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‘For in that sleep of death what dreams may come, When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, Must give us pause.’

— Hamlet 3.1.74–76
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Dedication

To William Shakespeare, for the eternal inspiration.

To all the actors, directors, costumers, set designers, musicians and stagehands who continue to bring the Bard’s words to life on stage.

To all the films and television adaptations that bring Shakespeare to a wider audience.

To all the teachers and librarians who open the doors of literature to students worldwide.

And to Kim, Katie and Sam, who I think of when I read these words:

‘Thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings 
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.’

— Sonnet 29
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TO DIE OR NOT TO DIE
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A is for ANTONY impaled himself did he
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B is for BANQUO slain by murderers three
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C is for Coriolanus whose loyalty wavered
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D is for DUNCAN whose death Macbeth savoured
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E is for EDMUND who by Edgar’s sword died
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F is for FALSTAFF by Prince Hal denied
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G is for GONERIL consumed by her guilt
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H is for HENRY VI stabbed up to the hilt
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I is for INNOCENT DESDEMONA smothered where she laid
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J is for JULIUS CAESAR by his comrades betrayed
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K is for KING LEAR in grief his world was made dim
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L is for LAERTES whose poisoned blade killed him
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M is for MERCUTIO cursing both houses
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N is for NYM the king’s anger he rouses
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O is for Ophelia tragically out of her head

[image: Image described by caption.]

P is for Polonius dead for a ducat, dead

[image: Image described by caption.]

Q is for QUEEN GERTRUDE her tainted wine didn’t miss
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R is for ROMEO who died with a kiss
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S is for Shakespeare for the words he gave
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T is for TIMON died angry in a cave
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U is for UNLUCKY OTHELLO loved not wisely but too well
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V is for the VERONA where brash Tybalt fell
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W is for WITCHES their foretellings beware
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X is for EXIT pursued by a bear

[image: Image described by caption.]

Y is for YORICK once of infinite jest
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ZZZ is for sleep and the Lady possessed
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ADMIRATION

Bill has always been there. 

When writing this book and working on the illustrations, my mind naturally wandered back to my earliest memories of Shakespeare’s works entering my life. Initially, I sort of assumed that would be high school, or perhaps a vague memory of Romeo and Juliet in the 8th grade. But suddenly, a memory crept back into my mind from a few years before that, when I was maybe seven or eight, and it actually involved two other Bills in my life.

Enter the first Bill of my little saga. My brother Bill (fourth of the Six Racine Boys), would have been around 20 when I was eight. He introduced me to several TV shows that would be hugely influential in my life, like Monty Python which had come to America around 1974, and Star Trek. Trek had only lasted three seasons and 78 episodes from 1966–1969 before it was finally cancelled, and at the time everyone involved assumed that would be the end of that little sci-fi experiment.

However, the world of re-runs kept Star Trek alive, and over the years it just kept growing and growing, eventually into the massively popular property it is today. Bill introduced me to Star Trek around 1974, and my eight-year-old brain just ate it up and began my path down a nerdy artistic life, which would be further cemented by Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, and a zillion other things in the coming years.

Enter Bill number two … Bill Shatner, better known to us of course as Captain James Tiberius Kirk.

The memory that flooded back to me about my earliest Shakespeare exposure comes from the thirteenth episode of the first season of Star Trek, called ‘The Conscience of the King’. The Enterprise is hosting a troupe of theatre actors who need transport to the next planet on their tour, and to thank the crew they will perform Hamlet for them. Captain Kirk recognizes the older main actor who is quite famous in the Federation, but Kirk remembers him as Kodos, the former governor of a planet who ordered the death of thousands of colonists in what he claimed was the only way to save the rest of the population from starvation. Kirk was on that planet as a young man, and Kodos escaped prosecution for his terrible war crimes and disappeared. Kirk is convinced this actor is that former governor, and basically mirrors the plot of Hamlet by having the actor recite a speech he made when he ordered the death of the colonists in order to discover his guilt. ‘The play’s the thing wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.’

[image: No image Description]

R is for RED SHIRT, inevitably doomed

I loved this episode as a kid. I was mesmerized by the drama of the situation, learning about a dark episode in Captain Kirk’s past, the performance by the actor playing Kodos (Arnold Moss), the scenes where they do lines from Hamlet … all of it. My brother explained more
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