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What Is Hamlet Project Durham? 
 

Hamlet Project Durham is a six-year (work on HPD began in July 2014) artistic, career-
training, social justice, cultural transformation project constructed around an 
intentionally multi-racial core group of, initially, 10 - 20 nine to twelve-year-old actors, 
preparing to perform William Shakespeare’s masterwork “Hamlet” in Spring 2020.  
 
With significant community support, we intend to create a model for using the 
multiple educational opportunities inherent in theatre arts to transform systemic 
patterns of poverty based on race in the United States. We will achieve this by training 
all participants in career fields available through theatre, and helping to bridge 
participants from HPD into educational and work positions that will further their 
goals. 
 

Why Use William Shakespeare’s “Hamlet?” 
Aside from the fact that “Hamlet” is widely regarded as one of the greatest plays written in 

the English language …and our students deserve the best –  
 

“The time is out of joint. O curséd spite, 
That ever I was born to set it right.” 

― William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, sc. 5 
 

Hamlet, the young Danish prince who is the central character in the story, struggles 
with almost immobilizing uncertainty about how to live ethically and act effectively in 
challenging, “out-of-joint,” times. When charged by his father’s ghost to respond to 
the unthinkable act of brother killing brother, young Hamlet is torn between rage and 
despair and contemplates suicide.  His friends admire and try to support Hamlet as 
he teeters on the sharp edge of a sword, but he feels isolated by the responsibility 
laid on him by his father with the words, “Remember me.” Increasingly alone, he 
cannot determine how to live up to what the time and place demand, succumbing 
instead to the violent forces surrounding him. 
 

Is there a happy ending possible for this young prince? We know there is not. We 
recognize this as a tragic tale, a tale both old and tragically new. We hope in the new 
age there can be, if not a fairytale happy ending, at least accessible paths to active and 
satisfying lives for all our children. With HPD, we work to create positive possibilities 
among groups of young men and women living in “out-of-joint” times and faced with 
the responsibility to solve nearly unbearable, life-or-death problems. We are 
convinced there could be no better play than William Shakespeare’s “Hamlet” with 
which to accomplish the goals of this project. 
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How It Works – Performance Track 
 

HPD is a multi-faceted educational program that moves from the specific to the 
general, allowing the students’ needs for knowledge to propel learning.  

Throughout the five-years of classes and rehearsals, there will be additional 
opportunities for students to join the HPD Performance Track. 
 
Public performances of “Hamlet” will be given during April and May 2020, both locally 
and on tour.  
 

• HPD starts with an intentionally multi-racial group of 10-20 nine-
to-twelve-year old Performance Track students, representing 
Durham, North Carolina’s strongly diverse neighborhoods  

• September 2015 – May 2019 all Performance Track students 
participate in weekly HPD classes, Thursdays, 4:15 – 5:45 pm, in 
the auditorium of EK Powe Elementary School. The 8-week HPD 
Performance Track classes meet in the fall, winter and spring each 
year. Performers will have summers and holidays off from classes 
and rehearsals (3-weeks in December!) 

• In fall 2019 Performance Track students will begin 3-4 rehearsals 
per week in preparation for “Hamlet” performances, Spring 2020. 

• Jenny Justice, artistic director of HPD, will be HPD Performance 
Track class leader and administrator. Guest teachers will include 
professionals in fields of voice, dialect, acting Shakespeare, 
directing Shakespeare, stage fighting, art history and many more. 
(Contact us for a more detailed 5-year curriculum plan) 
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How It Works – Technical Theatre Track 

  

Technical Theatre Track classes will involve students, 9-12-years old, who are 
interested in learning about and experiencing theatrical production from behind the 
scenes.  

 
Throughout the five-years of classes and rehearsals, there will be additional 
opportunities for students to join the HPD Technical Theatre Track. 
 
The interests of our Tech students will inform decisions on areas of focused learning 
in the curriculum.  
 

• HPD Technical Theatre Track starts with an intentionally multi-racial 
group of 10-20 students, representing Durham, North Carolina’s 
strongly diverse neighborhoods. (9-12-years old) 

• September 2015 – May 2019 Technical Theatre Track students 
participate in weekly HPD classes, Saturdays, 11:00 am – 12:30 pm, at 
EK Powe Elementary School and other “shop” locations. Eight-week HPD 
Technical Track class sessions will be in the fall, winter and spring each 
year. “Techies” will have summers and holidays off from the classes, 
meetings and rehearsals (3-weeks off in December!) 

• September 2019 Techies will join Tech Teams according to their 
declared areas of focus. Each team will be lead by a professional in the 
field. Students will work with their teams to design and create our 
“Hamlet” production. Public performances in April and May 2020. 

• HPD Tech Track class leaders and guest teachers will change with the 
class topic. Guest teachers will include professionals in fields of 
technical direction, stage management, light design, scene design & 
construction, scenic painting, costume design, make-up & hair design, 
marketing & publicity, etc. (Contact us for a more detailed 5-year 
curriculum plan) 



 

Hamlet Project Durham, Justice   “Introduction to a Life Changing Possibility”  7 

 

 

What Do We Mean by “Intentionally Multi-Racial?”  
 

Introducing the Definitions 
 

From the beginning, Durham Family Theatre has been committed to being 
intentionally multi-racial, multi-ethnic & intergenerational. Being intentional means we 
have a working definition of our terms and make an ongoing examination of the 
challenges of systemic oppression in United States history and culture. With these 
tools, we develop and implement strategies for addressing the problems of 
oppression as we encounter them within the work of our growing theatre. 
 
During the Civil Rights movement in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, a clear 
definition of oppression became popular among civil rights theorists, activists and 
policy makers; it continues to be a reliable guide for anyone seeking ways to talk 
about race that put the action in the present based on a shared understanding of the 
past. The definition is especially useful for organizations wishing to institute long-
term, effective remedies for the historic impacts of race in the United States. It 
presents a practical definition of racism that naturally, logically, leads to positive 
action. 

 
Defining Our Terms for Transforming Oppression 

 
POWER = the ability to make and act on decisions consistently over time.  

 
OPPRESSION = the unequal distribution of power based on identity in terms of 
race, class, age, gender, sexual orientation, physical ability 
 
RACISM = systemically inadequate access to power based on racial identity. (In the 
United States, this oppression has historically been imposed by former European 
Caucasians, “whites,” to disempower, use and control for economic advantage, 
former Africans who were kidnapped and brought to the Americas as slaves, 
”blacks.”) 
 
PREJUDICE: An opinion that is formed without knowledge or experience of someone 
or something; predisposition to regard a person or group negatively. Irrational 
dislike. 
 
BIAS: A positive or a negative prejudice. 
 
SYSTEMIC: Institutionalized; affecting the whole body 
 
INSTITUTIONALIZED: Established as normal. Dependent on the routine of the 
institution and vice versa 
 

For a detailed description of our Transforming Oppression method, call or email DFT 
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Who can participate in HPD Performance or Technical Theatre Tracks? 
 
ANYONE who is 9-12-years old and will be available to perform “Hamlet” in spring 
2020 can participate in the program. Any program that improves life for one group of 
people can improve life for all people, inclusive of racial, ethnic and class identities. 
 
Additionally, isolation is one of the most devastating results of poverty. Children 
experiencing this isolation fall back in learning and are at serious risk for 
underdeveloped social skills needed to navigate upward in resources in an 
increasingly complex, multi-cultural society. Programs that address educational goals 
for under-resourced communities without addressing isolation fail to build bridges 
that can enable systemically impoverished individuals to improve their situation.1 
 
In accordance with the intentional multi-racial commitment of DFT, the Hamlet 
Project Durham will bring together people of various races, ethnicities and classes 
with a strong commitment to inclusion of traditionally excluded peoples, primarily 
African Americans. All may participate in the project, benefit from its programs, 
improve the quality of their lives and pass what they learn to others. 
 

What will it cost a to participate? 
 
The Spring 2015 “Introduction to Hamlet” 8-week class session will cost what all DFT 
acting classes cost, $125.00, with full access to scholarships if needed. DFT policy 
states that no one is ever denied access to our programs for lack of financial resources.  
 
In September 2015, participants who make the commitment to 2020 will begin 
classes; the cost per student for each 8-week session will be a $25 materials fee. 
 

                                                
1 Exception: Most oppressed communities create extremely effective internal systems for 
bridging members into educations and jobs within the community; think of Howard University. 
On notable occasions community-supported individuals have erupted past the systemic bounds 
to forge new possibilities for others; think of Thurgood Marshall. 
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What You Gain from HPD  

 

 
 
 

• Consistent, high quality training in a chosen field of interest with 

a variety of professional instructors in the field 

• As an antidote to an educational culture that crams as much 

information into a student’s brain as it can, as quickly as it can, 

checks a subject off the testing requirements list and moves on 

to the next topic. With HPD, students will have the satisfaction of 

experiencing what they have learned on ever more impactful 

levels over time and putting their knowledge to effective, 

exciting, creative use;  

• Students will learn how to think, how to examine an exciting 

subject deeply and how to learn eagerly and successfully. 

• Significantly increased self-esteem and self-confidence 

• Areas of learning in the HPD curriculum parallel and enhance 

comprehension of many State educational proficiency 

requirements, including (but not limited to):  

Acting for the stage in Elizabethan and modern styles, reading, 

writing, English grammar, literature, advanced vocabulary, 

reading and understanding poetry, theatre history, script/text 

analysis, tragedy, comedy, Elizabethan history, American culture, 

Danish history, public speaking, emotional expression, logic, 

philosophy, history of science, empathy, art history, stage craft 

and movement, fencing and, of course, Shakespeare. 
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When Will the “Hamlet” Roles Be Cast? 
  

Leading roles and supporting roles for HPD will be cast at the conclusion of the 
September 2015 8-week HPD classes. Students will audition for parts that particularly 
interest them, but, of course, the director has the final say, and “the play’s the thing.” 

Additional actors may join in small or ensemble roles throughout the project. 
 
LEADING ROLES: Hamlet, Horateo, Polonius, Laertes, Claudius, Gertrude and Ophelia.  
 
SUPPORTING ROLES: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Prince Fortinbras, the Players 
and the Gravediggers.  
 

• All students who commit to participating for the entire 5-years+ of classes, 
rehearsals and performances will receive a leading or supporting role in the 
play  

 

IMPORTANT CASTING NOTES 
• Depending on project enrollment, we may cast two groups of leading actors. 

Both casts would perform the play in 2020 (alternating weekends and tour 
shows.)  Supporting, featured and ensemble actors will perform all the shows. 

• Females may be cast in male roles, with the expectation that they will perform 
at the same level of believability as all others and that the audience will not 
notice their gender. 

• If an emergency such as moving away from North Carolina or serious illness 
forces a participant to leave HPD, their role will be filled by the person playing 
the role in the other cast (i.e. performing with both casts.) or by an actor in a 
smaller part. 

 
PRE-CASTING 

Should he make the commitment in September 2015, one actor has already been cast 
in the role of Hamlet; this is the young actor whose talents inspired the HPD. That 
means one still-unidentified actor will also play the role of Hamlet.  
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Hamlet Project Durham, Justice   “Introduction to a Life Changing Possibility”  11 

 

 
Is There More to Know About Hamlet Project Durham? 

 
YES. HPD means to make a lasting impact on our city and provide a living model that 
can be adapted and built on by others combining the arts with work for positive, 
creative social change.  
 

TWO HPD MAJOR OUTCOMES: 

1. Stirring and original performances of William Shakespeare’s “Hamlet,” both in 
Durham, North Carolina and on tour, and  

2. The Durham Living Culture Center, a lasting vehicle for repetition and 
adaptation of the HPD model   

The Durham Living Culture Center (working title) 

Utilizing the vast, flexible possibilities of the arts, the center will ensure the authentic 
involvement in a vital downtown Durham of communities traditionally marginalized, 
isolated and cut-off from resources according to racial, ethnic, class and generational 
identities.   

 

Living Culture Center Purpose and Method (Some Initial Thoughts)   
1) Living Culture Center (LCC) building located in downtown Durham, NC will 
include space for two theatres (1- 250 seats; 1- 450 seats); business offices; dance 
rooms/classrooms, costume creation & storage; scene/set production; property 
storage, etc.  It will be accessible to public transportation and parking. 

2) LCC will host, on a long-term basis, three to four not-for-profit organizations 
intentionally serving multi-racial, multi-ethnic and intergenerational populations 
in areas of theatre, dance, visual arts and music. Hosted not-for- profits would be 
selected by an organizing group, through an equitable process around agreed on 
criteria for meeting the center’s mission.   

3) Hosted organizations may produce no more than three 2-weekend performance 
events in the LCC theatre space per year (not including educational showcases.) For 
a significant portion of the year, area theatres will have fluid access to the theatre 
spaces  

4) Guest performing arts organizations rent the theatre space based on an 
equitable percentage of their annual budgets  

5) If Hosted Organization outgrows the building, it agrees to either A) leave LCC 
and move into it’s own alternate space or; B) Use overflow resources in students, 
audiences, stock etc. to seed similar transforming organizations in the community  
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To Get Involved in Hamlet Project Durham 
Throughout the project years there will be many ways to be involved, both in the 

classes and behind the scenes. We are looking for support from all ages to launch the 
project and see it through to fruition.  

 
Right now, here are some ways to get involved: 

 
Contact us to make a donation to Hamlet Project Durham or donate to 

Durham Family Theatre at durhamfamilytheatre.wordpress.com/donate/ 
 

9 – 12-Year Olds – Enroll in the Spring 2015  
“Introduction to Hamlet” 8-week acting class 

Thursdays, 4:15-5:45 pm, March 19 – May 7, 2015. 
To Register: durhamfamilytheatre.wordpress.com/Hamlet/ 

 

13–18-Year Olds – Directing Assistant Internships 
Teen theatre students who want to be part of HPD and are interested in directing 
and/or teaching theatre, are invited to apply for 8-week or more Internship positions.  
 

For DAI Application forms: durhamfamilytheatre.wordpress.com/Hamlet/ 
Or contact artistic director, Jenny Justice by email or phone at DFT 

 

Adult Opportunities to Join HPD 
 

We are currently searching for adults to join HPD in these areas: 
 

Professional Theatre Artists, guest faculty (paid) 
Funding and development LCC Organizing Group (volunteer) 

Administrative and Outreach Volunteers 
 
 

CONTACT 
Jenny Justice, artistic director, PO Box 61894, Durham, NC, (919) 286-5717, 

durhamfamilytheatre@gmail.com 


