seeing words and images in 
duplicate and triplicate encourages students of all ability levels to play 
with the possibilities of text. 

The Commercial Composition

A film poster is an advertisement for a commercial product as well as 
an artistic one, and the lesson narrated in this chapter on the principles 
of visual composition can and should be extended to include the ways 
in which images are packaged to appeal to consumers and to elicit a 
response. So the next day I asked students to search online for posters 
of popular teen films and, using Handout 1.2 as a guide, to identify 
the elements of visual composition. Students clustered in small groups 
around computers in the library media center and engaged in exuberant 
chatter as posters of teen films flickered across the screens. Javier even 
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