
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

A Director’s Approach to William Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

Nathan D. Records, M.F.A. 

Thesis Chairperson:  DeAnna M. Toten Beard, Ph.D. 

 
 This thesis provides an in-depth analysis of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, as 

directed by Nathan Records at Baylor University Theatre from September 26 through 

October 1, 2006.  Chapter one provides the historical context for the play and offers 

discussions of various sources for Shakespeare’s tragedy along with a review of literature 

and a brief examination of production history.  Chapter two offers a detailed analysis of 

the play and comments on the project cutting the text of Hamlet to create a production 

script.  Chapter three discusses the collaborative process between director and designers, 

detailing the production decisions made for scenery, costumes, lighting, and sound. 

Chapter four focuses on auditions, actor rehearsals, and technical implementation of the 

elements of the play in production.  Chapter five concludes with the director’s critical 

self-evaluation of the production process. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

William Shakespeare and Hamlet 
 
 

Ann Thompson’s introduction in the 2006 Arden Shakespeare edition of Hamlet 

begins with a story about Horace Howard Furness addressing fellow Shakespearean 

scholars at Harvard University in 1908.  In the speech, Furness humorously implored his 

colleagues to avoid writing on Hamlet, saying:  “I am convinced that were I told that my 

closest friend was lying at the point of death, and that his life could be saved by 

permitting him to divulge his theory of Hamlet, I would instantly say, ‘Let him die!  Let 

him die!  Let him die!’”  (Thompson 1).  The experience of directing the most often-

analyzed play by the most often-studied English writer has certainly provided me ample 

reason to agree with Furness’s assessment of the state of Hamlet scholarship.  

As I began to delve into the thesis writing process, I made a habit of setting up 

shop in the library among the stacks, closest to the Shakespeare books.  Each day as I 

passed through “Shakespeare Row” the sheer volume of texts—yards and yards of shelf 

space—seemed to grow more and more overwhelming.  This is no surprise considering 

the staggering facts Thompson shares:  “by the 1990s the average number of publications 

every year on Hamlet, as recorded in the Shakespeare Quarterly Annual Bibliography, 

was running at well over 400” (Thompson 1-2).  The challenge then is to fight the urge to 

digest and discuss absolutely everything that has been written about the play, something 

my thesis advisors gently remind me is neither possible nor advisable.  In preparing this 

written defense of my thesis production of Hamlet, I have nonetheless spent more time 
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exploring some subjects than I should have and I have probably neglected some avenues 

of investigation. Along the way, I discovered many ideas which I would like to one day 

explore further. Indeed, even as I complete the final stages of this thesis project, I cannot 

help but imagine what I will do the next time I get the opportunity to direct Hamlet.  

The work on this thesis has demonstrated to me that Shakespeare has been 

analyzed and discussed from every imaginable angle. There is no way for one project to 

survey every topic related to Shakespeare or even to the single play Hamlet. This chapter 

will therefore not seek to be exhaustive. Instead, the chapter will offer a thorough look at 

a few key areas of research necessary to pre-production planning for staging Hamlet: the 

biographical details of the playwright, source material for the play, a survey of selected 

literature, and finally a brief discussion of important theatrical interpretations of the play 

throughout history.  

 
William Shakespeare 

Writing about Shakespeare, in a way, is like writing about a ghost story.  So much 

has been passed on as facts by well-meaning high school literature teachers as facts, 

when indeed we know little about the figure considered to be the greatest English 

playwright of all time.  Shakespeare’s birth is celebrated the same day as his death, 

though no documentation exists to make this a proven fact.  His christening is registered 

as April 26, 1564 in Stratford-on-Avon in England, and his death is registered on April 

23, 1616, at fifty-two years of age.  Besides this scant data, little physical evidence of 

Shakespeare’s life remains. As Stephen Greenblatt notes in his preface to Will in the 

World: 
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Apart from the poems and plays themselves, the surviving traces of 
Shakespeare’s life are abundant but thin.  Dogged archival labor over 
many generations has turned up contemporary allusions to him, along with 
a reasonable number of the playwright’s property transactions, a marriage 
license bond, christening records, cast lists in which he is named a 
performer, tax bills, petty legal affidavits, payments for services, and an 
interesting last will and testament, but no immediately obvious clues to 
unravel the great mystery of such immense creative power.  (12) 
 

Certainly, as with all other subjects Shakespeare, there is no lack of biographical 

and pseudo-biographical material written about the man. Take for example the work of 

Peter Alexander in Shakespeare’s Life and Art and Samuel Schoenbaum’s Shakespeare’s 

Lives (1970).  More recent forays into the speculative business of Shakespearean 

biography include Park Honan’s Shakespeare:  A Life (1998) and Gary Taylor’s  

Reinventing Shakespeare:  A Cultural History from the Restoration to the Present (1989).  

Other writers question whether a man named William Shakespeare actually wrote these 

plays or even actually existed, such as Mark Anderson’s Shakespeare by Another Name:  

A Biography of Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, the Man Who Wrote Shakespeare 

(1989), and John F. Michell’s Who Wrote Shakespeare? (1999).  But much of the 

material in all of these works is based on the material as quoted above from Greenblatt 

with added speculation.  Because of the allusiveness of his biography, this thesis study 

chooses to focus not on the life of William Shakespeare but on the life of Hamlet.   

Shakespeare authored thirty-eight plays, though some argue for an addition, such 

as Edward III.  Generally, Shakespeare’s plays are divided into three categories: comedy, 

history, and tragedy.  Some scholars give a fourth and fifth category of “problem plays” 

and “romances.”  Shakespeare’s problem plays, such as Troilus and Cressida and All’s 

Well That Ends Well, are plays that are usually regarded as comedies but which are not as 

light in tone or as broad in style as The Comedy of Errors or The Taming of the Shrew.  
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Shakespeare’s romance plays, such as Pericles, Cymbeline, and Winter’s Tale, contain 

sadness and themes of death but do not end tragically. Below are the thirty-eight plays in 

their generally recognized categories, titles, and dates: 

Table 1 
 

Shakespeare’s Plays 
 

 
Category  Title                                                       Date 
 
Comedy  The Two Gentlemen of Verona  1592-3 

The Comedy of Errors    1593 
Love’s Labour’s Lost    1593-4 
The Taming of the Shrew   1594 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream   1595-6 
The Merchant of Venice   1596 
Much Ado About Nothing   1598-9 
As You Like It     1599 
Twelfth Night     1601-2 
All’s Well That Ends Well   1602-3 
Measure for Measure    1604 
The Winter’s Tale    1610-1 
The Tempest     1611 
The Two Noble Kinsmen   1613 

 
History  King Henry VI part 1    1590 

King Henry VI part 2    1590 
King Henry VI part 3    1591 
King Richard III    1592-3 
King John     1594 
King Richard II    1595 
King Henry IV part 1    1594 
King Henry IV part 2    1596 
The Merry Wives of Windsor   1597 
King Henry V     1599 
Pericles     1607-8 
Cymbeline     1609 
King Henry VIII    1612 

 
Tragedy  Titus Andronicus    1593-4 

Romeo and Juliet    1595 
Julius Caesar     1599 
Hamlet      1601 
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Table 1 
 

Shakespeare’s Plays—Continued 
 

 
Category  Title                                                       Date 
 
Tragedy  Troilus and Cressida    1601-2 

Othello     1604 
King Lear     1605 
Macbeth     1606 
Antony and Cleopatra    1606 
Coriolanus     1607-8 
Timon of Athens    1607-8 

 
 
Hamlet is the fourth of Shakespeare’s tragedies and comes at the midway point of his 

career.   

 
Sources of Hamlet 

Much ink has been spilled over the subject of source material for Hamlet.  As 

Harold Jenkins points out in his 1982 Arden Shakespeare edition of Hamlet, the source of 

Hamlet originates from Danish folklore through the Latin account of a historical Hamlet 

written down by Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1150-1220) in the early thirteenth century.  

However, the path this source traveled on its way to William Shakespeare’s play is 

subject to debate.  In Will in the World, Stephen Greenblatt suggests Shakespeare would 

have learned Latin as a boy in grammar school.  Greenblatt writes of a section in Love’s 

Labour’s Lost containing a parody of a schoolteacher and a lesson plan from his 

childhood days in school. 

Holofernes cannot refer to an apple without adding that it hangs “like a 
jewel in the ear of caelo, the sky, the welkin, the heaven” and that it drops 
“on the face of terra, the soil, the land, the earth” (4.2.4-6).  He is the 
comical embodiment of a curriculum that used, as one of its key 
textbooks, Erasmus’s On Copiousness, a book that taught students 150 
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different ways of saying (in Latin, of course) “Thank you for your letter.”  
(24) 
 

Greenblatt thus asserts that Shakespeare could have read Saxo’s accounting of Hamlet in 

the original Latin, printed by 1514, though Greenblatt adds that “many scholars have 

expressed doubts that [Shakespeare] directly encountered Saxo” (Greenblatt Interview).   

This reasoning is due to direct references found in Hamlet from the work of a more 

contemporary Renaissance historian by the name of Francois de Belleforest (c. 1530-

1583).  The French Belleforest’s moral history of a character named Hamlet is found in 

the fifth volume of his Histories Tragiques.  Belleforest’s fifth volume was first printed 

in 1576, though evidence suggests it was written as early as 1570. The first known 

English translation of Belleforest, corrupted by an unknown translator’s recollection of 

Shakespeare’s production, appeared in 1608.  While perhaps Belleforest influenced 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet more directly than did Saxo, scholars point to a hypothetical Ur-

Hamlet as being the direct link between Belleforest and Shakespeare.  Critics such as 

Jenkins and Dover Wilson agree that a possible source for Shakespeare’s version of the 

Hamlet story was a lost play on the subject written by, the theory suggests, playwright 

Thomas Kyd.   

It is reasonably and inevitably supposed that the immediate source of 
Hamlet was an earlier play on the same subject, which scholars have come 
to call Ur-Hamlet.  This play is not extant and was apparently never 
printed, but that it did exist is well known from a number of contemporary 
references.  (82) 
 

The earliest of these references is Thomas Nashe.  Through Nashe’s 1589 Menaphon 

preface, we know a version of Hamlet was extant.  Most scholars, including Jenkins, 

attribute the authorship of the Ur-Hamlet play to Kyd because of the striking similarities 

between Hamlet and Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy.   
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Saxo Grammaticus 

In the early 1200s, Saxo Grammaticus took up the work of writing Danish stories 

that up to then had only been passed down through oral tradition.  Towards the middle of 

his third book Saxo began to write the ancestry of Amleth, Hamlet’s alleged real-life 

persona.  Saxo gives us a sense of the overall events, but not a timetable in which the 

events occurred.  Saxo writes of a warrior named Horwendil, who, throwing aside his 

shield so as to wield his sword more powerfully with both hands, destroyed the shield of 

the warrior Koll and cut his foot off.  Before pursuing and killing Koll’s warrior sister 

Sela, Horwendil agreed to allow Koll to be buried royally in exchange for “a howe of 

lordly make and pompous obsequies” (Elton 106).  Because of Horwendil’s gallantry in 

this and in other situations, he won the favor of Rorik, the king of Jutland, and was given 

Rorik’s daughter Gerutha in marriage.  Gerutha bore him a son, Amleth. 

 Feng, Horwendil’s brother, became so jealous of Horwendil that Feng butchered 

his brother and took Gerutha to be his own wife.  Rather than trying to cover up his 

deeds, Saxo writes, Feng won Gerutha over by convincing her and all of the royal court 

that the murder was done to save her from her husband’s hate.  Amleth, having seen all of 

this, feared for his own life.  To show he would not be a threat he acted utterly mad.  He 

stayed in his mother’s house, acting lifeless and grotesquely covering himself, as Saxo 

insinuates, with excrement, so that people would not want to be around him.   

 During this time, Amleth began plotting his revenge his father’s.  Amleth behaved 

as strangely as possible, never lying about what he was doing, but giving responses in a 

manner that made him appear witless.   
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 After a time, Feng’s advisors began to grow suspicious that Amleth was too smart 

in his responses to be truly mad and wanted to test him.  They planned to loose a woman 

to him and see if he would be tempted with lust for her.  A “foster-brother”, who seemed 

to have known Amleth’s true state, warned Amleth he was being set up.  Amleth rode to 

meet the woman on horseback facing backwards.  Upon reaching the point, the foster-

brother caught a gadfly tied straw to its tail, and sent it in the direction of Amleth, who 

took the meaning to be that they were being spied upon.  Here Saxo explains the girl he 

was being set up with was someone he grew up with and knew well.  They receded to a 

remote location where he indeed had sexual relations with her.  The girl, being a close 

friend of Amleth, agreed to silence in the matter.  Returning, they were both asked if they 

had had sex:  he replied they had done so on the back of an animal, on a cockscomb, and 

on the ceiling; she said they had not. 

 Feng’s advisor still thought Amleth was suspicious and offered to hide in 

Gerutha’s chamber to listen in on her conversations with Amleth.  The thought was that 

surely Amleth would give away his true state of mind to his own mother.  The advisor hid 

in the room in a pile of straw.  Amleth, sensing something, jumped in the straw until he 

found spy.  Amleth then stabbed and killed the advisor with his sword.  He took the body, 

boiled it, cut it into small pieces, and dumped it through a sewer that emptied into the 

place where pigs fed.  Returning to his mother, Amleth accused her of incest for having 

married her brother-in-law and told her he planned to avenge his father’s death.  Feng and 

others looked for the advisor but could not find him.  Amleth told them he saw the 

advisor fall through the sewer and be devoured by pigs, but no one believed him.   
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Soon after, Feng began to fear Amleth and decided to have him sent to England.  

Orders were given for two men to travel with Amleth.  A letter was given for the king of 

England, a personal friend of Feng, to kill Amleth.  Before leaving, Amleth requested that 

his mother hang knotted tapestry in the hall in remembrance of him.   

During the voyage, Amleth found the letter charging his death.  He changed the 

death orders to name the two men accompanying him, and included in the change that the 

king of England should give him his daughter in marriage.  Arriving in England, Amleth 

so amazed the king with his wit during a dinner that in response the king immediately 

hanged the men, gave up his daughter in marriage, and presented Amleth with a large 

amount of gold.  After a year, Amleth returned home, where he again feigned madness.  

During a banquet, Amleth made sure all of the lords became very drunk, cut down the 

tapestries Gerutha had hung, flung them over the bodies and tied them up.  Setting fire to 

the building, Amleth burned all alive.  He then woke Feng, telling Feng what he had done 

to the lords and that he was there to exact revenge for his father’s death.  The then killed 

Feng with his own sword.  Book four begins with Amleth’s long, fiery speech to the 

astonished remaining lords and citizens.  Amleth won the people over and immediately 

they made him their king.   

After a time, Amleth returned to England to be with his wife and told the king his 

father-in-law about killing Feng.  As it turned out, the king had made a pact with Feng 

vowing that whoever died first would vanquish the other’s killer.  The king devised a 

plan.   Being recently widowed, the king decided Amleth should go to Scotland and ask 

the maiden queen for her hand in marriage knowing she would kill the messenger in 

response to the request.  The queen discovered Amleth’s intentions by sending a spy into 
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his camp.  Though older than he and less beautiful than his wife, the queen wooed 

Amleth by reminding him that his bride and father-in-law king were descendants of 

slaves and not of proper lineage as she was.  He therefore agreed to marry her. 

 Returning to England, Amleth and his men were ambushed by the king’s forces.  

Severely outnumbered, Amleth propped the dead men up in their armor on horses and in 

standing positions to make his army seem larger.  As the English mounted a second 

attack, they were fooled by this and fled the battlefield.  Amleth pursued them and killed 

the king of England.  He then plundered the land and returned to Denmark with both 

wives. 

 By the time he reached Denmark, Amleth’s grandfather Rorik had died and there 

was a new king on the throne.  Saxo writes that Wiglek, the new king, harassed Gerutha 

and Amleth decided to fight him.  Amleth was severely outnumbered and knew he would 

die if he went to battle but chose to fight anyway, accepting the honorable death in 

combat rather than the shameful cowardice.  

 
Francois de Bellerforest 

Francois de Belleforest traveled extensively throughout Europe and into parts of 

Asia during the middle of the sixteenth century studying tales of exciting deeds and tragic 

heroes.  Upon his return to France, Belleforest wrote his own accounts of these stories in 

his native French and printed them in volumes entitled Histories Tragiques.  The 

Histories Tragiques were published in seven volumes between 1559 and 1582.  These 

publications seem to have circulated throughout Europe quickly.  The account Belleforest 

gives of Hamlet (Belleforest sometimes calls him “Hamblet”) is contained in the fifth 

volume of Histories Tragiques, which Jenkins tells us was first printed in 1570 and “had 
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as many as eight editions before the end of the century” (89).  Sir Israel Gollancz writes 

of the 1582 edition being “the most interesting for the purposes of Shakespearian study” 

(x). 

Belleforest spends chapter one of his history of Hamlet focusing on the 

relationships in the family, especially praising Hamlet’s father Horvvendile’s (Saxo’s 

“Horwendil”) accomplishments in battle.  Differing from Saxo’s story, however, 

Belleforest relates that before Fengon (Saxo’s “Feng”) killed Horvvendile, Fengon and 

Geruthe (Saxo’s “Gerutha”) were already having an affair.   Belleforest says Fengon, 

. . . boldened and incouraged by such impunitie, durst venture to couple 
himselfe in marriage with her whom hee used as his concubine during 
good Horvediles life, in that sort spotting his name with a double vice, and 
chargins his conscience with abhominable guilt, and two-fold impietie, as 
incestuous adulterie and parricide murther:  and that the unfortunate and 
wicked woman, that had receaved the honour to bee the wife of one of the 
valiantest and wiseth princes in the north, imbased her selfe in such vile 
sort, as to falsifie her faith unto him, and which is worse, to marrie him, 
that had bin the tyrannous murtherer of her lawfull husband; which made 
divers men thinke that she had beene the causer of the murther, thereby to 
live in her adultery without controle.  (Gollancz 189) 
 

After Fengon killed Horvvendile, Fengon covered the crime by insisting he had rescued 

Geruthe from imminent death at the hand of Horvvendile.  The masses approved of this 

and their subsequent marriage.  Belleforest insists upon Geruthe’s knowledge and 

approval of this act. 

 Another contradiction of Saxo in Belleforest lies in the tale of the woman who 

was offered for sexual relations for the purpose of discovering Hamlet’s sanity.  In 

contrast to Saxo, Belleforest places emphasis on Hamlet not having relations with her.  

Instead, Hamlet saw the plan that was laid out to catch him and wisely chose to abstain 
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from sex.  Belleforest also fails to mention a previous friendship or childhood 

background between Hamlet and the woman that Saxo points out. 

A third important distinction between the two accounts is Fengon sending Hamlet 

to England.  Belleforest writes Fengon sent Hamlet to England to be killed, not out of 

fear of Geruthe and her love for Hamlet, but rather out of the fear of Hamlet’s 

grandfather, King Roderick (Saxo’s Rorik).  Belleforest emphasizes throughout his 

account that Geruthe has forgotten and abandoned Hamlet. 

 
Styles of Writing 

The Latin account of Saxo and the French story of Francois de Belleforest are 

very similar.  The main distinctions between the two stories lie not in the slight variations 

of the accounts but rather in the story’s manner of telling.  Saxo wrote his early thirteenth 

century version of the story in a plot-driven style, focusing on the main points of the story 

with lack of concern for a specific timeline of events, although the story seems 

chronological.  Saxo only shares his opinion on the events occasionally and usually in the 

form of praise of Amleth’s handling of events. 

Belleforest, however, came from the sixteenth century and reflects the period of 

European Renaissance and heightened interest in poetry and morality.  While 

Belleforest’s story of Hamlet follows Saxo’s story very closely in its overall content, the 

length of Belleforest’s account is almost twice as long because of his “ubiquitous 

moralizing” commentary (Jenkins 90).  Belleforest offers an apologetic tone for the 

“primitive ferocity” of the Denmark about which he writes (Riverside 1137).  Belleforest 

begins Chapter 1 of his Hystorie by pointing out to the reader that his story is set in a 
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time before Christianity was adopted by the region, and therefore Denmark was a 

lawless, uncivilized region of the world where men  

. . . were barbarous and uncivill, and their princes cruell, without faith or 
loyaltie, seeking nothing but murther, and deposing (or at the least) 
offending each other, either in honours, goods, or lives; not caring to 
ransome such as they tooke prisoners, but rather sacrificing them to the 
cruell vengeance naturally imprinted in their hearts:  in such sort, that if 
ther were sometime a good prince or king among them, who being 
adorned with the most perfect gifts of nature, would addict himselfe to 
vertue, and use courtesie, although the people held him in admiration (as 
vertue is admirable to the most wicked) yet the envie of his neighbors was 
so great, that they never ceased untill that virtuous man were dispatched 
out of the world.  (Gollancz 179-181) 
 

It becomes quickly clear to the reader that Belleforest views Hamlet as a tragic-hero and 

becomes very loyal to Hamlet in the writing of his story.  Belleforest is concerned with 

the moral effects of a time and place where people are corrupt.  He shows to his own 

culture an example of what can occur when a society is godless and there are no 

ramifications for immorality, corruption, and crime. 

 
Thomas Kyd and Ur-Hamlet  

 In Shakespeare:  The Invention of the Human, Harold Bloom insists Shakespeare 

was the originator of Hamlet.  Bloom, like Eric Sams and Peter Alexander, argues 

Shakespeare wrote the play referred to as Ur-Hamlet in the 1580s at the beginning of his 

career.  Bloom refers to Peter Alexander’s reading of a passage by Thomas Nashe in the 

preface to Robert Greene’s 1589 Menaphon as evidence of Shakespeare’s authorship.  

Here Nashe makes mocking reference to playwrights who were not university educated, a 

group that included William Shakespeare.   

It is a common practice nowadays amongst a sort of shifting companions, 
that run through every art and thrive by none, to leave the trade of 
Noverint, whereto they were born, and busy themselves with the 
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endeavors of art, that could scarcely Latinize their neck-verse if they 
should have need; yet English Seneca read by candle-light yields many 
good sentences, as Blood is a beggar, and so forth; and if you entreat him 
fair in a frosty morning, he will afford you whole Hamlets, I should say 
handfuls of tragical speeches.  But O grief! Tempus edax rerum, what's 
that will last always?  The sea exhaled by drops will in continuance be 
dry, and Seneca, let blood line by line and page by page, at length must 
needs die to our stage, which makes his famished followers to imitate the 
kid in Aesop, who, enamoured with the fox's newfangles, forsook all 
hopes of life to leap into a new occupation, and these men, renouncing all 
possibilities of credit or estimation, to intermeddle with Italian 
translations, wherein how poorly they have plodded (as those that are 
neither Provencal men, nor are able to distinguish of articles), let all 
indifferent gentlemen that have travailed in that tongue discern by their 
twopenny pamphlets.  (Greene 2) 
 

In Thomas Nashe:  a Critical Introduction, G.R. Hibbard writes, “when one recalls that 

Greene was to describe Shakespeare as ‘an absolute Iohannes fac totum’ [‘Jack of all 

trades, master of none’], the words just quoted could apply to him quite as well as to 

Kyd” (35).  Alexander allows Kyd was an imitator of Seneca, but insists the attack by 

Nashe is not on just one author.  Alexander writes in Shakespeare’s Life and Art  “. . . a 

Hamlet was passed with a group of Shakespeare’s plays to the Chamberlain’s men, being 

played with the Shrew and Titus Andronicus in June 1594 at Newington Butts.  That it 

continued in their repertory is shown by the allusion in Lodge’s Wits Miserie (1596)” 

(154).  Bloom argues for Shakespeare as author of the early version since “at no time did 

the company stage The Spanish Tragedy, or anything else by Kyd” (398).  Bloom goes 

further, dismissing the idea that The Spanish Tragedy influenced the early Hamlet. 

We simply do not know when Kyd wrote The Spanish Tragedy, but it may 
have been anytime from 1588 to 1592.  I have never understood why and 
how Shakespeare scholars could consider that The Spanish Tragedy was a 
serious influence upon Hamlet.  Popular as it was, The Spanish Tragedy is 
a dreadful play, hideously written and silly; common readers . . . will not 
get much past the opening, and will find it hard to credit the notion that 
this impressed Shakespeare.  (398) 
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 Although it is possible Shakespeare could have taken his idea for Hamlet directly 

from Saxo or Belleforest, scholars generally lean toward Thomas Kyd’s early Hamlet.  

Of the authorship of the Ur-Hamlet belonging to Kyd, Jenkins’s opinion is that it “makes 

it easier to regard Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy as in some sort of companion-piece” (97).  

Editors of The Yale Shakespeare agree with the assessment saying, “the general 

consensus of opinion is that this earlier play was by Thomas Kyd” (977).  Those such as 

Jenkins and Greenblatt who agree that Kyd is the author of Ur-Hamlet generally view 

Nashe’s criticism in his preface as a sole attack on Kyd.  Greenblatt theorizes that Nashe 

may have been a collaborator with Shakespeare on 1 Henry VI, which appeared in about 

1589.  If Shakespeare and Nashe were collaborators, such an attack upon a partner makes 

little sense.  Indeed, many scholars, such as Dover in his reference to Kyd’s “lost 

Hamlet” and Paul S. Conklin, who calls Ur-Hamlet a “Kydian Hamlet,” believe Kyd to 

be the original author (Dover 35; Conklin 13).  In response to Peter Alexander’s assertion 

that Shakespeare wrote the Ur-Hamlet, Maurice Hunt said Alexander “is sort of an 

outmoded critic of Shakespeare. But I can say that the claim that Shakespeare wrote the 

Ur-Hamlet is not generally accepted” (Hunt e-mail). 

 If it were indeed written by Kyd, it would be no surprise that the Ur-Hamlet had 

no attributed authorship.  Marvin Kaye writes in his preface to The Spanish Tragedy that 

“Kyd’s compositions, except for Cornelia (1594), were published anonymously” (1).  

Kaye writes of a missing prequel to The Spanish Tragedy, and indeed the subtitle to 

Kyd’s play is “Heronimo Is Mad Again.”  Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy offers several marked 

similarities to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, such as revenge, murder, the ghost, and madness. 

It has a background of wars and politics, with ambassadors going back and 
forth.  Hieronimo distrusts the letter which reveals the murderer just as 
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Hamlet distrusts the Ghost.  He reproaches himself for delay, even accuses 
himself of preferring words to blood.  He has thoughts of suicide. . . . He 
takes one father for a spirit come to rebuke his tardiness.  He arranges the 
performance of a play which is less innocent than it seems . . . and the 
play, by effecting vengeance in the guise of an entertainment before an 
unsuspecting court, extends the analogy with Hamlet to include the 
fencing-match as well . . . The Spanish Tragedy has a heroine whose love 
is opposed by her father and brother, and another woman, Hieronimo’s 
wife, who goes mad and kills herself.  (Jenkins 97-8) 
 

 One last possible source for Shakespeare’s Hamlet is John Marston’s Antonio’s 

Revenge, written around the same time as Shakespeare’s Hamlet, although most scholars 

use Marston only as a source for comparison in dating Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  Because 

Antonio’s Revenge, along with its sister play Antonio and Mellida were entered at the 

Stationer’s Register on October 24, 1601, there is reasonable argument about whether 

Shakespeare or Marston came first and which may have influenced the other.  What is 

clear is that the play’s “striking resemblances in character and situation show that 

Antonio’s Revenge has some connection with Hamlet” (Jackson 95).  In the third edition 

of the Arden Hamlet Taylor lists the major debates about the origin of Hamlet/Antonio’s 

Revenge which range from one work deriving out of the other, the effect the Ur-Hamlet 

may have had on one or both, and to friendly and competitive dealings between 

Shakespeare and Marston.  “Yet,” Taylor concludes, “there is surely little real substance 

to the arguments about Antonio’s Revenge; they have a troubling tendency to work in 

both directions” (59). 

 
Review of Literature 

 In approaching a dramatic text for production, it is important for a director to 

become thoroughly familiar with the critical landscape surrounding the play. In the case 

of Hamlet and Shakespeare, the material available is almost insurmountable.  However, 
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when reading key production histories and important critical studies, certain names 

reappear again and again in the bibliographies.  These often-cited works form a base of 

literature for the play, becoming required reading for the informed director. Along with 

such established work, the director must also survey relevant new material.  Though the 

following review of literature is certainly not exhaustive, nor is it intended to be, the 

material discussed here does represent the most significant historical and critical work 

used in developing this study and the thesis production.  

 This section begins with a discussion of well-established nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century Shakespeare studies in English.  William Hazlitt’s essay on Hamlet in 

Lectures on the Literature of the Age of Elizabeth and Characters of Shakespear's Plays 

[sic] (1817) is typical of the best of this work, and it is characteristic of the period in that 

it is most concerned with the play as a literary text.   Hazlitt is not interested in discussing 

the play as a blueprint for performance.  A.C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy:  

Lectures on Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth (1904) is the transcribed analysis 

of the play as he presented to his classes.  Poet and critic T.S. Eliot’s treatment of Hamlet 

shows his interest in Shakespeare’s writing technique in the play rather than the character 

of Hamlet in The Sacred Wood:  Essays on Poetry and Criticism (1921).  Harley 

Granville-Barker’s Prefaces (1936) is an overview of some of the major plot points in 

Hamlet.  Granville-Barker is interested in Hamlet’s inactivity in the play and points out 

problems in the play for the reader to observe while reading the text.  Paul S. Conklin’s A 

History of Hamlet Criticism 1601-1821 (1957) offers a survey in itself of scholastic and 

performance criticism of Hamlet, covering English, French, and German thought. 
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 Some authors are concerned with historical aspects surrounding the production of 

Hamlet, including the theatres, the stages, the players and the audiences.  Cecile de 

Banke’s Shakespearean Stage Production:  Then & Now (1954) and Andrew Gurr’s The 

Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642 (1992) are concerned with how Shakespeare’s plays 

were staged and how the audiences received them.  Gurr’s study begins prior to 

Shakespeare’s arrival, focusing on the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras, while de Banke’s 

work covers the Elizabethan period through 1950s. 

 Some authors are interested in historical criticism and analysis.  Peter Alexander’s 

Shakespeare’s Life and Art (1939) itself was a precursor to Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare:  

The Invention of the Human (1998) and subsequent Hamlet:  Poem Unlimited (2003).  

Alexander’s work is not as highly regarded today given its age, but is still in many 

bibliographies.  Alexander gives his analysis of the play and is interested in pursuing 

Shakespeare as the author of the first known Hamlet.  Bloom pursues this debate more 

passionately in Invention and reserves his analysis of the play for Poem Unlimited.   

Some writers are interested in Shakespeare from a cultural standpoint.  Laura 

Bohannon’s article “Shakespeare in the Bush” (1966) is a vivid and humorous 

recollection of her time spent in Africa trying, in vain, to explain Hamlet to the elders of 

a small African tribe, only to have it “correctly” explained back to her.  Stephen 

Greenblatt’s Pulitzer Prize finalist Will in the World:  How Shakespeare Became 

Shakespeare (2004) encourages readers to approach Shakespeare with a creative, 

imaginative point of view.  Greenblatt emphasizes we cannot know everything about 

Shakespeare, but by looking at life in Stratford and London during Shakespeare’s time, 

perhaps we can learn more about him. 
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 A director can certainly learn from past performances of the play.  Carol Jones 

Carlisle’s Shakespeare from the Greenroom:  Actors’ Criticisms of Four Major 

Tragedies (1960) focuses on the analytical and critical work by the actors who have 

performed in Hamlet and Shakespeare’s other plays.  Carlisle gives specific interest to 

David Garrick, Harley Granville-Barker, John Gielgud and John Barrymore 

performances of Hamlet.  Dennis Kennedy’s Looking at Shakespeare:  A Visual History 

of Twentieth-Century Performance (1993) offers visual images of important 

Shakespearean productions of the 1900s, from rehearsal to performance and from early 

design sketches to fully realized models and renderings.   

John Russell Brown has given us much in the manner of Shakespearean 

performance theory and criticism with Effective Theatre:  A Study with Documentation 

(1969), Shakespeare’s Plays in Performance (1971), Shakespeare’s Dramatic Style 

(1971), and Discovering Shakespeare:  A New Guide to the Plays (1981).  Though 

Brown’s later books appear with different titles, each contains much of the same material 

as his earlier work with his updated thoughts.  John Russell Brown’s article “Multiplicity 

of Meaning in the Last Moments of Hamlet” (1992) is an example of a close reading of 

Hamlet.  Here he suggests a dual meaning in Hamlet’s “the rest is silence” by looking at 

the dual meanings in many of his earlier speeches in the play.   

Other works focusing on closer readings of specific portions of Hamlet include 

Wolfgang Clemen’s Shakespeare’s Soliloquies (1987), translated by Charity Scott 

Stokes, and the essays in Hardin L. Aasand’s Stage Directions in Hamlet:  New Essays 

and New Directions (2003).  Clemen focuses on problems, solutions and analysis of two 

of Hamlet’s soliloquies, while the Aasand essays focus on editing issues. 
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 There is no lack of critical commentary in the field of Shakespeare and Hamlet.   

Paul S. Conklin’s A History of Hamlet Criticism 1601-1821 (1957) offers a survey in 

itself of scholastic and performance criticism of Hamlet, covering English, French, and 

German thought.  In a category almost all his own, Jan Kott’s Szkice o Szekspirze, or 

Shakespeare Our Contemporary (1964) as it translates in English, Kott gives us his 

critical interpretation of several plays along with a charge to modernization of spirit, 

theme and philosophy from the point of view of living in a Communist society.  Jonathan 

Dollimore and Alan Sinfield’s Political Shakespeare:  New Essays in Cultural 

Materialism (1985) focuses broadly on Shakespeare and less specifically on Hamlet, but 

offers a series of essays about the political landscape of Shakespeare.  Ron Rosenbaum’s 

The Shakespeare Wars:  Clashing Scholars, Public Fiascoes, Palace Coups (2006) is a 

criticism of criticism.  The book offers many readings of Shakespeare criticism, from 

discussing the editing approaches of Harold Jenkins to giving insight to scholastic 

arguments in laymen’s terms. 

 The published world of Hamlet is not short on those who offer their analysis to 

others.  John Dover Wilson’s What Happens in Hamlet (1935) is still important to many 

editors and scholars alike because of his clarity and detail.  Paul A. Cantor’s short 

Shakespeare, Hamlet (1989) is an introduction to Hamlet studies, including a chronology 

of Shakespeare and events surrounding his life, a history of Shakespeare, and an analysis 

of Hamlet in terms of tragedy.  Michael Cohen’s Hamlet in My Mind’s Eye (1989) is 

similar in attempt to Dover’s book in its scene-by-scene interpretation and analysis of 

Hamlet. 
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 Still other work focuses on the literary and the philosophical.  Harry Levin’s The 

Question of Hamlet (1959) focuses on investigating interrogation, doubt, and irony as a 

form of analyzing Hamlet.  Maurice Hunt’s Shakespeare’s Labored Art:  Stir, Work, and 

the Late Plays (1995) remarks on Hamlet as a slothful man due to his slowness to act.  

Hunt’s Art of Judgment, Art of Compassion:  The Two Arts of Hamlet (1991) is interested 

in the plays within the play, the dumb show and the player’s first speech, and with the 

idea of how mistimed retribution and revenge play out in Hamlet.  Alexander Welsh’s 

Hamlet in His Modern Guises (2001) is an attempt to show a modernization of the 

character of Hamlet through comparisons of authors such as Goethe, Walter Scott, and 

Charles Dickens, as well as give an assessment of the story in comparison to the Saxo 

and Belleforest account.  Colin McGinn’s Shakespeare’s Philosophy:  Discovering the 

Meaning Behind the Plays (2006) examines the nature of Hamlet’s personality through 

the philosophical approach of Michel de Montaigne and David Hume. 

 A director will want, of course, to find material on directing and playing 

Shakespeare.  Peter Brook’s The Empty Space (1968) is his view on theatre and on 

directing techniques.  John Berry’s On Directing Shakespeare (1977, 1989) is a series of 

interviews with Shakespearean directors explaining their style and method.  John 

Barton’s Playing Shakespeare (1984) comes from a BBC workshop presentation 

developed as a weekend television series with director Trevor Nunn and actors such as 

Patrick Stewart, Ian McKellan, and Ben Kingsley.  The series was transcribed and then 

edited with explanations for the reader by Barton. 

 Gender issues in Shakespeare, although popularized in recent decades, are 

certainly not a new topic altogether.  Anna Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines:  
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Characteristics of Women:  Moral, Poetical and Historical (1899) offers an analysis of 

the character of Ophelia from a woman’s perspective.  Jameson discusses Ophelia’s love 

and plight as dominated by a masculine society.  Elizabeth Schafer’s Ms-Directing 

Shakespeare:  Women Direct Shakespeare (2000) is, like Berry’s On Directing 

Shakespeare, a series of interviews with women who have directed Shakespeare’s work.   

Finally, there are many texts of Hamlet.  No major publisher is without one:  

Yale, Cambridge, The Oxford, and Riverside are just a few of the many published 

versions of Hamlet.  The 1982 Arden edition of Harold Jenkins has been the most relied 

upon source for both the performance and written portions of this thesis.  Like many 

Shakespearean productions, and especially of Hamlet, the script underwent a significant 

cutting.  Jenkins’s second edition of the Arden Shakespeare Hamlet was the most relied-

upon source.  Ann Thompson and Neil Taylor’s 2006 Arden Shakespeare edition became 

available shortly after the cutting was finished.  Both editions offer significant insight 

into the scholastic world, but Taylor and Thompson acknowledge Jenkins’s worth and 

avoided usurping Jenkins’s proverbial throne by taking a different editorial approach.  

Their material focuses more on Hamlet in performance than Jenkins’s edition. 

 
Great Hamlets and Great Hamlets 

 Thorough study of a play always involves good production history research. 

Investigating the production history of Hamlet is different, however, because of the place 

the play and its title character hold in western theatrical tradition. Actors have come to 

view Hamlet as the role to measure their skill and establish their reputation. Directors 

have made the play a testing ground for their ideas about the stage, psychology, politics, 

and art. Thus, to study the performance history of Hamlet is to explore the history of 
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western acting, the development of the modern director, and the dynamic relationship of 

the stage to society. This portion of the chapter discusses the significance of several 

actors who took on the title role and explores key European and American productions, 

with special attention to the “great” Hamlets and Hamlets of the last twenty years.  

 The first man to play William Shakespeare’s Hamlet was Richard Burbage (c. 

1567-1619).  Burbage’s father James was a theater owner in London and in 1576 “set up 

the framework that was later to be reused for the Globe” (Gurr 31).  In Some Famous 

Hamlets Austin Brereton writes that Burbage’s earliest important role was in Richard 

Tarlton’s The Seven Deadly Sins in 1588, though he was on the stage before then.  By the 

time the Globe opened, Burbage had become one of the most influential actors on the 

London stage and owned a “large share in the interests of the then newly built Globe 

Theatre” (Brereton 1).    

Burbage was lead actor in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a theatre troupe built on 

the Elizabethan model of shareholding.  The Lord Chamberlain’s Men added at least two 

plays by actor and writer William Shakespeare’s plays to their repertory when he joined 

the company in 1594.  From that point forward, many of Shakespeare’s leading male 

characters were written with the knowledge that Richard Burbage would take the role.  In 

fact, Brereton credits Burbage with “no less than twelve” Shakespearian roles including 

the title roles from Richard III, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, 

Pericles, Coriolanus, Henry V, and Shylock, Brutus, and Prince Henry from The 

Merchant of Venice, Julius Caesar, and Henry IV respectively (Brereton 2).  In 

Shakespeare:  the Invention of the Human, Harold Bloom’s timeline lists Richard III 

somewhere between 1592-3, connecting the first documented working relationship 
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between Burbage and Shakespeare.  While Brereton does not put Burbage in 

Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Greenblatt speculates the “likelihood” Burbage did play Talbot, 

pushing the Burbage-Shakespeare link to a date as early as 1588 or 1589, and possibly 

adding another Shakespearean piece to his repertoire.   

 Though it is impossible to know everything about Burbage’s performances, 

Brereton writes that Burbage was famous in his day for his portrayal of Prince Hamlet.  

Brereton points to three pieces of evidence of his stature on the London stages.  First, 

John Payne Collier writes in Lives of the Original Actors in Shakespeare’s Plays of a 

tract entitled Ratseys’s Ghost.  In the tract, “Ratsey” tells a group of players he would be 

the best Hamlet, if only one man, referring to Burbage, were dead.  Second, Richard 

Flecknoe (c. 1600-1678), a British dramatist, wrote an ode of praise to Burbage forty-five 

years after Burbage’s death.  Flecknoe, having never seen Burbage perform in any role, 

was still aware and in awe of the great Richard Burbage’s performance of Hamlet.  Last, 

the elegy written for Burbage at the time of his death references his performances in 

Hamlet directly: 

  Take him for all in all he was a man 
Not to be match’d, and no age ever can. 
No more young Hamlet, though but scant of breath,  
Shall cry “Revenge!” for his dear father’s death.  (Collier 52) 

 
And while Shakespeare and specifically Hamlet is the subject here, Burbage in his 

lifetime also played key roles in plays by other contemporary writers such as Ben Jonson, 

John Webster, Francis Beaumont, John Heywood and John Fletcher. 

From the time of Burbage’s death until 1742, when David Garrick (c. 1717-1779) 

took up the role as Hamlet, few actors made a significant impact on the theatre world 

with the role.  Because of the English Civil War in 1642 and the ensuing Puritanical rule, 
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English theatres were shut down.  By the time theatre was officially allowed again in 

1660, English audiences had been influenced by French theater, and French theatre was 

not interested in Shakespeare.  In David Garrick:  A Critical Biography, authors George 

Stone, Jr. and George Kahrl credit David Garrick with ninety performances of Hamlet, a 

role he played more than in any other tragedy.  Garrick, who played the role for more 

than thirty years, was known for his “essentially strong-willed, active Hamlet, a Hamlet 

consciously and energetically in pursuit of revenge (Mills 27).  Garrick was also known 

to make cuts and changes to the script.  Such changes included giving greater respect to 

the ghost of Hamlet by removing such words as “old mole”, cleansing the script of sexual 

innuendo, and “leaving the audience in some suspense about the ultimate fate of Ophelia” 

(Stone 269).  An omission created later in life was the fight scene at the end of the play.   

During Garrick’s time, Shakespeare’s plays did not carry a great amount of prestige by 

themselves.  It was Garrick who developed this prestige of Shakespeare and Hamlet for 

his audience, rather than Shakespeare or Hamlet developing Garrick’s reputation. 

 Into the nineteenth century, Hamlet began to gain some of the luster it had with 

Burbage as its lead, and the bridge between actors began to overlap more consistently 

beginning with Edmund Kean (1787-1833).  Kean brought many similarities in style that 

Garrick had introduced, so much so that Garrick’s widow proclaimed Kean to be 

Garrick’s rightful heir to the role.  Kean’s performances were known for a more realistic 

expression of emotion in his character and ignored blank verse in search of giving his 

own interpretation of the text.  A big departure from previous Hamlets was his delivery of 

the “to be, or not to be” speech.  Mills explains:  “Instead of delivering it in hushed tones 

of melancholy philosophic reflection, he made it the occasion for an energy-charged 
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display of strong feeling” (Mills 80).  Kean’s crowning achievement with the play, 

however, was the scene with Ophelia, in which he again opted away from normal 

conventions.  Instead of tearing Ophelia to tatters, he addressed her, as an 1814 London 

Examiner review put it “as so pure a being ought to be addressed” (81). 

William Charles Macready (1793-1873) was next in line, opening his Hamlet in 

1817; the English actor would play the role many times over the next seventeen years.  

Reviews of Macready were strongly mixed.  Rather than to Kean, Macready was 

contrasted to the older Stephen Kemble in his approach to the role.  Brereton writes,  

His Hamlet was studied and correct, according to the comprehension of 
the character, but his portrayal of it was monotonous, harsh, and severe.  
In those parts of the play where action and passion are appropriate, he 
succeeded; but in the more subtle and refined passages he was cold and 
uninteresting.  (Brereton 38) 
 

Macready began a tradition of ending the play with Hamlet’s final line “the rest is 

silence.”  Mills writes that upon Macready’s retirement from the stage in 1851, it would 

be fifty years before the final scene of Hamlet would be played in its entirety in England. 

Edwin Booth (1833-1893) began acting in 1849 in Boston.  A first generation 

American, Booth began presenting and acting in Shakespeare in 1856.  One of the biggest 

achievements of Booth was in playing the role in one hundred consecutive performances, 

a record for the United States.  His first attempt at playing Hamlet was unremarkable, but 

Booth continued to play the role through his retirement, including the run of one hundred 

performances in 1864.  Booth was showy, especially in his fight scenes, and was often 

accused by critics of pandering to the lower class in the galleys than to the more elite. 

Henry Irving (1838-1905) topped Booth’s one hundred performances by playing 

the role for two hundred consecutive performances beginning in October 1874 and, like 
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many before him, revived the role several times.  Already an accomplished actor by the 

time he first played the role of Hamlet, Irving seems to have been an awkward Prince at 

first.   

He mispronounced many words; walked, as one critic put it, like a man 
trying to get over a plowed field hastily; and at times interpreted roles in a 
bizarre fashion.  (Brockett 397) 
 

Even admirers of Irving, such as critic Henry Arthur Jones said he “neither more nor less 

than murdered” Shakespeare’s verse (Mills 153).  But critic William Archer thought 

Irving succeeded in spite of the problems because of his approach to the role.  Irving’s 

approach was lauded as “not an actor’s view of Hamlet but a scholar’s . . . and still the 

actor has splendidly triumphed with the scholar’s view” (155).   

 John Barrymore (1882-1942) links the nineteenth and twentieth century Hamlets.  

Following World War I, Barrymore brought a new Hamlet to the stage when he opened at 

Sam H. Harris theatre in November 1922.  Barrymore brought a more natural and simpler 

Hamlet to the stage than critics and audience were accustomed.  Barrymore pulled this 

idea of Hamlet’s simplicity from Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister.  Critics were amazed that 

Barrymore was not acting Hamlet, but that he became Hamlet.  Of interest to his 

performance was his delivery of speeches, which were new to the day and seems to have 

surprised the critics with the freshness and newness of the words, though his “to be, or 

not to be” was “marred in countless places” by misplaced emphases (196). 

 Sir John Gielgud (1904-2000), the grandnephew of Henry Irving’s leading lady, 

Ellen Terry, played the role of Hamlet for sixteen years from 1930-1946 in four separate 

productions.  Gielgud’s first Hamlet was hailed for its inclusion of the modern 

sensibilities of a 1930s youth, but with diction, clarity, and a musicality to the vocal 
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quality, qualities Gielgud would be known for throughout his career.  Despite good 

reviews, Gielgud’s first Hamlet was competing with two other Hamlet productions and 

closed after a month.  Gielgud’s more mature Hamlet in his 1934 revival was 

disappointing, but in 1936 in New York, Gielgud played the role for 132 consecutive 

performances.  During this third production, following criticism of the first revival, 

Gielgud focused on creating a more emotional Hamlet.  Gielgud played the role for the 

final time in 1944, and one London critic said Gielgud had finally completed the role he 

had begun in 1930. 

 Sir Laurence Olivier (1907-1989) began his career with Hamlet and would often 

return to the stage as the melancholy Prince.  However, it was his 1948 black-and-white 

film Hamlet:  the Story of a Man Who Could Not Make Up His Mind brought the play 

into mainstream pop culture.  Olivier brought a more vociferous character to the stage.  

Asked by Nunn what, if anything, of himself he brought to the role, Olivier responded 

that it’s Hamlet; that it has to be you. 

I think your actor who has played Hamlet has to know more than your 
commentator who has only read it, may have seen it, but he hasn’t worn it 
like a cloak, hasn’t been in its mind, he hasn’t made his mind the perfect 
mate to this character’s mind.  (The Great Hamlets Volume 1) 

 
 Because Olivier had produced a film version of Henry V in color four years prior 

to the 1948 Hamlet film, Nunn was curious why he had reverted to the black-and-white, 

adding the lack of color had created such a stunning effect.  Laughing, Olivier responded 

that he had simply had a “bad row” with Technicolor over prints from Henry V and 

wanted to get back at them by not working with them. 

Ralph Berry writes in Gielgud’s Hamlet (2000), just three months after Gielgud’s 

death, of comparisons between Gielgud and Laurence Olivier’s performances of Hamlet.  
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During the days of their Hamlets, Berry writes that British critic Kenneth Tynan preferred 

Olivier’s “panthers and lions”  to that of Gielgud’s artistic performance which Berry 

himself described as an “intelligence coupled with voice. . . . His voice had been likened 

to an oboe, the Elizabethan hautboy.”  Berry writes that audience support was greatly 

divided over Olivier and Gielgud during their reign saying, “I don't want to revisit the 

time when a perpetual war, as between Guelphs and Ghibellines, raged between 

supporters of Gielgud and Olivier.”  Gielgud brought a freshness to the role by playing 

differently with the emphasis of words than was considered the norm.  “I study the shape, 

sound, and length of words themselves, and try to reproduce them as they are written,” 

Gielgud would say.  This approach left Gielgud a more vulnerable Hamlet on the stage as 

well as with his critics. 

 Sir Ben Kingsley (b. 1943) played a welcoming Hamlet from 1975-76.  Kingsley 

focused on giving the audience a Hamlet that was 

capable of admiration and affection on an enormous scale.  Were he not so 
full of admiration for his late father there would be no play.  Were he not 
capable of loving his mother and Ophelia and Horatio so much there 
would be no play.  Were he not capable of giving Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern and Laertes massively the benefit of the doubt, constantly 
searching for their better nature, there would be no play . . . One always 
sees him as wrapped in a cloak.  His cloak is wide open.  (The Great 
Hamlets Volume 1)   
 

Kingsley focused his Hamlet on being a person of patience and forgiveness, searching 

and restoration, but also teetering dangerously close to true madness.  He compared 

himself as an actor, being able to go home and have a glass of wine with his wife, to 

Hamlet as an actor, with no outlet and no way out of Denmark, until after killing Polonius 

when everything becomes suddenly clear for him. 
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 Richard Burton (1925-1984) was a Hamlet disciple of Gielgud, being directed by 

him on stage in New York in 1964.  Burton was Hamlet from 1953-1954 in the Old Vic 

production directed by Michael Benthall, but his mark would be greater on the New York 

stage (the film of Burton was a live recorded staging).  Burton characterization was less 

of a Gielgud-type Hamlet than Olivier, bringing as much of his brash swagger to the 

stage as he was able, though he told Nunn that his approach to the soliloquies was to play 

them quietly and thoughtfully. 

 German actor Maximilian Schell (b. 1930) portrayed Hamlet several times on 

stage as well as on film.  Schell disagreed with Kingsley in regards to Hamlet’s lunacy.  

To Schell, rather than allowing Hamlet the opportunity to collect himself after killing 

Polonius, “the mistake of killing Polonius is what causes him to come unhinged” (The 

Great Hamlets Volume 2).  Of importance to Schell’s interpretation of the role was that 

his Hamlet knows that Polonius and Claudius were behind the curtain during the scene 

with Ophelia.  His Hamlet pulled Ophelia downstage and whispered the line “Wo ist dein 

Vater?” [Where is your father?] to which Ophelia replies in a normal voice for her father 

and Claudius to hear “at home.”  Schell said that if she whispers back about them hiding, 

“the tragedy of Hamlet would not happen” (2). 

 In December 1992, Kenneth Branagh took the stage as Hamlet.  This was 

Branagh’s third attempt at the Prince, his first productions both coming in 1988.  

Important to this production was the placement of the Danish kingdom in the Edwardian 

era, “the sunset of an era and one in which revenge is an unlikely undertaking” (Jane 

Edwardes Time Out 1534).  Branagh’s Hamlet was labeled “the finest of his career” 

(Charles Spencer Daily Telegraph 1531), and many critics found their questions about 
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Hamlet answered by Branagh’s performance, convinced by his insight into the character 

that this performance was right.  In a time when actors such as Alan Rickman, Daniel 

Day-Lewis, Roger Ree, Mark Rylance and others had played the role of Hamlet, Branagh 

stood out on the British stage, meticulous and in control of the role. 

When Branagh appears, you notice the almost obsessive care with which 
he is dressed.  His shoes have a high shine; his black topcoat, collar and tie 
are neat; his short fairish hair is immaculate.  The very sobriety of his 
attire suggests something almost defensive:  if there is a chink in this 
armour, nobody must see it.  Aha, you say, riffling through your 
psychoanalytic card index, I get it, the anal-retentive type, compulsively 
tidy, probably mean as hell.  But it is not that.  Branagh’s Hamlet knows 
that grief is an invasion:  one way of defending yourself is to retreat 
behind the fortifications of dress and impeccable manners.  (John Peter 
Sunday Times 1532) 
 

 This Hamlet is a giant in itself as Branagh and director Adrian Noble were 

attempting the full version of Hamlet, a four-and-a-half hour long production.  Yet within 

that amount time, reviewer James Fisher says  

His utter command of the role, his ease and simple grace, and his 
attentiveness to language render up a Hamlet of such vividness that the 
play’s primary and most essential values come through like a bracing 
wintery wind.  Branagh avoids both the introspective, melancholic 
approach and the sentimentally romantic tradition; this Hamlet is a man of 
action, not a brooding neurotic.  (552) 
 

Fisher goes on to commend Branagh’s command of the role while not stepping on his 

fellow actor’s performances.  Branagh continued with Hamlet in 1996, creating an epic 

four-hour long, full-length version of the play on film. 

In 2000, Peter Brook (b. 1925) staged Hamlet in Paris using a minimal number of 

actors and cutting the script to two-and-a-half hours in length.  Prior to a world tour, the 

play was presented at Brook’s Theatre du Bouffes du Nord in Paris and the play’s flair 

kept with Brook’s development of his international theatre center.  This production was 
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later staged for film, though it should not be called a movie.  The film version seemed to 

keep very closely to the original staging, and the production avoids the traps normally 

associated with filmed stage productions such as a loss of the sense depth of the theatre 

space and the quality to the production.  Brook’s cutting had not changed, nor had the 

design, and it was filmed in the Theatre du Bouffes du Nord.  Adrian Lester, a black 

English actor, played Hamlet, while the white English actress Natasha Parry played his 

mother.  Jeffery Kissoon of Trinidad played the ghost of Hamlet and Claudius.  The 

players were Japanese, and Polonius and his family were Indian.  As for the set: 

The intercultural effects had shrunk to a large red, rectangular carpet on 
the stage floor in front of the proscenium, which held almost all the action, 
usually in bright white light, and the costumes were chiefly black and 
charcoal gray.  A Japanese musician was on stage, though his musical 
accompaniment was culturally indeterminate.  (Kennedy 333) 
 

The staging was deliberate and the performance of the play seemed very slow.  The script 

was cut liberally and long verbal pauses between scenes was the norm on the film.  The 

play opened with Hamlet’s “O that this too too sullied flesh would melt” (1.2.129) speech 

and backtracked to Gertrude and Claudius imploring Hamlet to stay in Denmark.  The 

telling of the ghost’s appearance was left to a Barnardo- and Marcellus-less Horatio, who 

was interrupted by the ghost’s first appearance rather than finding him on the watch later 

that night.  The Fortinbras storyline was cut completely, and Laertes return from France 

was his first appearance in the play.  Reviews of this Brook staging both at the Theatre du 

Bouffes du Nord and on tour were widely mixed, though “the production was effective 

and pleased the audience immensely” (Kennedy 334).   
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Conclusion 

 In the four hundred years since William Shakespeare penned Hamlet the play has 

become arguably the most celebrated work in the English-language literary and theatrical 

history.  The play has haunted actors, scholars, critics and directors searching for answers 

and insight into a play and character that have grown into a legend over the centuries.  

Why else would actors continue to strive to perfect a role everyone will criticize?  Why 

else would scholars continue to argue about the play’s origins and meanings? The next 

chapter of this thesis will add yet one more analysis and discussion of the play to the long 

list already established, even though doing so directly violates the excellent 

advice Horace Howard Furness offered to his audience at Harvard nearly one hundred 

years ago:  “Let him die!  Let him die!  Let him die!” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

An Analysis of Hamlet  
 
 

 The age and style of Shakespeare’s body of plays, as well as Hamlet’s celebrated 

place in English-speaking culture, seems to invite contemporary directors to offer open 

and creative interpretations in production.  However, the director must have a thorough 

understanding of the text in order to make good choices. The apparent openness of 

Shakespeare’s drama can be a trap for the poorly prepared director. A well-developed and 

carefully articulated analysis of the play will always help a director to better express his 

or her ideas to the design team as well as to actors.  Following is the director’s 

interpretation and analysis of Hamlet which informed the particular artistic choices made 

for this thesis production.  

 
Synopsis of Hamlet 

 Hamlet is a play about loss, grief, fear, and a desire for revenge. When the play 

begins, we discover that two soldiers keeping guard on the wall of the castle of Elsinore 

in Denmark have recently seen a ghost resembling their dead king. Twice before, the 

ghost of the recently dead king has appeared to the guards on the watch.  Fearing it will 

happen again, they have asked Horatio, a friend of prince Hamlet, to watch with them.  

The ghost does appear, clothed in his battle armor.  Seeing the ghost of the king wearing 

armor, Horatio relates a rumor that a young man called Fortinbras is on his way to the 

country to reclaim lands that were given to Denmark by his father.  Fearing that the ghost 
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is trying to warn them of impending danger to the nation of Denmark, they decide to tell 

Prince Hamlet what they have seen. 

 In scene two, Claudius speaks publicly about his hasty marriage to Gertrude—the 

wife of his brother, the previous king.  He also addresses the rumor of Fortinbras’ 

possible attack, and of his plans to petition the king of Norway in a speech to the Danish 

royal court.  After granting a request for Laertes, the son of his trusted counselor 

Polonius, to return to France, Claudius turns to his step-son and nephew Hamlet.  Prince 

Hamlet agrees to stay in Denmark at the request of Gertrude and Claudius.  Alone, 

Hamlet tells us in his first soliloquy that he is disgusted and frustrated by his mother’s 

love towards Claudius.  Horatio and the guards enter and tell Hamlet of the ghost.  

Hamlet, fearing something is not right, agrees to meet them on the watch. 

 In scene three Laertes warns his sister Ophelia to avoid Hamlet, with whom she 

has shared expressions of tender feelings.  Polonius sends Laertes off to Paris with much 

advice and reiterates to his daughter that she should be distant from the grieving prince.  

In the final scenes of Act I, Hamlet and Horatio go on watch with the guards.  The ghost 

appears and lures Hamlet away to a solitary place where he tells Hamlet that Claudius 

murdered him.  Hamlet, enraged, vows revenge.  He does not share with Horatio what he 

was told by the ghost but forces all of the other men to pledge their secrecy. 

 Act two begins two months later with Polonius sending a servant to spy on 

Laertes in France.  Ophelia enters and tells Polonius that Hamlet has scared her with his 

seemingly insane actions. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arrive in scene two.  The king 

and queen ask them to find out the true reason for Hamlet’s madness.  Polonius tells 

Claudius and Gertrude he is certain Hamlet has gone mad because he has kept Ophelia 
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from seeing Hamlet.  Hamlet enters and Polonius tries to reason with him, but Hamlet 

confuses him.  Hamlet then greets Rosencrantz and Guildenstern but quickly sees their 

true intentions and chastises their betrayal.  Actors soon arrive at the castle and the lead 

player performs a speech.  At the end of the scene, Hamlet is again alone, vowing to be 

more active in the pursuit of Claudius’s guilt and revenge for his father. 

In the third act, Claudius and Gertrude ask Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about 

seeing Hamlet.  Claudius and Polonius have decided to set Ophelia alone in the hope of 

overhearing Hamlet reveal something of his true state of mind.  Hamlet delivers his “to 

be, or not to be” soliloquy, then addresses Ophelia, verbally tearing her apart.  Hamlet 

tells her to get away while she can.  Polonius is convinced Hamlet is mad for Ophelia’s 

love, but Claudius questions the idea of love and ends the scene by saying “madness in 

great ones must not unwatch’d go” (3.1.190).  In scene two, Hamlet gives instructions to 

the group of visiting actors to perform a particular play and asks Horatio to keep a 

watchful eye on the king during the show should he give a sign of his guilt.  Upon seeing 

the reenactment in their play of the murder of a king by his brother, Claudius rises and 

runs from the room.  As Hamlet tells Horatio he is convinced he has found guilt in 

Claudius, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern confront Hamlet, telling him that he has put 

Claudius in a bad mood.  Hamlet, in turn, accuses them of betraying their friendship.   

In scene three, Claudius is angry at Hamlet.  Polonius leaves Claudius to spy on 

Hamlet and Gertrude, leaving Claudius alone.  Claudius then reveals his feelings of guilt 

in murdering his brother and the reasons he did it.  Claudius wants forgiveness but knows 

God will not forgive him if he is unwilling to give up the benefits of the murder:  

Gertrude and the kingdom.  As he kneels to pray, Hamlet enters.  At first determined to 
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kill Claudius, Hamlet realizes that killing his uncle while he is praying and purging his 

soul of his sins would send him directly to heaven.  Hamlet leaves to see his mother, 

vowing to kill his uncle later.  Claudius rises and laments aloud his fears that his words in 

prayer are meaningless, empty, and unheard by God.   

Polonius enters Gertrude’s chamber in scene four and hides as Hamlet arrives to 

confront his mother about her betrayal of King Hamlet’s memory.  Gertrude calls for help 

as she feels threatened by Hamlet’s anger, and Polonius reacts similarly.  Hoping it is 

Claudius, Hamlet thrusts his sword into the hiding place.  Hamlet is disappointed for 

killing the wrong man, but accuses dead Polonius of deserving it.  Hamlet then confronts 

Gertrude.  The Ghost appears to Hamlet a second time and reminds him to not forget 

what needs to be done.  Gertrude cannot see the Ghost and thinks Hamlet is slipping into 

lunacy.  Hamlet pleads with her to save herself.  Gertrude promises not to tell Claudius 

what has happened, but after Hamlet drags Polonius out to end scene four, she tells 

Claudius almost everything to begin scene five.  Claudius sends for Hamlet, demanding 

to know where Polonius is.  After Hamlet relents, Claudius orders Hamlet to England 

with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, sending along a secret letter requesting that Hamlet 

be put to death.  In the final scene of the act, Fortinbras arrives with his army.  Fortinbras 

sends a captain to remind Denmark of the promised passage through the country.  

Hamlet, alone one last time, realizes he has failed again, but vows that his thoughts will 

“be bloody or be nothing worth” (3.8.66).   

Between the third and fourth acts Ophelia loses her mind over Hamlet’s rejection 

and Polonius’s death.  Laertes returns from France, angry at his father’s death and 

demands answers from the king.  Seeing Ophelia, Laertes becomes distraught and the 
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king offers to help him.  As the scene ends a messenger brings letters to Horatio from 

Hamlet saying he has returned to Denmark and requesting his presence.  In scene three, 

Claudius convinces Laertes of his innocence in Polonius’s death.  The letters from 

Hamlet arrive and frighten Claudius but delight Laertes.  Laertes says he is willing to do 

anything for revenge, even to kill Hamlet in the church.  Claudius and Laertes create a 

scheme to lure Hamlet into a sword fight and kill him.  Laertes suggests a poisoned blade 

and the Claudius suggests poisoned wine as a back-up plan.  Gertrude interrupts them and 

tells them Ophelia has drowned.   

In Act V, Hamlet and Horatio unwittingly happen across the grave being prepared 

for Ophelia.  After the gravedigger shows Hamlet the skull of the former court jester, 

Yorick, Hamlet reflects on life and death.  They hear a procession approaching and are 

shocked to discover that Ophelia is to be buried.  Hamlet confronts Laertes and they 

struggle.  Hamlet tells Laertes he loved Ophelia, which infuriates the grieving brother. 

But Claudius reminds Laertes of their more perfect plan for revenge on Hamlet. 

In the final scene, Horatio begs Hamlet not to fight, but Hamlet seems to sense his 

end could be near and agrees to the fight anyway.  As Hamlet and Laertes fight, Gertrude 

drinks poisoned wine intended for Hamlet.  Laertes stabs Hamlet with the poisoned 

sword he has prepared.  They continue to fight and in the fray Hamlet is able to get 

Laertes’s sword and stabs him.  As she dies, Gertrude says she has been poisoned.  

Laertes tells Hamlet the king is to blame.  Hamlet stabs the king and forces him to drink 

the poisoned wine, completing the revenge.  As Laertes dies, he exchanges forgiveness 

with Hamlet.  Then, as Hamlet dies, he tells Horatio to tell all that has happened and 

gives Fortinbras his dying voice.  Fortinbras enters, sees all that has happened, and 
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comments on taking the throne of Denmark before commanding that Hamlet receive a 

funeral with highest honors. 

 
The World of Hamlet 

 The geographical setting Shakespeare chose for Hamlet is a place he probably 

never himself visited.  The action of the play is almost entirely set within the Danish 

castle at Elsinore, located on the northeast tip of Denmark, up the coast from Copenhagen 

on the Baltic Sea.  Some researchers, such Duff Cooper in his Sergeant Shakespeare 

(1950), suggest that Shakespeare may have done some extensive traveling, whether for 

the sake of travel or in terms of working for a living such as on a merchant ship or in the 

queen’s army in his late teens or early twenties.  Any ships sailing to eastern Germany, 

Poland, and even to Russia within the Baltic Sea, would have sailed passed the Kronborg 

Castle in Elsinore.  The castle, built in the 1420s, served as a military garrison and an 

important dock.  Here Elsinore would collect a tax for the right to pass into the Baltic 

Sea.  Anyone sailing through this area would be at least vaguely familiar with Elsinore 

and the Kronborg Castle.  Even if Shakespeare had not physically seen Elsinore, he 

surely would have had some knowledge about this place. Only two scenes in Hamlet, 

scenes 3.8 and 5.1, take place outside of the castle:  Hamlet’s encounter with Fortinbras’s 

army and the burial of Ophelia.   

The political environment of the play is monarchial, with a key plot point being 

the possible usurpation of the crown by Claudius.  In fact, Denmark was an elective 

monarchy.  Shakespeare’s audience, however, were keenly interested in questions of 

succession because Queen Elizabeth had not produced an heir.  Furthermore, the world of 

Denmark as depicted in Hamlet is full of military force and potential violence.  We hear 
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cannons off stage, see armies amassing, learn of fears of invasion by neighboring 

countries.  

The country of Denmark was, like the England Shakespeare knew, a nation 

dominated by the Christian religion but divided between Catholicism and Protestantism.  

Indeed, Hamlet is an interesting study on the Elizabethan understanding of Christianity 

and there are many comments on religion in the play.  For example, the ghost’s first 

appearance surprises the guards, not because there is apparently a ghost before them, but 

because it is nearing Christmas, a time when spirits are not supposed to be stirring.  The 

time around the celebration of Christ’s birth, Horatio tells us, is “so hallowed and so 

gracious” that ghosts ought not to be seen (1.1).  This comment typifies a kind of 

Christian thought blended with non-Christian mythology which was common throughout 

Europe. 

Other elements of the play point to a more orthodox understanding of Christian 

theology.  Shakespeare uses the dead King Hamlet, for example, to express the idea of 

sins unforgiven and of purgatory as a real place which the ghost is not allowed to tell 

about.  Similarly, we hear in the play that because of her purported suicide, some believe 

Ophelia should not be granted a Christian burial.  It was taught during Shakespeare’s day 

that suicide was an unforgivable sin and led immediately to hell.  The discussion of 

Ophelia’s plight by the gravediggers in 5.1 is proof of the awkwardness of the situation.  

Hamlet’s actions are also dictated by Christian religious beliefs.  Twice Hamlet does not 

kill because of his fear of God.  First, he does not kill himself because he is sure that God 

has “set his cannon against self-slaughter” (1.2) and secondly, he does not kill Claudius 

because Claudius is praying.  Being killed in the act of praying, in Hamlet’s mind would 
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have sent the soul straight to heaven.  Permitting Claudius such a mercy would have been 

contrary to Hamlet’s vow of revenge. 

Though Shakespeare never belabored the issue of time and place in his plays, the 

passage of time in Hamlet can be evaluated for evidence sprinkled throughout the play.  

Besides, the suggestion of Christmas in 1.1, Hamlet tells us during his first soliloquy that 

it has not even been two full months since his father passed and that his mother married 

within a month.   

 That it should come to this! 
 But two months dead—nay, not so much, not two— 
 So excellent a king, that was to this 
 Hyperion to a satyr, so loving to my mother 
 That he might not beteem the winds of heaven  
 Visit her face too roughly.  Heaven and earth,  
 Must I remember?  Why, she would hang on him 
 As if increase in appetite had grown 
 By what it fed on; and yet within a month— 
 Let me not think on’t—Frailty, they name is woman— 
 A little month, or ere those shoes were old 

  With which she follow’d my poor father’s body, 
  Like Niobe, all tears—why, she— 
  O God, a beast that wants discourse of reason 
  Would have mourn’d longer—married with my uncle, 
  My father’s brother—but no more like my father 
  Than I to Hercules.  Within a month, 
  Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 
  Had left the flushing in her galled eyes, 
  She married—O most wicked speed!  (1.2.137-156) 
 
From this quote we know that it has been two short months since Hamlet’s father died, 

placing the time of death around the end of October.  Gertrude married Claudius then 

around the end of November.  All of the action in the play’s first act happens quickly.  

The ghost appears, the men agree to go to Hamlet, and Marcellus says “and I this 

morning know where we shall find him most convenient” (1.1.180).  They go 

immediately to him, and Hamlet agrees to walk with them on their guard that night.  
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Following a quick scene of farewell to Laertes, the action moves to the castle battlements 

where the Ghost again appears.  Following the Ghost’s departure in 1.5, Hamlet warns 

his companions that he is about to begin acting crazy and makes them swear that they 

will not tell anyone anything about this meeting. 

The next bit of information about time is delivered in the third act (3.2) when 

Hamlet and Ophelia speak before the players’ performance.  Hamlet says, “For look you 

how cheerfully my mother looks and my father died within’s two hours,” to which 

Ophelia responds, “Nay, ‘tis twice two months, my lord” (3.2.124-5, 126).  Since it is 

now four months since the king died, we now know that two months have passed since 

the first act of the play, placing the time in late February.  During the intervening time, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have arrived (2.2), a messenger has left for Norway (1.2) 

and returned (2.2), and Ophelia has expressed her fear that Hamlet is going mad (2.1).   

The passage of time between 3.8 and 4.1 is problematic.  Following the scene 

with the players’ performance of “The Mousetrap” and Hamlet’s subsequent murder of 

Polonius, Claudius has the prince led away to England.  Shakespeare gives us no clues to 

the amount of time here.  Laertes returns from France upon the knowledge of his father’s 

death, Fortinbras leaves Denmark and fights in Poland and returns, and Hamlet fights 

pirates who then return him to Denmark.   

  
Dramatic Action 

 Defining the dramatic action of a play is to describe the essential “what happens” 

in a play.  Four main components of dramatic action of interest to this section are the 

inciting incident, the crisis, the climax, and the resolution. 
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Inciting Incident 

The inciting incident is the event that leads us into the story of the play.  This 

specific event occurs before the play begins.  In the case of Hamlet, the inciting incident 

occurs about two months before Francisco stands guard awaiting the relief of tardy 

Barnardo and Marcellus.  The play is set in motion when Claudius murders his brother, 

King Hamlet, by pouring poison in his ear to steal his life, his crown, and his wife.   

The incident is the murder Claudius commits in killing his own brother King 

Hamlet.  Claudius assumes the throne, thereby usurping it from the more rightful 

successor, the son of the king, his nephew Prince Hamlet.  Without this incident to incite 

the story, there would be no Hamlet.  Claudius commits “the primal eldest curse . . . A 

brother’s murder” (3.3) for three reasons:  the crown, his own ambition, and Gertrude.  

Shakespeare, unlike Belleforest, leaves to the audience to decide Gertrude’s sexual 

innocence in Hamlet.  We must presume a certain amount of innocence in the murder of 

King Hamlet towards Gertrude from Hamlet’s “Why, she would hang on him as if 

increase of appetite had grown by what it fed on” (1.2.143-45) statement, implying that 

she at least publicly showed she loved King Hamlet.   But the Ghost hints at something 

otherwise when he tells Hamlet to “leave her to heaven, and to those thorns that in her 

bosom lodge” (1.5.86-7), suggesting he understands something now that he was unaware 

of during his life.  Though Shakespeare never clearly states his own position on 

Gertrude’s sexual faithfulness to King Hamlet, her son pronounces her a “pernicious” 

(1.5.105) woman, which suggests deadly, wicked, or destructive.  If Shakespeare’s 

Gertrude indeed was guilty of adultery with Claudius prior to the murder of King Hamlet, 
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then an argument can be made that the inciting incident goes back to the moment when 

the relationship began.  However, Shakespeare leaves this decision to the audience.  

 
Crisis 

Shakespeare does not reveal the crisis of the play until Act 1 scene 5.  When the 

play begins, the world is in stasis.  The threat of war has yet to be announced, a ghost has 

appeared but to a couple of lowly soldiers, and Claudius’s crimes are buried in Danish 

soil.  Denmark has been transformed, in Hamlet’s mind, from a great, honorable nation to 

a place of partying and debauchery, which Hamlet describes: 

  This heavy-headed revel east and west 
  Makes us traduc’d and tax’d of other nations— 
  They clepe us drunkards, and with swinish phrase 
  Soil our addition; and indeed it takes 
  From our achievements, though perform’d at height, 
  The pith and marrow of our attribute.  (1.4.17-22) 
 
King Hamlet’s Denmark would be ready for battle; Claudius’s Denmark is ready for a 

party, and rather than meeting his opponent in battle or beefing up his army at the threat 

of war, Claudius sends a courier to intercede.  Though he fears an attack by Fortinbras, 

Claudius believes he can reason with the king of Norway.  While Shakespeare’s King 

Hamlet toiled to create a powerful nation, Claudius circumvents battle to gain national 

favor.  While Hamlet mourns a father lost and a dead warrior king, Gertrude eagerly 

marries Claudius “in equal scale weighing delight and dole” (1.2.13).  King Hamlet, who 

was “Dar’d to the combat” with King Fortinbras, faces his opponent toe-to-toe, but his 

brother circumvents trouble by negotiating with someone “impotent and bedrid” (1.2.29). 

 When the Ghost lures Hamlet away to tell him of the murder, our perceived 

notions of the play change.  No longer is the story concerned with the possibility of war; 
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instead it focuses on the wrong done to Hamlet and his father.  Shakespeare sets up the 

corruptness in the Court of Denmark in 1.2 and 1.3, though we do not realize the full 

situation until the meaning of the Ghost’s appearance is revealed. 

 
Climax 

 There are many small climaxes in Hamlet:  Hamlet getting the information from 

the ghost about the murder of his father, Hamlet killing Polonius and confronting his 

mother, Claudius compelling England to kill Hamlet, and the change in Laertes when 

first seeing his sister going mad to name a few.  But the main climax of the play is when 

Hamlet stabs Claudius. 

  Queen.  No, no, the drink, the drink!  O my dear Hamlet! 
   The drink, the drink!  I am poison’d. 
         Dies 
  Hamlet.  O villainy!  Ho!  Let the door be lock’d. 
   Treachery!  Seek it out. 
  Laertes.  It is here, Hamlet.  Hamlet, thou art slain. 
   No medicine in the world can do thee good; 
   In thee there is not half an hour’s life. 
   The treacherous instrument is in thy hand, 
   Unbated and envenom’d.  The fould practice 
   Hath turn’d itself on me.  Lo, here I lie, 
   Never to rise again.  Thy mother’s poison’d. 

I can no more.  The King—the King’s to blame. 
  Hamlet.  The point envenom’d too!  Then venom to thy work. 
        Wounds the King. 
         (5.2.315-27) 
 
Hamlet realizes he has caught Claudius in a situation he hoped for in 3.3 and can now  

“. . . trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven/And that his soul may be as damn’d and 

black/As hell, whereto it goes” (3.3.93-5).   
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Resolution 

 Shakespeare takes little time after the climax of Hamlet to reach the end of the 

play.  Once the king is stabbed and forced to drink the poisoned wine, he dies very 

quickly.  The death of the king is followed by the death of Laertes.  Osric, answering 

Hamlet’s call to seek out the treachery that killed his mother, returns to announce the 

coming of Fortinbras and is shocked to see the bodies lying on the palace floor.  Hamlet 

dies before Fortinbras returns and he gives Fortinbras his “dying voice.”  Horatio makes 

an attempt to commit suicide in much the same way that ancient Romans did rather than 

live on without those they loved.  Hamlet keeps him from it, making him promise instead 

to stay alive to tell his story.  Fortinbras returns to see the throne of Denmark literally 

unoccupied.  Surmising it might be his for the taking, Fortinbras commands that the 

bodies be removed and orders his soldiers to treat Hamlet with dignity.  This is the end of 

the play.  While everything in the play is resolved in a matter of just a few moments, we 

are left with many questions about what will happen to Denmark, to Horatio, and to their 

memories. 

 
Character Analyses 

 
 Hamlet 

Hamlet is the son of Gertrude and the dead King Hamlet, and the nephew to 

Claudius.  He has been studying at Wittenberg in Germany for a time and is somewhat 

aloof to matters of the court.  Hamlet is more interested in matters of the heart than of 

war and government.  Hamlet does not care that his uncle stepped in and controlled the 
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throne that could have belonged to him, a choice that would have resonated with 

Elizabethan audiences. 

Hamlet has been away, but for how long we do not know.  He has been running 

away from learning the duties that await him should he succeed his father, as if running 

from the ghost that will become his father before his father is dead.  We get the sense 

from Shakespeare that ruling, warring, and matters of the kingdom are secondary to the 

things that Hamlet really wants in life:  love, art, and peace. 

When we join Hamlet in the play, Hamlet is despondent.  He would die if he 

could.  Were it not for God’s law, Hamlet would readily commit suicide to leave this life 

behind.  Though he knows he cannot bring his father back, it is the relationship they did 

not have which is haunting him.  We do not get a sense of the kind of relationship Hamlet 

and King Hamlet shared, but Hamlet is certainly not the same man his father was, 

perhaps running from and rejecting what his father wanted him to do.  Now that it is too 

late, Hamlet wants the relationship he would not give his father.  Hamlet realizes he no 

longer has the opportunity to become that man his father wanted him to be, and worse, 

his mother has already pushed King Hamlet from her thoughts and taken a new man, his 

uncle. 

There are several questions asked of the title character in every production of 

Hamlet.  The first “is Hamlet mad?”  While Polonius is certain (2.2) that Hamlet’s 

madness is because of his daughter, the Prince has not crossed the line of sanity.  The 

moments Hamlet approaches true insanity are the moments in which he is alone.  Hamlet 

has alienated himself from this world.  Second is Hamlet’s love of Ophelia.  Ophelia 

presents Hamlet with “remembrances” that he gave her.  While scholars such as Bloom 
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suggest Hamlet is capable of loving no one, actors who have played the role point at the 

Hamlet/Ophelia scene in 3.1 when he begs her to leave to save herself as proof of his love 

for Ophelia.  Ophelia desires a relationship with Hamlet, but he is unable to reciprocate 

her love because there are more important issues pressing.  

 Hamlet does not express his love of Ophelia until she is dead.  His rejection of her 

in 3.1 is not as much a rejection of her as it is the entire corrupt world around them.  His 

persistent attempts to get her to leave, to fly from him and from marriage in general, fall 

on deaf ears.  This relationship is more important to Ophelia than to Hamlet and because 

she does not Hamlet’s motives, she cannot cope with the rejection. 

 Hamlet is a very smart and perceptive man.  He is able to see through intentions 

and he is never tricked or surprised by the actions of other characters.  When Polonius 

and Claudius send Ophelia to Hamlet in 3.1, Hamlet’s choice of words give evidence of 

his knowledge that are listening nearby.  When Rosencrantz and Guildenstern first come 

to him in 2.2, Hamlet quickly asks if they were sent for by the king and queen.  Though 

Hamlet turns the tables on others, no one fools him. 

 Horatio is closest to Hamlet in the play.  Hamlet takes his time in allowing 

Horatio to fully enter his world, but this is to protect Horatio not from fear of betrayal.  

Horatio is the man in whom Hamlet confides before the players perform in 3.2.  Again in 

4.2 Hamlet confides in Horatio, who immediately leaves to be with Hamlet when he 

returns from the trip to England.  Hamlet twice more confides in Horatio in 5.2, telling 

him the details that brought him back to Denmark and saying that he is ready to face his 

death whenever it may come.  At the end of the play, Horatio tries to prove his loyalty to 
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Hamlet by attempting suicide, but Hamlet needs him to tell the story of what occurred in 

Denmark. 

 At first, Hamlet is genuinely pleased to see Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  

However, he sees through them immediately, and this saddens him.  Once they confess 

they are in the service of Claudius and Gertrude, Hamlet tells them bluntly the 

information they seek.  However, Hamlet tells them everything in a way in which they 

dare not tell the king and queen.  Hamlet loses all trust in them, later accusing them of 

attempting to play him like someone would a flute.  In 5.2, Hamlet justifies sending 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their deaths by telling Horatio that they chose their own 

course of action. 

 Hamlet sees Polonius as tedious and meddling.  Polonius tries to analyze Hamlet, 

but these attempts fail him.  After meeting with the Ghost in 1.5 Hamlet plays insane.  

Polonius thinks Hamlet is crazy because of his instructions in 1.3 to Ophelia to avoid 

Hamlet.  Hamlet’s actions lead Polonius to believe he is correct in his assumptions of 

Hamlet and eventually bring him to his death. 

There is no on-stage interaction between Hamlet and Laertes until after the death 

of Polonius.  Though Laertes urges Ophelia to avoid Hamlet, this fear is for his sister’s 

broken heart and chastity rather than as a disliking of Hamlet.  After his father’s death 

and return from France, Laertes’s hatred would go so far as to slit Hamlet’s throat in the 

church.  After confronting Laertes over Ophelia’s grave, Hamlet tells Horatio he “forgot 

himself” to Laertes and is sorry for his actions.  This suggests that perhaps a friendship 

between the two could have at some previous time existed. 
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 The relationship between Hamlet and Claudius is tenuous from the beginning. 

Above all else, Hamlet is most disturbed with his mother’s haste to remarry.  Claudius 

attempts to restore a general happiness to Denmark for which Hamlet is not ready.  

Though Hamlet does not attempt to disrupt the marriage, he shows no support of it.  His 

attitude changes after 1.5 when the Ghost tells Hamlet the reason for his death and 

demands revenge on Claudius and finally begins to play out in 3.4 when Hamlet 

confronts his mother.   

 Hamlet never meets Fortinbras, but he knows of him.  Their paths cross as Hamlet 

heads to England and Fortinbras to Poland.  At the end of the play, Hamlet and gives 

Fortinbras his dying voice of support for the throne of Denmark.  If anyone knows what 

Fortinbras might have suffered by having the throne of Norway taken away an uncle, it is 

Hamlet.  Though he is not like Fortinbras, Hamlet sees his own father in him and respects 

this.  Fortinbras, like King Hamlet is an honest warrior who will fearlessly lead a nation 

in war or in peace.  Though we do not know what will become of Denmark, Hamlet 

seems to see and knows it will be best under Fortinbras.  It is Hamlet the anti-warrior 

who gives Fortinbras the warrior his approval.  Hamlet becomes the sacrificial lamb to 

Fortinbras’s resurrected savior of Denmark.   

 
The Ghost of King Hamlet 

 The Ghost of King Hamlet is the spirit of the king:  “I am thy father’s spirit” 

(1.5.9).  The Ghost has come back to have Hamlet avenge his death.  The Ghost tells us 

he is a tortured soul, but his appearance in turn tortures the souls of many of the 

characters in the play, including the guards, Horatio, Hamlet and eventually all of 

Denmark.  
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The Ghost, more than Hamlet, is set on revenge.  He is angry that he did not have 

the opportunity in life to purge his sins and thereby avoid purgatory, and he is especially 

stung that it was his brother who committed the murder.  The Ghost wishes Claudius’s 

damnation, but he does not want Gertrude harmed, only to be confronted by her 

conscience.  But in condemning his brother, he condemns his own son who was so much 

unlike King Hamlet.  Barbara Gaines, the director of the 1996 Chicago Shakespeare 

Theatre Hamlet uses this to blame the ghost “as the strongest source of evil” in the play 

(Aasand 106).  David Brailow writes 

She saw his impositions of the duty of revenge as a terrible thing to do to 
Hamlet, especially given the kind of person Hamlet is, in her view a 
humanist, a Romantic, a poet, and a genius.  (108) 
 

From Gaines’s perspective, Hamlet’s interest in the arts, such as the theater, and studying 

at a university would have upset the king who would rather have his son at home learning 

matters of the court.  However, Maurice Hunt echoes Gaines’s problem with the Ghost: 

Repeatedly Shakespeare in Hamlet chronicles the transformation of pity 
into judgment . . . Tragically, it never occurs to Hamlet to judge harshly 
the Ghost for commanding him (rather than entreating God) to end the life 
of his morally reprehensible uncle.  Might not Hamlet negatively judge the 
Ghost for giving him the intolerable task of killing his uncle without 
tainting his mind by knowledge of either guilt or evil?  Ironically, Hamlet, 
while forming black opinions of characters more deserving of compassion, 
feels pity for a figure perhaps qualifying (on one count at least) for 
legitimate criticism.  (15) 
 

The Ghost becomes the catalyst for the action of the play, correcting information fed to 

the audience by Horatio in 1.1 with new information directly to Hamlet in 1.5.  When the 

Ghost appears in 1.1, Horatio and the guards assume the meaning lies in the possible 

coming of Fortinbras.  The new information sets Hamlet in motion, though he does not 

choose the correct method.  The Ghost appears a second time to Hamlet while in 
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Gertrude’s chamber in 3.4 to remind him of his purpose.  The Ghost does not appear 

again after Hamlet has completed the revenge. 

 
Horatio 

Horatio is Hamlet’s colleague from the university at Wittenberg, and his only 

loyal friend.  While Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are also from the university in 

Wittenberg, Horatio is the only character in the play who references the death of 

Hamlet’s father with sorrow and shows any attempt to comfort to Hamlet in his loss.  

Horatio says he returned from Wittenberg with “a truant disposition” and that he “came 

to see your father’s funeral”, and attempts a comforting statement with “I saw him once; 

a was a goodly king” (1.2.169, 176, 186). 

An examination of Horatio finds he is often oddly out of place in the play and is 

immediately a study in contrasts.  Horatio is at times both familiar and unfamiliar with 

the Danish court life and both at home in Denmark and in unfamiliar surroundings.  

Shakespeare combines Horatio’s speech in 1.1, a first-hand detailed description of the 

events of the battle between King Hamlet and King Fortinbras, with his “I saw him once” 

comment in 1.2 and his question of Claudius’s late-night carousing while waiting for the 

ghost in 1.4.  Horatio is neither a soldier not a courtier, though Marcellus and Barnardo 

know him and beg him to keep the watch with them and Claudius employs him in act 

four.  Horatio is a student, though Shakespeare hides his class status.  We learn that he 

witnessed the battle between King Hamlet and Fortinbras, which occurred on the day 

Hamlet was born.  He is therefore older than Prince Hamlet, who Shakespeare labels as 

thirty years old (5.1).  However, despite these discrepancies, the important aspect of 

playing Horatio is in the friendship and trust Hamlet has in Horatio. 
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 There are inconsistencies in Hamlet about the character of Horatio and a 

director’s response to these problems determines how Horatio is portrayed.  I believe 

Shakespeare’s intention is to use Horatio an outlet of trust for Hamlet.  Horatio’s purity 

and honesty is a sharp contradiction to the corrupt leadership of Denmark.  In the end, it 

is Horatio who is charged by Hamlet with the responsibility to “draw thy breath in pain to 

tell my story” (5.2.353-4).   

 
Claudius 

Claudius is the antagonist of the play.  Hamlet’s uncle and the brother and 

murderer of King Hamlet.  He has been king of Denmark for approximately two months 

and he has been married to Gertrude, Hamlet’s mother, for about one month. 

When Claudius first speaks, we hear the voice of a politician.  Claudius knows 

how to manipulate the people of Denmark.  In Claudius, Shakespeare shows a man 

comfortable being in charge, but also someone who is not a leader.  Though Claudius 

assures the court the quick marriage to Gertrude was for the good of the nation, this is the 

first time since his coronation that he has addressed the people.  Claudius admits the 

rumors of Fortinbras coming to reclaim lands once belonging to Norway are true, but 

instead of being willing to take him on in a field of battle instead attempts negotiations 

with a lesser man in the king of Norway, whom he ridicules as “impotent and bedrid” 

(1.2.29). 

Claudius desires peace for his kingdom.  He worries about what people think of 

him and wants everyone to like him.  He lavishes attention on Hamlet, not out of concern 

for Hamlet as much as for show for the court.  Hamlet describes this kind of lavishness in 
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1.4 as something to cause other nations to think of the Danes as drunkards and mars their 

accomplishments.   

Claudius is an ambitious, greedy man.  He wants what he cannot have in Gertrude 

and the kingdom.  What is more, he is willing to do whatever it takes to get those things, 

even at the expense of his own brother’s life.  Though the Ghost says that Claudius was 

his murderer, Claudius has no remorse or guilt for these sins until seeing his actions 

played out in the form of the dumb show. 

What starts as early tension between Claudius and Hamlet is due to the sudden 

marriage of Gertrude and Claudius, escalates to mutual distrust and hatred when Claudius 

begins to suspect a deeper meaning to Hamlet’s madness.  Though the Hamlet of Saxo 

and Belleforest fears for his life from Claudius, Shakespeare reverses this role.  When he 

sends Hamlet away to England, Claudius assumes he will never deal with Hamlet again.  

When letters arrive from Hamlet, however, Claudius’s reaction is of fear and disbelief.  

Though it happens quickly, it is not until he is sure Laertes is a willing instrument that he 

regains his confidence. 

 
Gertrude 

Like Belleforest, Shakespeare implies that Gertrude forgets her son because of her 

new husband.  It is only after deeds have been done that Gertrude realizes her remarriage 

may have been too hasty, though she expresses little remorse for it.  She wants Hamlet to 

accept her new husband, Hamlet’s uncle Claudius, as his new father figure.  She wants a 

harmonious family that cannot exist in this world.  

 Though Belleforest is clear that Gertrude was unfaithful to King Hamlet, 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet is not clear.  Hamlet does not like what he sees in the relationship 
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and the Ghost implies some wrong, though he hesitates to go any further than telling 

Hamlet to “leave her to heaven, and those thorns that in her bosom lodge to prick and 

sting her” (1.5.86-8).  It is unlikely, however, that Gertrude knows about King Hamlet’s 

death or that Claudius was involved.  Even after Hamlet’s confrontation in 3.4 she still 

does not seem to believe her new lover could possibly have blood on his hands.  It is not 

until she is dying that perhaps, as director Franco Zeferelli suggests in his interpretation 

of the scene in his film version of Hamlet, Gertrude realizes Claudius’s evil. 

 Gertrude wishes for her son’s happiness and health and expresses worry for him 

throughout the play, but she has no difficulty choosing between her son and her new 

husband as evidenced in 3.4 and 3.5.  Gertrude hears and understands Hamlet’s pleas in 

3.4.  She begs him to stop because she cannot bear the burden of truth.  She seems ready 

to reject Claudius because she knows that everything Hamlet says is true.  However, 

when Claudius comes to her to begin 3.5, her emotion betrays Hamlet.  Gertrude breaks 

down a second time and she conveys to Claudius much of what has occurred. 

 
Polonius 

Polonius is the father of Laertes and Ophelia.  No reference is made in Hamlet as 

to Polonius’s role in the court, if any, prior to Claudius becoming king.  However, 

Polonius’s treatment of Ophelia as bait for Hamlet in 3.1 and his use of Reynaldo as a spy 

and rumor mill on Laertes in 2.1 show the depth of his corruption.  He is willing to do 

whatever it takes to please his new king, suggesting that it is not impossible that he could 

have played some role in the murder of King Hamlet.  Even if he is not murderous, at the 

least he is corrupt. 
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 Many stage interpretations of Polonius emphasize Hamlet’s 2.2 description of 

“tedious old fools” (2.2.219).  Though Polonius is not always eloquent and often rambles 

on, he is not a foolish man.  Instead, he is methodical in his approach to analyzing 

character and situations.  He is cunning, meddling, conniving, and shrewd.  The servant 

reflects upon the master and this is exactly the kind of man one would come to expect in 

Claudius’s court. 

 
Laertes 

 The importance of Laertes changes during the course of the play.  In the 

beginning of Hamlet, Laertes is a supernumerary character.  His character is a catalyst for 

other characters such as Polonius, Claudius, and Ophelia.  Laertes has returned from 

living in France for the coronation of Claudius in 1.2, but he makes no mention about the 

funeral of King Hamlet.  When Laertes appears in 4.1, it is a second arrival from France.  

This time citizens of Denmark are calling for him to become the king and he takes on a 

much more significant role as the play progresses.   

Laertes is important to Ophelia and they have a comfortable sibling relationship.  

He tells her to watch out for Hamlet’s sexual intentions and not to give herself up to him 

because his words of love may not be true.  Unlike Polonius, Laertes is simply looking 

out for Ophelia’s best interests.  He seems to love his sister dearly.  When Laertes 

cautions her to be careful with Hamlet, Ophelia quips that he not “as some ungracious 

pastors do, show me the steep and thorny way to heaven, whiles like a puff’d and reckless 

libertine himself the primrose path of dalliance treads, and recks not his own rede” 

(1.3.47-51).  When Laertes sees Ophelia’s state of mind in 4.1, he is overcome with grief.  

And when Gertrude announces Ophelia’s death Laertes is heart broken. 
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Upon his return in 4.1, Laertes looks for answers.  Polonius has been killed and 

received an improper burial.  Though Claudius is worried that Laertes will be angry about 

the burial, Laertes is most concerned with avenging his father’s murder.  Knowing 

Hamlet has been sent away infuriates him even more.  When Hamlet’s letters arrive in 

4.3 saying he is well and has returned, Claudius jumps at the opportunity to use Laertes to 

destroy Hamlet.  It is not until his death that Laertes realizes he has been mislead and 

asks for an exchange of forgiveness with Hamlet. 

 
Ophelia 

 Ophelia is a victim of the circumstances around her.  While many people seem to 

love Ophelia, including Gertrude, who would rather have “thy bride-bed to have deck’d” 

than her grave, everyone uses her as a pawn (5.1.238).  Laertes tells her to stay away 

from Hamlet; Polonius commands her to avoid Hamlet; Hamlet shows his “lunacy” to the 

court through Ophelia; Polonius and Claudius thrust her at Hamlet to find out his true 

state of mind; Gertrude does not stand up for her; Hamlet rips her to pieces to get back at 

Polonius and Claudius; Hamlet “lies in her lap.”  It is no wonder poor Ophelia goes 

insane. 

 Ophelia loves Hamlet and cannot understand why he does not return her love.  

She wants Hamlet, perhaps sexually, but also in an emotional sense.  Ophelia needs to be 

loved, held, and protected, and she gets nothing.  If Gertrude has no control over the 

events of her life, Ophelia has even less. 

 While the Gravediggers in 5.1 debate Ophelia’s suicide, it is clear from her 

actions in 4.1 that she was in no frame of mind to understand what she was doing.  

Perhaps if Horatio had not disregarded the king’s order to “follow her close [and] give 
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her good watch” instead of tending to Hamlet’s surprise return, Ophelia would not have 

drowned  (4.1.74).  Ophelia no longer knows Laertes upon his return from France in 4.1, 

although she knows she is speaking to the king who is ultimately responsible for her 

father’s death and improper burial when she says “there’s rue for you” (4.1. 178-9).  This 

is moving because Ophelia’s strongest relationship in Hamlet is with Laertes. Perhaps 

had Laertes remained in Denmark his presence would have helped her better cope with 

Polonius’s death and Hamlet’s rejection. 

 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

 The king and queen have sent for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  Though they are 

classmates to Hamlet and Horatio, they have not seen Hamlet since before his father 

passed.  There is no interaction between Horatio and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

written in the script, but it is implied that they know each other by Horatio’s reaction to 

Hamlet’s news of their impending death in 5.2.  When they arrive at the court, four 

months have passed since the death of King Hamlet and Hamlet has been acting very 

strangely.  The king and queen have called upon them to cheer Hamlet up and find out 

why he is in such a sour mood. 

 It is not until meeting with Hamlet that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern begin to 

realize what they have gotten themselves into, and probably not until their deaths that 

they realize the full effect of their actions.  Without realizing it, the longer they remain in 

Denmark the further entrenched in the king’s service they become.  When ordered to 

accompany Hamlet off to England, they are unaware they are taking Hamlet to his death.  

However, because they do not make a decision for themselves within the context of the 
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play, we know they would not have taken action to save Hamlet, as Hamlet surmises in 

5.2 to Horatio.  

 
Fortinbras 
 
 Fortinbras is the son of the king that King Hamlet killed in battle on the day 

Hamlet was born.  Like Prince Hamlet, Fortinbras has seen the throne of his country fall 

to his uncle.  In Fortinbras, Shakespeare creates a parallel character to Hamlet.  Though 

we do not become as familiar with Fortinbras as Hamlet, we see similarities between the 

two.  Fortinbras is one of three sons in Hamlet whose father has been killed.  Because of 

the murder by Claudius, Fortinbras is the only one unable to avenge his father’s death.  

Instead, all he can do is request the return of the lands that were given to Denmark upon 

his father’s death be returned.  The opportunity to request or demand those lands of 

Claudius, however, is taken from him by his uncle.  In the end Fortinbras does regain 

those lands his father lost.  Hamlet gives Fortinbras his “dying voice”, and Fortinbras 

comments that he has “some rights of memory in this kingdom which now to claim my 

vantage doth invite me” (5.2.394-5).  Shakespeare implies that Fortinbras, a royal prince 

and a rightful heir to a throne, will take the throne of Denmark. 

In Shakespeare:  The Invention of the Human, Bloom makes a literary reference 

to Hamlet’s charisma as a parallel to the biblical King David and to Jesus Christ.  In 

Hamlet, Fortinbras is a Christ-like figure to Hamlet’s Moses.  The timeliness of 

Fortinbras’s return at the end is reminiscent of the resurrection and second coming of 

Christ.  While Hamlet, like Moses in the desert, can see the renewal that will occur in 

Denmark, but is not able to lead the country through this time.  That task will befall 

Fortinbras.  
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The Guards 

 Francisco, Marcellus and Barnardo are soldiers in Denmark’s army.  Since the 

beginning of time, armies have always kept someone on watch.  It is the duty of these 

men to protect the castle throughout the night.  Though there is a rumor that Fortinbras is 

coming with his army to come reclaim lands his father gave up in exchange for a proper 

burial, and though two of the guards have seen a ghost, this is not the reason they are 

keeping watch over the castle at night.  At the beginning of the play the guards are on 

watch over the castle at midnight because that is the responsibility soldiers have.  These 

are simple men who do what they are told. 

 Francisco does not know about the ghost.  Barnardo asks him if he has had a quiet 

watch.  Francisco’s response of “not a mouse stirring” is an innocent one.  Only Barnardo 

and Marcellus, who convince Horatio to attend the watch against his better judgment, 

have seen the ghost.  These simple men need someone with credibility to substantiate 

their claim and determine the reason for the appearance of the Ghost of King Hamlet. 

 
Osric 

 Upon his intrusion, Hamlet warns Horatio that it is a vice to know Osric, who 

does not appear until the final scene of Hamlet. Shakespeare uses Osric as a catalyst in 

5.2 to introduce the idea of the duel and the wagers to Hamlet.  Of all of the courtiers in 

Denmark, Osric is especially foppish.  Because Osric wishes to keep his hat off “for my 

ease, and in good faith,” Hamlet decides to toy with Osric, responding to the request of a 

duel that has already been arranged with “How if I answer no?” (5.2.105; 5.2.167).  

Following the duels and Gertrude’s death, Osric exits the stage under Hamlet’s order to 
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find the source of treachery.  Returning to report the return of Fortinbras, Osric is stunned 

to find three more bodies dead or dying.   

 
Players 
 

Though Hamlet calls the players “old friend,” and has seen an obscure speech 

performed by the lead Player, there is no evidence that Hamlet knows these actors on a 

personal level.  Hamlet does admit that he wishes he could exchange his life in the castle 

for theirs.   

The speech given upon arrival at Elsinore to Hamlet is integral to the play.  The 

performance and delivery of the speech by the Player drives Hamlet to chastise himself 

for his own inaction and ineffectiveness.  The speech, which Polonius observes draws a 

physical change in the Player and real tears, causes Hamlet to wonders what the Player 

would do if he had “the motive and the cue for passion” that he has (2.2.555).   

As Hamlet requests, the players put on a show for the court the following evening.  

The play, The Murder of Gonzago, is Hamlet’s attempt to “catch the conscience of the 

King” (2.2.601).  When Claudius rises, calls for lights, and storms out of the room, the 

players are caught off guard.  They too exit the stage in the chaos for fear of retribution 

for some unknown wrongdoing.  

 
Gravediggers 

 Shakespeare’s gravediggers serve a couple of different purposes.  First, they are 

comedic relief before the play’s final climactic scene.  Though some moments, 

specifically during Hamlet’s interaction with Polonius, are humorous, the play is 

certainly not light in tone.  The gravediggers allow the audience a chance to laugh.  The 
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gravediggers also pose the question to the audience of Shakespeare’s day, whether 

Ophelia should receive a Christian burial.  When one tells the other it was ruled not to be 

a suicide, they question the power of authority between the Church and the State, 

wondering if she would have received this special treatment if she “had not been a 

gentlewoman” (5.1.23-4).  Finally, the gravediggers give us a perspective on the Hamlet 

we have not seen until now.  The gravedigger’s quick wit helps to show the change that 

has come over Hamlet in the short period he has been away, yet at the same time, this is a 

man whose company Hamlet actually enjoys.  

 
Problems in Hamlet 

 The phrase “problems in Hamlet” may conjure many different ideas and imply 

something different to each individual.  A look at section seven of Jenkins’s Arden 

introduction, subtitled “Problems,” is a prime example.  The word “problem” alone 

carries many issues, and perhaps “challenge” would serve as a better word.  But the 

purpose of this section is to provide a glimpse of some of the problems with the 

transference of the text to the stage that the director foresaw prior to the rehearsal 

process. 

First, a word should be said about language in the play. The complexity and dense 

imagery of Shakespeare’s language is of course one of the most important challenges—

and greatest treasures—in Hamlet. Though the majority of Hamlet is written in pentamic 

verse, Shakespeare uses a significant amount of prose dialogue.  Verse throughout the 

entire first act, although during moments of heightened intensity the form does not hold 

to pentameter and becomes more immediate and interjectory.  Prose first appears when 

Hamlet interacts with Polonius for the first time in 2.2, and other than the Player’s 
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speech, the remainder of the scene is in prose form until Hamlet’s final soliloquy.  

Shakespeare uses the prose to get Hamlet more quickly to the point with Polonius, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in 2.2 and after the play in 3.2, and with Ophelia in 3.1.  

Shakespeare stays in verse with Hamlet and his mother in 3.4.  Shakespeare uses verse 

descriptively in Hamlet’s soliloquies, but we still get an impassioned Hamlet describing 

“what a piece of work is man” in prose with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in 2.2 and in 

“alas, poor Yorick!  I knew him, Horatio” in 5.1 when discovering that he knew the man 

who once inhabited the skull. 

Soliloquies are Shakespeare’s way of allowing his characters to speak intimately 

to the audience.  It is his way of allowing the audience a look at the inner thoughts of the 

character.  The material is a private revelation intended for the audience alone.  Problems 

generally arise in staging and performing soliloquies, but the soliloquies in Hamlet are 

Shakespeare’s most particularly well known and therefore offer added directional 

challenges.  In fact, audiences have been accused of saying them with, and even slightly 

before, the actors portraying Hamlet.  Audiences are ready to see and hear these favorite 

lines played in a particular manner and are perhaps quicker to judge the performances of 

Hamlet’s soliloquies than any others.  How then, does a director tackle the most 

recognizable lines in English theatre? 

 The first question a director must decide is to whom the speeches are to be 

delivered.  The speeches should be uniform in their approach or they will appear 

scattered thereby confusing the audience.  A unity must be achieved in their presentation.   

There’s one particular kind of set speech which many actors find the 
hardest problem of all.  What should they do with a soliloquy?  A situation 
in which a character is almost always alone and seems to be talking to 
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himself.  Should the speech be done to oneself, or should it be shared with 
the audience?  (Barton 94) 
 

In the case of Hamlet, I decided that Hamlet should play the speech to himself as a sort of 

plea or a crying out to the non-attentive courtiers.  I wanted to have the speech played 

along the lines of a contemporary monologue.  In studying the speeches, I realized the 

world of Denmark was spinning around Hamlet and he did not care to re-enter the world 

that was moving on without him after his father’s death and mother’s remarriage.  To 

emphasize this point, the soliloquies would be presented with a stationary Hamlet and 

movement by the other characters of Elsinore around Hamlet.  John Barton, in his 

Playing Shakespeare (1984), disagrees with this approach. 

There are very few absolute rules with Shakespeare, but I personally 
believe that it’s right ninety-nine times out of a hundred to share a 
soliloquy with the audience.  I’m convinced it’s a grave distortion of 
Shakespeare’s intention to do it to oneself.  If the actor shares the speech it 
will work.  If he doesn’t it’ll be dissipated, and the audience won’t listen 
properly.  (94) 
 

Though a concerted effort was made to force the speeches to work by taking them to 

“oneself” as Barton says, I soon realized that this approach did not work.  Engaging the 

audience directly made the character more interesting, more redeemable, and with 

everything going on around him, more tragic. 

 Though all of the soliloquies have their difficulties, two specific soliloquies are 

most important:  Hamlet’s first soliloquy in 1.2, “O that this too too solid flesh” speech 

and “To be, or not to be” in 3.1.  The audience receives a brief glimpse of the character of 

Hamlet through his interaction with Gertrude and Claudius earlier in the scene, but his 

opening soliloquy is the first good look they have of the young Prince.  We do not know, 
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until the end of this first long speech, why Hamlet is distraught.  What we hear is a 

jumble of confused thoughts. 

What we hear when Hamlet first begins to speak alone is a maelstrom of 
the most diverse perceptions, reflections and emotions, in which love and 
reverence for his father mingle with grief, anger and despair about his 
mother.  The style and structure of this soliloquy contrasts sharply with the 
ordered balanced utterances of the king.  Unfinished sentences, 
exclamations, interruptions, questions, repetitions and abrupt transitions 
are the syntactic signs of this outburst of passion . . . (Clemen 128-9) 
 

Through Shakespeare’s language Hamlet’s emotional life must be made clear.  We know 

immediately that Hamlet does not wish to go on with life.  There is no desire to make 

things new.  Jenkins writes, “. . . there is surely no thought here of being restored to 

health or happiness, only of being free of the ‘flesh’” (Jenkins 187).   

 Act III, scene 1 is of specific interest.  The scene leading to Hamlet’s “To be, or 

not to be”, the speech itself, and the scene between Hamlet and Ophelia immediately 

following create additional problems.  The number of questions and arguments generated 

from Hamlet’s soliloquy within this scene are innumerable.  Two main concerns Jenkins 

observes are the idea of suicide/death and to whom the speech is aimed.  Some, like 

Bradley, Dover Wilson and Jenkins, feel the speech is about suicide.  Others, like Bloom 

believe that it is not.  Jenkins tells us I.T. Richards believed “bare bodkin” was meant for 

Claudius, and that Hamlet was suggesting to a spying king that Denmark would be a 

better place without him.  The second problem is “whether Hamlet is discussing his 

individual dilemma” (485) or whether his interests here are broader. 

 As Bloom points out, just fifty-five lines before Hamlet utters “to be, or not to be” 

he undergoes a transformation, first wallowing in  lethargy, then berating himself for his 

inaction.  The close proximity of the speeches lead me to believe this speech should not 
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be about Hamlet slipping back into thoughts of suicide.  Instead I approached the speech 

with a broader view of death and a reflection of Hamlet’s initial problem with taking 

another life, a problem which lasts until 3.3 and is enacted in 3.4. 

 During the final lines of the speech, Hamlet observes Ophelia’s prayer, leading us 

into the next sequence within the scene.  Here scholars stress the importance of word 

play, and how a different stress on each word can change the entire meaning of the 

sentence.  Changing the meaning of one sentence within the context of the speech creates 

a ripple effect on the rest of the exchange between Ophelia and Hamlet.  Does Hamlet 

love her?  Did he ever love Ophelia?  Are we to take Hamlet at his word at all in this 

sequence?  Bloom says Hamlet does not and did not love Ophelia.  As a director, I was 

confused by the scene.  Trevor Nunn, the former artistic director of the Royal 

Shakespeare Company, in his The Great Hamlets video series interviewed John Gielgud 

and asked him about this particular scene as well.  Gielgud said he never felt comfortable 

with or was convinced how it should be played.  Nunn then asked Gielgud how he played 

it to which Gielgud responded, “I have no idea.  I tried it a lot of ways.  I never satisfied 

myself in any of them as far as I remember” (Nunn video).  In the end, I took the same 

approach and felt the same result. 

 
Cutting the Script 

 A full-text performance of Hamlet would three-and-half to four hours to 

complete.  Many performances of Hamlet are seen with some form of trimming of the 

text and our production was no different.  Between the two thesis advisors and myself, 

we decided to significantly trim the text of the play.  Our goal was not to cut simply for 
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time’s sake, but to create a leaner, more muscular text that would be easier for an 

audience unaccustomed to the language of Shakespeare to understand. 

 Some would argue this lessens the power of the text, but history suggests that 

even Shakespeare himself probably oversaw the cutting of his script to a more reasonable 

playing length.  Shakespeare purist Peter Hall argues against cutting Shakespeare.  

Everyone used to cut Shakespeare.  We did not give our audience credit 
for wanting to see Shakespeare.  I believe they’d sooner spend three hours 
and see everything he wrote than be there two hours and forty-five 
minutes and miss fifteen minutes at the end.  I also think there’s a 
tendency to cut it if you don’t understand and can’t make it work.  But I 
don’t do that to Mozart or Wagner in my operatic life and I don’t do it to 
Shakespeare.  (Berry 216) 
 

 Hall’s contemporary Peter Brook would disagree.  In his 2000 Hamlet production 

in Paris, Brook took vast liberties in cutting and rearranging the text.  Most significantly 

was the placement of the “To be, or not to be” speech.  Brook placed this speech at the 

end of 3.8 in place of the “How all occasions to inform against me” speech as Hamlet is 

leaving for England, leaving a viewer to wonder if they would even see this speech 

performed.  His finished product was just over two hours in length and paired down the 

number of cast members to ten.  The eighteenth century’s most important Hamlet, David 

Garrick, was also known for cutting the play.  Editors Stone and Kahrl write in David 

Garrick:  A Critical Biography, “Garrick’s most controversial alteration down through 

the years was Hamlet (made in 1772), though few of those who cried out against it had 

ever seen Garrick play in it, and none had seen his text” (Stone 269).  Garrick’s cuttings 

seem to have focused on the final act of the play.  Among the list of things cut by Garrick 

were the gravediggers, Osric, and the sword fight.  Though his cuttings were never 
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published, “in 1934 Garrick’s acting copy came to light in the Folger Shakespeare 

Library” (Stone 270). 

 The first task was to establish an act/scene division and determine where an 

intermission or intermissions should be placed.  We decided that the show should have 

one intermission, but the placement of the intermission was slightly more complicated.  

The text of Hamlet is broken into five acts.  All editors agree on the number of scenes for 

each act with the exception of acts three and four.  Some put the number of scenes in Act 

III at four and Act IV with seven.  This placement ends the act with the scene between 

Hamlet and Gertrude in Gertrude’s chamber and begins the new act with the entrance of 

Claudius after Hamlet has dragged the body of Polonius out of the queen’s chamber. 

[Samuel] Johnson had already observed that an act-division here is “not 
very happy.”  Instead of inventing an exit for the Queen which all three 
texts lack, editors would have done better to follow F [Folio] in omitting 
Q2’s [Second Quarto] superfluous entry-direction for her. . . . It is against 
all convention for a character to leave the stage at the end of one scene and 
immediately re-enter in another.  It is not essential to suppose, as most 
editors do, a change of place, and if it were, there are many instances of 
such a change without a break in the stage-action.  (Jenkins 523-4) 

 
Shakespearean editor W.W. Greg calls beginning Act IV at this point “a disaster that 

editors have followed a late quarto in choosing this of all points at which to begin a new 

act” (Jenkins 334).  The Arden Shakespeare text labels this a design of the Quarto of 

1676.  The Yale Complete Works of Shakespeare follows the first Quarto editions of the 

script as its reference and lists the scenes in acts III and IV differently.  Yale, along with 

the first Quarto, categorizes these as scenes I-VIII in the third act.  This placement ends 

Act III with the first entrance of Fortinbras.  Act IV then carries three scenes, beginning 

with the Ophelia’s lunacy and Laertes’s return (4.1), Hamlet’s letter to Horatio (4.2), and 

Ophelia’s announced death (4.3).  As Greg pointed out, it made little sense to end the 
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performance act with Hamlet dragging the body of Polonius away.  Shakespeare writes a 

secondary climactic point in Hamlet’s departure to England.  In it the audience sees 

Claudius as the villain he truly is, and perhaps Gertrude does as well.   Breaking the 

audience’s involvement with an intermission before this climactic point had been reached 

made little sense.  Further, Fortinbras’s two entrances mark resolution and falling action 

to both of the climaxes in the play and his appearance serves as a perfect “wrap up” point 

for a performance Act 1.  Finally, there is the necessity for the passage of time in the play 

between this scene and the next for Laertes’s return from France following Polonius’s 

death.  Placing the intermission at this point helps hide a flaw from a critical modern 

audience’s need for explanation of time.  

The second thing we discussed before cutting the script was the inclusion or 

exclusion of certain characters.  Minor characters are often the first to be trimmed away 

during a cutting, but we decided to avoid this.  Fortinbras, usually one of the first to go, is 

too interesting of a parallel character to Prince Hamlet.  Including Laertes, Shakespeare 

shows three sons who have some need within the play of avenging their father’s death.  

Fortinbras is the only of them who does not have the opportunity to take revenge, though 

in the end he seems to have been blessed with an entire kingdom.  Because Fortinbras is a 

parallel storyline and not an essential plotline to the play, he is often the first to be cut.  

However, we did cut away one small character.  Shakespeare had two men go off with 

letters pleading to the king of Norway:  Voltimand and Cornelius, but Cornelius has no 

lines.  We decided to cut one character and kept the name Cornelius over Voltimand.  

I had also decided that I was tired of Shakespeare’s choice of songs for Ophelia to 

sing as she goes mad in 4.1 and decided to change it.  It is a choice that I now regret.  
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Replacing Ophelia’s crazy songs were sonnets written by Shakespeare under the heading 

Sonnets of Sundry Notes on Music numbers V and VI (Yale 1477).  I was interested in 

having her sing songs of unrequited love since it is as much, if not more, Hamlet’s 

rejection as her father’s death that propels her into lunacy.  It was just a few days before 

the show opened that I realized, to my dismay, that it was the change in songs that were 

not working, and not a problem with the actress.  Since it was late in the rehearsal 

process, there was nothing we could do about the script. 

Though Shakespeare’s language is beautiful and poetic, it can be difficult for a 

modern-day audience not attuned to the rhythm, pattern of speech, and word usage to 

follow.  As we began to cut, we examined each scene word-by-word.  Passages deemed 

repetitive or elaborately descriptive without action to balance the poetry were selected for 

cutting.  These were few.  Particular lines or even words that might present interpretive 

challenges were also cut or changed. An example of this is in 1.2.  Hamlet says he 

“doubts” some foul play.  The intended meaning is that he believes or fears there has 

been foul play.  But to a modern audience not astute to Shakespeare, it might be viewed 

that Hamlet does not believe foul play occurred.  Though Peter Hall would not like this 

choice, Peter Brook would accept the change as an appropriate attempt to make the play 

more accessible to a modern audience. 

The rest of the cutting attempted to get to the heart of the plot quicker.  Our first 

cutting peeled away exactly one-fourth of the script.  After the first cutting, we had a 

reading of the play.  This reading was to time the length of the script, catch errors in our 

cutting, and see where other passages could be trimmed or reinstated.  A second round of 
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cutting tightened the script further.  In all, about thirty-to-forty percent of the script was 

trimmed away to run at about two-and-a-half hours. 

We were very conscious of pentameter in our process.  As much liberty was taken 

in cutting mid-line of verse, equal painstaking work went into matching the speech for 

thought and rhythms.  Cutting into the prose portion of Hamlet was a simpler task 

because material did not need to match to make for a perfect beat pattern or rhythm.   

 
Conclusion 

 The close work on the text of Hamlet for pre-production analysis and to create a 

shorter performance edition brought me as a director to a better visual and physical 

understanding of the world of the play.  This reading focused my attention on the image 

of Denmark as a place that is crumbling and rotting from the inside out because of the 

death of Old Hamlet and the place of a usurping king on the throne. This realization 

would lead me to find particular key art work and touchstone words that would later 

prove very useful in my collaboration with the team of designers who were committed to 

bringing a specific world for Hamlet to the Baylor stage.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Design Process 

 
 During the Fall semester of their second year of study, graduate students in 

Baylor’s MFA in Directing program are asked to present their choices for thesis 

production to the faculty and staff of the Department of Theatre Arts.  About a month 

before I and my fellow graduate student were due to present our thesis project choices, 

the department chair, along with the graduate program advisor, asked us to particularly 

consider classics or modern takes on classics.  The department chair, along with the 

graduate program advisor, asked us to particularly consider classics or modern takes on 

classics.  The idea behind this was two-fold.  First, the department was interested in doing 

a season of predominately classical works, including modern adaptations of classical 

plays.  Second, there was some interest in possibly presenting the two graduate thesis 

productions in rotating repertory or in some other way combining the sets and costumes 

in order to work with one larger budget instead of two smaller ones. 

 The two of us who were preparing for our thesis shows began talking to each 

other and with our faculty mentors about possibilities.  There were discussions about 

interesting thematic and period plays couplings, as well as the idea of pairing a classic 

play with its modern-adaptation, such as Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew and 

Kiss Me Kate, the Sam and Bella Spewack and Cole Porter musical based on that play.  

We were continuously cautioned by the faculty not to feel pressured into selecting 

classics for the thesis project, and it was made clear that the idea of combining design 
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efforts was not a mandate. Yet the faculty’s initial suggestion had triggered for us an 

interesting pairing of shows—Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Tom Stoppard’s contemporary 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. As our conversations progressed, my fellow 

graduate student and I became increasingly excited about developing the shows together.  

Once the idea was approved we entered into the pre-production design process hoping to 

discover design solutions to our individual shows that would also work for the other. 

 It is not uncommon for graduate students to work with undergraduate designers 

on the thesis projects.  In the case of Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are 

Dead, however, the department decided to put faculty designers on the project for two 

main reasons.  First, the two shows would be tied together by one design and one budget 

and the experience of faculty designers was considered a necessity for the success of such 

a complicated endeavor.  Second, Hamlet would open the 2006-2007 Baylor Theatre 

season thus creating certain demands on the production schedule.  There would be little 

time to prepare students new to working on set and costume crews at the beginning of the 

school year, so it would be best if the costume and scene shops had time to work on the 

show during the summer. However, this meant that designers would need to have designs 

completed by the beginning of summer.  It would be too difficult to ask this kind of 

schedule of undergraduate designers, and therefore it was deemed altogether advisable to 

assign the costumes, set, and lighting to Baylor faculty members. With the play selected 

and the designers assigned, the production team began the process of translating the 

director’s analysis and interpretation of Hamlet into a three-dimensional and visual world 

for the play.  
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Stage Space 

 The first decision that was made, following the choice of play, was the selection 

of theatre space. This choice would strongly dictate every design element of the 

production.  Because of the scheduling of the performance spaces, it was dictated that 

Hamlet would be performed on the modified thrust stage of the Mabee Theatre, part of 

the Hooper-Schaefer Fine Arts Center on the campus of Baylor University.  Had there 

been another option, this still would have been my first choice.  Seating 242, the Mabee 

Theatre is a modified thrust space with the audience seating in the shape of a semi-circle 

surrounding three sides of the stage.  The space has two natural entrances from the 

vomitories, or voms, on the audience’s side of the proscenium, and more can be created 

depending on the set from within the proscenium.  This helps create more free-flowing 

movement on the stage for the entrances and exits that Shakespeare seems to have taken 

into account when writing his plays. 

The Mabee Theatre can be a tricky playing space for a director since it has a 

proscenium arch, which if action and set pieces are placed too far upstage, can cause 

sight-line problems for the audience.  The stage floor itself is also misguiding, since the 

closest portion of the stage floor is nearest to the smallest portion of the audience.  But 

these complexities make for a fun and demanding challenge for a director.  Because of 

the inherent complexity and unfamiliarity of Shakespeare’s text to the contemporary ear, 

the ability to listen closely and see the action clearly was of utmost importance.  The 

other option would have been the 356-seat proscenium Jones Theatre.  By comparison to 

the view of the proscenium stage, which is like looking through a fourth wall or through a 

window, a thrust stage has a more three-dimensional feel, and this made the Mabee 
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Theatre a more naturally appealing playing space. All of the designers engaged in the 

project knew which theatre space we would be using before they began initial 

preparations to create their designs for the scenery, costumes, and lighting of Hamlet.  

 
Pre-Production Design Development 

Just as a director works with a group of actors to steer their work along the 

desired production path, so a director must find an effective way to collaborate with 

designers.  Actors are expected to bring their creativity to rehearsals in the same way that 

designers put their creativity on the stage.  It is the responsibility of the director to see 

that these elements create a unified production.  Good communication is the key to 

fruitful artistic collaboration, and the communication between a director and all of the 

designers begins with a series of pre-production meetings.  

The first design meeting is intended to be a formal presentation by the director to 

the design team.  The meeting is intended to give visual and aural images as food for 

thought.  Visual, textural and aural representations of ideas can be brought in to help the 

designers understand what the director is trying to express.  It is important that the 

director be clear and concise in this first meeting.  Designers are looking and listening for 

every clue to help them understand the look and feel of the show the director is 

conceiving. In order to hold good discussions, the director must devote time, study, and 

research to developing visual and aural material that effectively communicates an 

interpretive direction for the production while leaving ample room for the input of the 

other collaborating artists.   

 I began by considering my basic assumptions of what was needed for the play. 

My first impulse was that the play needed a setting that looked and felt like an old castle. 
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I envisioned levels for various playing spaces and a stairway that would be wide enough 

for key action such as Hamlet confronting Ophelia and the sword fight between Hamlet 

and Laertes..  The set would allow us, for example, to see Hamlet dragging Polonius out 

of his mother’s chamber as Claudius approached with his entourage from a different 

level.  It would allow us to see Rosencrantz and Guildenstern confront Hamlet below 

while the king awaited their return from above.  We would be able to use not just the 

width and depth of the space, but the height of the space as well.  Within this idea of a 

castle, I wanted to somehow exploit the idea of decay within the set.  I wanted to pursue 

the idea that everything was new.  The new king would try to do everything to usher out 

the memory of the old king by “putting on a new coat of paint”. 

I also wanted to communicate a medieval atmosphere in order to express a kind of 

brutality that seems less appropriate to the theatrical stereotype of the Renaissance or 

Elizabethan time periods.  I did not want my Hamlet wearing tights.  I wanted broad 

swords instead of rapiers.  I wanted rugged leather and chain mail.  My Hamlet wanted to 

be more rugged and earthy.  Shakespeare’s Denmark is a dangerous place, and it was 

important to impress a type of era rather than specifically that of Shakespeare’s day. 

 As I studied the Hamlet text in detail, ideas of what the play meant to me began to 

come more clearly into focus.  Though a stasis has been achieved at the beginning of the 

play, Hamlet, along with the audience, soon comes to learn of the true corruption and 

danger within Denmark.  Even before the revelation of King Hamlet’s murder, Marcellus 

tells us “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (1.4.90).  Because of this 

corruption, Denmark and Elsinore feel like a place that is rotting from within.  It is 

crumbling and decaying.  The corruption is deep, and in order for the proverbial parting 
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of the storm clouds, all who have been a part of the problem must be purged.  Then, and 

only then, is renewal possible.  With this in mind, I began searching for material to 

present to the design team.  Words like corruption, danger/dangerous, renewal, 

crumbling, decay, earthy, medieval, and revenge were important to how I felt about the 

play.  I began looking for elements of design to use as focal points in my discussions with 

the design team that embodied these words.  

     Because I was interested in the idea of a multi-leveled castle, I searched art 

books and the Internet for images of old, worn, castles.  My research eventually led me to 

artist renderings of Peele Castle (or sometimes “Peel” and “Piele”), located on St. 

Patrick’s Isle near the Isle of Man in the Irish Sea.  The renderings showed a castle that 

was in disrepair.  Further searches turned up an obscure 1806 painting by Sir George 

Beaumont (1753-1827) entitled “Peele Castle in a Storm”.  The painting depicts a castle 

in disrepair at the edge of a cliff.  The roofless castle is old and seems to have taken a 

beating from years of the weather neglect.  At the edge of the cliff is the sea.  The sea is 

crashing into the cliff.  On the sea dangerously close to shore is a tiny boat struggling 

against the stormy sea.  The sky is filled with dark clouds, but the sun is breaking through 

the clouds off in the distance.  The painting expressed everything I felt about Hamlet.  

This is Denmark at the beginning of the play.  A corrupt King Claudius now rules the 

country.  Rather than continue to build shrewd diplomacy and a strong government, he 

chooses instead to indulge in the fruits and spoils of the nation created by his predecessor.  

The boat, tossed about by the strong waves, was Hamlet, caught in the storm that had 

become his life.  He could, like Moses, see the renewal Denmark would experience, but 

would not be able to experience that day himself.  The state of Denmark becomes a 
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dangerous, crumbling castle.  The stormy seas represent the corruption that is revealed to 

Hamlet through his ghostly father, and the sun breaking through is the renewal.  

Everything I needed to express in terms of my analysis of the play sat squarely in the 

painting. I made color copies of the “Peele Castle in a Storm” and brought them to each 

design at our first group meeting.   

 Also at the first design meeting, I spoke with the team about the idea of Celtic 

music.  I had listened to music in a variety of styles and from a variety of sources.  I 

found that while studying the text, Celtic music moved me in a way that other music did 

not.  The costume designer responded that the Celts had traveled throughout Europe, 

leaving their mark everywhere they went.  She said that historians thought the Celts had 

actually originated in the region of India and had moved up through Europe and 

Scandinavia before crossing to the British Isles, often leaving a piece of their culture 

behind them.  Because of the distinctness of today’s Celtic music, we chose not to allow 

it to influence the musical choices of the show.  I did not want the audience to at any 

point wonder if we were trying to represent Ireland instead of Denmark.  Instead, the 

costume designer used the Celtic idea throughout the decorations within the designs of 

the costumes. 

 A third element I presented to the design team eventually became the most 

significant influence on the set and costume designs.  I had developed a habit of using the 

recent Peter Jackson directed The Lord of the Rings trilogy of movies as background 

noise while working.  It was during the beginning stages of my work on Hamlet that I 

suddenly realized Jackson had created a world I needed to emulate.  Jackson had, through 

the different various kingdoms, used different eras of medieval history and fit them 
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together in his movies.  This broad use of medieval clothing, weaponry, and buildings 

was a strong point of emphasis in the design discussions.  Specifically, the kingdom of 

Rohan, from the second of the three movies entitled The Two Towers, became a focus of 

discussion because the style of buildings used in the movie similar to the early Nordic 

area of Denmark and Scandinavia.  However, some of the costumes, such as the Aragorn, 

the king of Rohan, and his niece Eowen, were directly influential on the Hamlet designs.  

Rather than the Elizabethan doublets Shakespeare’s characters speak of, we pursued the 

idea of the kirtle, a long medieval dress for women, and the longer tunics for men. 

Finally, I built a collage.  I felt that while the painting, music, and movie analogy 

spoke in some way to my analysis and interpretation of Hamlet, I needed to create 

something that would tie all of those elements together in a single package.  The purpose 

of the collage was to help communicate my ideas with colors and shapes.  The collage 

was a series of stylized and textured papers put together on poster board.  I used the 

colors that I saw to represent the split in Denmark between King Hamlet’s old kingdom 

and King Claudius’s new one, as well as to separate Fortinbras.  Harsh geometric shapes 

inferred my idea of a rigid structure to the old kingdom versus shapes with gentler angles 

to imply the newer kingdom.  Different textured paper was my interpretation of a rougher 

King Hamlet versus a newer, softer, prettier one under Claudius.  The collage was set on 

gray, stone-looking block paper.  In the center of the collage was a copy of the Peele 

Castle painting ripped into pieces.  It was overlaid with a thin, gauze-like paper, so as to 

veil the ripped painting.  The intended idea was that Claudius was similarly hiding the 

problems within the kingdom.  I hoped that this collage would round out my 

communication with the design team at the initial design meeting.  
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 Because I had informally shared with the team most of the ideas in one-on-one 

meetings, most of the material I presented formally at the first design meeting was 

already old news.  The designers had already heard me talk about the painting, music, and 

Jackson film influences.  However, the collage was new to them, and just as the first 

three ideas worked to steer my designers in the direction I wanted, the fourth one seemed 

to be a distraction.  The gauze-like paper I had used over the ripped painting was giving 

the design team a different idea than I had intended because of a particular pattern.  The 

pattern, which I had not realized, was of a much later period than I was trying to use with 

the other elements, specifically the use of The Lord of the Rings.  The message the 

designers were receiving was much different than I intended.  I realized that the designers 

would not hear my description, but rather they would visualize it.  I pulled the paper off 

and threw it away and immediately the designers understood what I was attempting to 

explain with the collage.  However, I felt the collage had not been as useful a tool as I 

had intended and so I put it away.  As it turned out, I also felt the literal Beaumont 

painting had also not been as much help to the designers as the “idea” of Peter Jackson’s 

The Lord of the Rings.  The costume designer used the Beaumont as her color palette for 

the show, but otherwise, it was more of a useful tool for me in thinking of the show. 

Subsequent design meetings are intended for the design team to share their 

discoveries that have developed through their interpretations of the script and from the 

director’s preliminary ideas.  For example, the design team for Hamlet brought in visual 

material such as a PowerPoint slide show, photos from various sources, as well as 

sketches in order to share their ideas in early design meetings.  At our group’s third 

design meeting, design team members made a formal presentation of the set and costume.  
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The scenic designer provided a completed ¼-inch scale model of the set and the costume 

designer shared color renderings for several characters.  

Because the lighting designer was in the process of moving to Waco and 

becoming a full-time faculty member at Baylor University, the first opportunity for her to 

become acclimated into the design process was during the presentation of the model by 

the scenic designer and the colored renderings by the costume designer.  Since the 

lighting design is one of the last elements to get put into place and cannot be fully 

developed until the rehearsal process begins, this was not an issue.  Though through her 

assistant lighting designer she was aware of the ideas expressed in the design meeting, 

this was her first chance to discuss the play with the director and fellow designers.  

Seeing the colors on the model set and the details on the renderings of the costumes, the 

lighting designer immediately knew she wanted to use clear lighting.  Rather than using 

saturated lighting, which would wash out the coloring of the costumes and set, the 

designer wanted to emphasize the colors. 

At the next design meeting, the designer gave a formal presentation of her ideas 

and how she envisioned the lighting.  She spoke of sculpting the stage with the lighting 

and sharp geometric angles.  Her PowerPoint presentation included photos of an actual 

room in the real castle in Elsinore.  The room, which was used in the filming of Kenneth 

Branagh’s Hamlet, had a tile floor with alternating black and white tiles.  The floor 

looked like a giant checkerboard.  For the fight scene, the designer wanted to use up-light 

to create giant shadows on the walls at the back of the stage.  Throughout the design 

process, the lighting designer continued to stress clear light to bring out the colors instead 

of washing them out. 
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Costumes 

 Costume elements are important to a production’s style and to informing an 

audience about the time and place of the production.  Because the set was sculptural, 

costume was the most important of design elements in telling the audience the time and 

place of Hamlet.  As I mentioned earlier, The Lord of the Rings trilogy had the feel of a 

non-specific medieval period.  When I mentioned The Lord of the Rings to the costume 

designer, she immediately knew what I meant and we were on the same page.  The 

designer agreed with my assessment that the kirtle for the women and the tunic for the 

men were the right choices for this production.  The designer had seen a traveling exhibit 

of the actual costumes used in The Lord of the Rings films and was excited to compare 

characters from the films to those in Hamlet in terms of costume.  Further, I talked with 

the designer about the courtiers and soldiers of Denmark having fresh, new, pristine 

looking costumes because of Claudius trying to wipe away everything old and establish 

his new Denmark. 

 Heraldic images were important to me for the play and they played an important 

role in the design of the costumes.  In searching other productions of Hamlet, I 

sometimes saw the use of British heraldry, however I wanted the symbols to be more 

central and northern European.  I did not want to arbitrarily assign heraldic images to the 

different families and countries within the show, and the designer encouraged me to put a 

lot of thought into what the images meant to me.  I decided that King Hamlet should have 

the lion.  The heraldic lion was frequently used by kings to show their courage and 

strength.  Prince Hamlet, in a show of affection and mourning, would adopt this symbol 

as his own.  The designer wanted to use a rampant lion, a lion standing on his two back 
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legs.  I felt this look was too British.  I found an image on the Internet claiming to be the 

oldest known Danish crest and featuring three lions standing on three legs ready to attack.  

I convinced the designer that this was a better way to go, but she did not like those 

specific lions.  After researching many heraldic lions came up with a design distinctly her 

own.  The image was of a lion on three legs ready to attack but with the head turned 

facing backwards.  The designer wanted to put this image not just on Hamlet and King 

Hamlet, but on Gertrude and the courtiers as well.  In the logic of the story, however, this 

would not work as Claudius would be insisting on promoting his own image and working 

to get rid of anything reminding the country of the dead King Hamlet. 

 Furthermore, the lion metaphor seemed inappropriate for Claudius. The usurping 

brother is not a character who would face his opponent in battle.  As the Ghost tells 

Hamlet in 1.5, Claudius stings his opponent while he sleeps.  It was the Ghost’s words 

that led us to using the serpent for Claudius, as the Ghost calls him a serpent twice within 

four lines in 1.5.  The designer found two serpent images that we used, one being 

Jormungand, the Norse mythological World Snake, and the other the Celtic Ouroboros, 

also known as a World Snake.  Jormungand is believed to be such a source of evil that it 

was thrown into the ocean where it lies biting its own tail.  Norse mythology tells us that 

Jormungand and Thor will fight each other at the end of time.  Ouroboros is the serpent 

that is swallowing its own tail.  The difference between Jormungand and Ouroboros is 

that Jormungand is a short, squat-looking snake and the image was more recognizable for 

design purposes. Both of these images were used on the costumes as well as on the set. 

When Fortinbras appears at the end of the play, he ushers in renewal and hope for 

Denmark.  Fortinbras arrives moments after the court has been thrown into chaos by the 
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deaths of Gertrude, Claudius, Laertes and Hamlet.  Fortinbras’s return to Denmark is as 

the appearance of a savior, a Christ-like figure bringing a new kingdom.  I wanted his 

heraldic symbol to imply this thought, and we decided his symbol should be a cross.  The 

designer based the design of the clothing of Fortinbras and his army on the Knights 

Templar of the middle ages and changed the manner in which the cross was designed.  

I was satisfied with these three heraldic symbols, but the designer wanted to add a 

crest for the family of Polonius.  She proposed the idea of the stag, a male deer, ready to 

fight.   Her argument was based upon Laertes’s return from France where he is ready to 

fight and defend his father’s honor.  Though we cut the actual crowd cheering in our 

performance, we kept the portion of the script in which Osric tells Claudius that the 

people of Denmark are calling for Laertes to be the king upon his return.  The designer, 

therefore, felt it not only appropriate but right to have a symbol adopted from his father 

and argued for the stag.  There would be a slight difference in Polonius’s personal 

symbol, which was a stag and a serpent as one animal to represent his ties to Claudius. 

All of the costumes for Hamlet were created specifically for this show.  Often 

costumes are bought or pulled from storage from past shows.  In all, there were twenty-

four actors in the play each with his or her own costume, plus twelve additional costumes 

as some of the actors doubled roles.  In addition to the costumes, boots were custom-

made for each actor.  The costume designer took painstaking effort to group the 

characters by family, and besides the heraldic devices to set them apart, the designer also 

employed the use of color. 

When we first began discussing time in Hamlet, I referred to the passage in 1.1 

when Marcellus talks about the Ghost appearing around the time “our Saviour’s birth is 
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celebrated” (1.1.164).  This was important to me during the time we were cutting the 

script, but it lost some of the literal importance I was looking for during the design phase.  

Originally, I was very interested in pursuing this idea of the world of the play beginning 

around the end of Christmas because Denmark would be cold and dark during this time 

of year.  With the passage of time in Hamlet, we have moved from winter into early 

spring by the end of the play.  The costume designer made an effort to give the costumes 

the look of being in a cold place and even gave Gertrude a lighter dress for the second 

part of the play.  Both dresses were similar in color, a dark red, but the second dress did 

not have the thicker collar and sleeves that were tailored to the first.  For men, traveling 

cloaks were not worn in the second part of the show when outside or preparing to go out, 

such as for Ophelia’s funeral. 

There were many influences of The Lord of the Rings on the Hamlet designs.  

Some designs were more directly influenced, such as Claudius’s costume that was taken 

almost directly from the king of Rohan, or Ophelia’s from Arwen.  Others designs were 

much more subtle, such as the design for Hamlet which was modeled after Aragorn.  

Finally, other designs were developed more from the feel of the films and needs of the 

show rather than from actual characters represented.  Such was the case with Osric and 

the female attendants. 

As I mentioned, Hamlet’s costume derived from Aragorn.  The designer gave 

Hamlet a new cape and heraldic patch for his chest.  The idea was that while the rest of 

Denmark was falling in line with Claudius’s new symbol, this was Hamlet’s way, besides 

the black clothing, of showing himself to be in mourning for his father and his 

disapproval of his mother’s sudden marriage.  His costume was trimmed with gold. 
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Ghost Hamlet, as described by the guards and Horatio, was ready for war.  His 

cape was identical to Hamlet’s, but the idea was for his cape to be beat up from war.  He 

wore a long shirt of mail that went past his knees and a helmet.  On his chest was a 

leather shield with his lion emblazoned three times, which the designer modeled after the 

Danish crest I had found.  Ghost Hamlet had the largest broadsword we could find to add 

to his menacing appearance. 

The design for Claudius, including his cape, was modeled after the king of 

Rohan’s formal clothing in The Lord of the Rings:  The Two Towers.  Taking the color 

palette from the Beaumont painting, Claudius’s costume was a sea green trimmed in 

burgundy and gold.  His crown was a plain gold.  Less visible to the audience was the 

design of the trim, which was his serpent on his wrists. 

Gertrude had two costumes.  Both were burgundy and had gold and sea green 

trim.  Her collar, sleeves and hem of her dress were all adorned with the serpent.  

Gertrude’s first costume was designed to be warmer than the second.  Her sleeves and 

collar were thicker and detachable for the closet scene with Hamlet.  She also wore a 

headpiece with her crown.  The designer chose the color burgundy for Gertrude for two 

reasons.  First, the color represented dried blood to imply not that she had guilt in King 

Hamlet’s death, but that there was a lack of innocence in her relationship with Claudius 

prior to his death.  Second, because of the early discussions about incorporating in the 

idea of time being near “that season . . . wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated,” the 

designer had decided on using the color for Gertrude to represent a Christmas outfit as 

well. 
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Horatio is on his own in Denmark.  Though he is clearly Hamlet’s friend, he is not 

a part of the court nor the family.  The designer chose the same sea green for Horatio as 

for Claudius to show that he was not a threat to the new royal family.  Horatio is charged 

later by Claudius to take care of Ophelia. 

Polonius and Laertes wore similarly designed costumes.  The difference between 

them was their crests, which, as I mentioned previously, were slightly altered from father 

to son.  The designer chose for the Polonius family a deep royal blue and cream color 

scheme.  Ophelia’s dress was a softer blue, but a shade from this particular color family.  

Ophelia’s dress was a kirtle styled after Arwen’s, with wide flowing sleeves, darker blue 

trim, and slits in the side of her kirtle so her white undergarments could be seen slightly.  

Ophelia was given three sets of these undergarments.  The first was plain and worn under 

her kirtle.  The second and third were matching with vines and flowers for the scenes 

following the death of Polonius as she slipped into lunacy.  The third set of these 

undergarments was soiled to look as though she had just been pulled out of the stream in 

which she had drowned.  Polonius and his family, along with Reynaldo, wore matching 

armbands to further designate themselves.   

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were identical in costume.  They had brown pants 

and light shirts with a Celtic design emblazoned on their collars and armbands.  

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern also had dark traveling cloaks upon their arrival and 

departure from Denmark.  They, along with Horatio and Hamlet, were given matching 

tams to identify a connection with Wittenberg. 

Upon their arrival to Elsinore, the six players wore motley, a style of alternating 

paneled costumes.  The women’s costume was designed in the style of the kirtle and the 
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men wore pants.  All had hoods for their costumes.  As part of the play within the play, 

the designer and her assistant created leather masks for the actors to use.  The intention 

was that Hamlet created these for the play he had requested to specifically resemble 

Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, and King Hamlet. 

The three Female Attendants costumes were modeled after the kirtle worn by 

Eowyn, the king of Rohan’s niece.  In discussion of the colors that should go into their 

costumes, I told the designer to simply match colors with the complexion of the actors. In 

hindsight, perhaps we should have gone with colors from the palette of the show.  

However, the dresses were beautiful and worked for their purpose. 

The soldiers were all given chain mail and distinguished between Fortinbras and 

Denmark with either a tunic or a cloak.  The tunic of Fortinbras was cream color and the 

royal blue of Norway.  All had the cross on the tunic, but since we used three soldiers in 

addition to the captain Hamlet speaks with and Fortinbras, the designer took the 

opportunity establish rank through the design.  Fortinbras’s costume was the most 

intricately designed, followed by the captain and then the soldiers.  All of them wore 

broadswords, and in addition to the swords, two carried pikes and one the banner of 

Fortinbras.   

Two of the soldiers of Norway doubled as Marcellus and Barnardo.  The 

difference for them was the cloak, which was a sea green.  Also, they did not wear 

broadswords, but instead carried pikes.  The pikes were distinctively different from the 

ones carried by Fortinbras’s army.  Francisco was set apart from Marcellus and Barnardo 

within Elsinore.  I used Francisco within court scenes as Claudius’s personal guard and 

he became a “military” attendant when Shakespeare calls for attendants.  With this 
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designation, I thought of Francisco as being a higher rank than Barnardo and Marcellus 

and the designer gave him scaled armor over his shirt of mail.  The armor included the 

serpent of Claudius. 

The other men within the kingdom were the fop Osric, the messenger Cornelius, 

and the Laertes spy Reynaldo, and one more nameless attendant.  Because Reynaldo is 

sent by Polonius to spy on Laertes in France, we tied Reynaldo to the family through the 

use of the armband.  His costume was a plain brown.  He had a traveling cloak for 2.1 

when he leaves for France.  The other men are Claudius’s men and were given the 

serpent crests.  The designer decided because of the scene in 5.2 with Hamlet that Osric 

should not be liked because Hamlet tells Horatio it is “a vice to know him” (5.2.85-6).  

Further, Osric disobeys Hamlet’s order to leave his hat on.  The designer decided to 

punctuate the hat.  She designed a big, “poofy” hat, as she described it, complete with a 

feather.  Because of his flowery, pompous, meaningless words, Osric was given a pinkish 

hue to wear to further the idea of not taking him seriously.  Cornelius is the messenger to 

Norway.  He was given a more respectable brown and a traveling cloak.  We decided to 

have one more male attendant at the court.  He also wore brown. 

The last two costumes were for the gravediggers.  Their clothes were made to 

look raggedy and ratty in contrast to the pristine, new look of the courtiers.  Their clothes 

were held on with rags as belts and were wrapped up, giving the appearance of being held 

together by their last thread.  It was appropriate since, after all, they were more concerned 

with a “stoup of liquor” (5.1.60) than anything else. 
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Set 

 Initially, the scenic designer and I had different conceptual ideas about the setting 

of Hamlet.  As early as the first design meeting, the scenic designer spoke of the Mabee 

Theatre as a sculptural space and was thinking of the set sculpturally while I was thinking 

of the set as being more literal.  However, we agreed that the space should be a 

representation of the crumbling, decaying nature that Denmark had become.  

 When the designer presented the photo of the swords of Hafrsfjord, he was 

worried he was moving away from my original idea with the Beaumont painting.  He 

thought he was in line with what I had said in terms of The Lord of the Rings.  My initial 

response to the first photo of the Hafrsfjord swords was to recall in the first of the trilogy 

of movies the Argonath, the giant stone kings.  The swords of Hafrsfjord, Norway, are a 

sculpture created and erected in the early 1980s as a tribute to the three kingdoms that 

fought a battle there to unify all of Norway in the 800s A.D.  We were unable to find an 

exact height of the swords, but in finding more photos we thought they were about five or 

six times taller than the people in the pictures.  The designer and I were excited about the 

possibility of the swords as a centerpiece for the sculpture, but since we were combining 

our set with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, he needed to find a way to connect 

the two before moving forward. 

 That connection came by way of the director of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are 

Dead.  As the director had been preparing for R&G, he had been interested in M.C. 

Escher’s artwork and the idea of “things that aren’t quite what they appear.”  The director 

talked of an art exhibit he had once seen in which on the first floor a giant tent stake had 
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been driven into the floor.  Once on the lower level, the exhibit continued, with the tent 

stake coming out of the ceiling, as if driven through the floor. 

After this discussion the scenic designer was able to create a model using the 

three swords as the sculpture for the design.  The set for Hamlet would have three swords 

stuck into the ground, and for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead there would be 

three swords points coming out of the ground.  The swords would be set around the 

proscenium line of the Mabee Theatre with the tallest of the swords reaching the ceiling, 

about twenty-six feet high.  This sword would be positioned stage left and just downstage 

of the proscenium line.  The next sword would be placed stage right at the proscenium 

line.  The third sword would be shorter, centered, and upstage of the other two swords.  

An elevator would be placed just behind the upstage sword with the specific purpose of 

providing an entrance for the Ghost. 

 The designer tied to his design the idea of Denmark crumbling from within from 

the Beaumont painting.  He conceived the idea that the sculptures were metallic, but 

eroding into the earth.  The upstage floor itself would give the look of parched earth; 

earth cracked and drawn from lack of water to give it life.  Part of this idea was to give 

the lighting designer a spot to shoot light and smoke from under the stage for the ghost’s 

entrance and to give texture to the swords.   

Finally, building on my idea of Celtic influence, the designer added the design of 

a rune stone image of a snake, our heraldic representation for Claudius, swallowing its 

own tail.  This was to add emphasis to the idea that Claudius is the cause of the calamity 

within the world of the play. 
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 Initially, I was excited about the design, but had a difficult time breaking myself 

away from the idea of having no levels other than the three steps leading up from the 

moat of the stage to the stage platform.  I wanted to get my program advisor’s opinion 

before I spoke with the designer because I felt at odds with myself over the design.  On 

the one hand I trusted the design, and on the other hand I wanted a greater degree of 

levels.  The advice given me was that I needed to trust the design.  My ideas of levels 

would indeed be well serviced on a proscenium stage, but that for the thrust, in looking at 

the model from all angles of the audience, would create sight-line problems. 

 
Properties 

 Properties, or props, are usable pieces that add décor to the show’s period.  In 

many circumstances, they fall into their own category with their own designer.  In the 

case of Hamlet, however, the set designer insisted on overseeing the design of the props 

and gave the responsibility to the assistant designer.  Hamlet does not require many 

props, but detailed research into the time and place in which our production would be set 

would be required.  I was particularly interested in creating a few key properties to flesh 

out the world of the play. For example, I asked for banners for the royal court and 

Fortinbras’s army, drinking chalices for Claudius, real food to be eaten on stage, bags of 

money, the swords and pikes for combat as well as for show. I wanted a few key furniture 

pieces such as chairs that could be moved quickly for Claudius and Gertrude rather than 

great thrones, and a desk that was portable enough to be brought on quickly for the king 

to sign letters on stage.  For the players in Act II and III, I asked for a functioning cart, 

masks for the play within the play, and lit lanterns.  For the gravediggers in Act V, I 

wanted a “pickaxe and a spade” (5.1.92), as well as skulls and pieces of bones, and food 
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to be eaten during the scene.  My “wish list” for properties also included paper for the 

letters, a functioning signet for the king, and candles, quill and ink, to add to the 

functioning of the king signing letters and sending Hamlet to his death in England. 

 
Lights 

Because of the space of the Mabee Theatre, the designer was looking to bring the 

majority of the light from steep, sharp downward angles.  Because so much time and 

effort was being put into decoration of the costumes, she wanted to establish a lot of clear 

lighting so as not to affect the detail of the costumes.  Other lighting the designer was 

interested in experimenting with for the show included placing lighting instruments in the 

floor and in the hilts of the swords to sculpt the swords from top to bottom with colored 

lighting from different angles.  The designer was also interested in natural lighting, 

source lighting, up lighting, and placing follow spots on Hamlet during his soliloquies 

and his scene with Ophelia to help make the scene more intimate.  As I will discuss in 

chapter four, some of these ideas worked well and some had to be cut. 

The designer and I both felt that, if it could be worked safely, real fire on stage in 

the form of a torch would add to the authentic period we were looking for.  The designer 

was able to find a hand-held torch with a switch mechanism that when released would put 

the flame out.  Two were purchased and dressed up to look more authentic.  To add to the 

eerie presence of the Ghost, the designer proposed attaching LED lights to the inside of 

the Ghost’s costume.  The lights would have a switch so that before his entrance the 

Ghost would be able to suddenly appear.  The up lighting in the fight scene was created 

by small lighting instruments, called birdies, being placed at the level of the actor’s feet.  

The designer wanted to make the fight appear to be larger than life. 
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Hair and Make-up 

 The hair and make-up designer worked closely with the costume designer.  We 

had asked everyone to not cut their hair during the course of the summer if they could at 

all keep from doing so.  We wanted Ophelia to have even longer hair, so it was planned 

early on that she would be given hair extensions.  Most of the remaining details regarding 

hair and make-up were dealt with in the weeks leading up to the tech rehearsal when we 

knew how full beards and hair were. 

 The designer wanted to experiment with battle scars for the soldiers on the arm, 

face and neck areas.  I reminded her that most of the actors’ arms and hands would be 

covered by their longer sleeves and the necks by their chain mail and hoods.  I also did 

not want to have facial scars on all of the soldiers, but told her I liked the idea of the scars 

and told her to proceed. 

 
Music 

 I was interested in having a thematic musical quality similar to a movie that 

provided one song to underline different parts of the play.  I wanted a song or two that 

could be played throughout the play at varying tempos or keys to assist in the 

development of the mood of the play.  I thought the best way to create this idea would be 

to have a song or songs created specifically for the play.  I posed the idea of using a 

musician outside of the department to write music specifically for Hamlet.  I had noticed 

a local music pastor had written several songs that were sung in his church’s worship 

time.  I told him of my project and asked if he would be interested in developing 

something for Hamlet.  After receiving permission from the faculty and staff, I set to 

work with him with the thought that there would be a handful of songs created for the 
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show:  stylistic music for the songs Ophelia sings while retreating into her own world that 

we had replaced (as discussed in chapter two), stylistic music for the performance of the 

actors in Act III, music for the sword fights, and a thematic piece that could possibly be 

played and recorded in a couple of different ways to reflect the feeling of the moment in 

the play. 

 After giving the designer time to work on his own, we met again and he played 

some sample music that he had been working on and explained to me his desire to write 

more music than I had requested and anticipated.  Essentially, he had begun working to 

underscore the entire play.  We then went through the entire script and talked about the 

mood of each section and how it was different from other similar scenes.   

 In the end, the amount of music differed greatly from what we were initially 

working towards.  During the rehearsal process it became problematic, which I will 

discuss in detail in chapter four. 

 
Sound 

 There are only a few sound effects that are called for in the script, and while I did 

not want to embellish the show with extraneous effects, I was interested in adding sound 

to help progress the mood of the play or underscore highly charged moments.  Two 

effects that were cut immediately were the rooster crows in 1.1 before the ghost’s second 

disappearance, and trumpet blasts, and Danish marches during the flourishes of the king 

and queen’s entrances and exits. 

 The script also has canon fire to represent the king waking in the middle of the 

night, essentially letting everyone know that he was up late throwing a party.   

Horatio. Indeed? I heard it not: then it draws near the season 
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Wherein the spirit held his wont to walk. 
A flourish of trumpets, cannon. 

What does this mean, my lord? 
Hamlet. The king doth wake to-night and takes his rouse, 

Keeps wassail, and the swaggering up-spring reels.  
Horatio. Is it a custom? 
Hamlet.   Ay, marry, it is, 

But to my mind, though I am native here 
And to the manner born, it is a custom 
More honour'd in the breach than the observance.  (1.4) 
 

The sound effect I wanted was to be only the sound of a cannon and not of an 

accompanying blast.  I wanted to emphasize that the castle was not under attack. 

 When Hamlet says “O villainy!  Ho!  let the door be lock’d./Treachery!  Seek it 

out.” (5.2), Osric is still on stage and there are no instructions for him to leave.  But 

because he returns with the answer to Hamlet’s later question, “What warlike noise is 

this?” (5.2), it makes sense for him to have gone and to have seen the answer he gives.  

The script calls for trumpets (which I’d already decided against) and drums and a shot of 

ordinance, but I believe Shakespeare intended this to be in celebration of Hamlet’s hits on 

Laertes during the fight rather than as a sign of Fortinbras’s return.   However, I felt it 

was not inappropriate to alter this to become cannon shots of salute by Fortinbras upon 

his return through Denmark from his Polish expedition.  This time I wanted the sound of 

the artillery shot through the air to go along with the cannon fire.  I knew I would want 

the origin of the cannon blast to sound far off and the trajectory of the artillery piece to 

sound closer but not dangerous.  The sound of drums is not called for in the script, but 

Hamlet says “What warlike noise is this” (5.2) and when Fortinbras arrives he is 

accompanied by an English Ambassador (which we omitted) and physical drums.  

Therefore I wanted the sound of drums to accompany the cannon and artillery 
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announcing the return of Fortinbras.  A third, final call for shots saluting the death of 

Prince Hamlet concludes the script.  

 We discussed early on that there would be two good possibilities for the ghost’s 

“swear” lines.  We could either have the Ghost wear a microphone and go with a live 

performance of the “swears”, or we could pre-record them and add sound effects and 

have the sound board operator simply hit “play” at the appropriate time.  It was agreed 

upon that we should not consider the actor playing the role simply reciting the lines from 

the back, side or underneath the stage.  We did add the sound of a thunderclap to script to 

emphasize the ghost’s “Swear” in 1.5.  This was added as a notation to the script so the 

sound designer would not be surprised by this addition later on.  Because of the minimal 

amount of sound in the show, it was not a focus of the design team during the beginning 

stages of development. 

 
Conclusion 

 In the end, the process of collaborating with designers was as much an exercise in 

deeper analysis of the play as it was a practical way to prepare production elements. I 

learned a great deal about my understanding of the text and how to talk about that 

interpretation to other artists. Sometimes I learned this by discovering what talking points 

led my collaborators in directions contrary to my central interpretation, but we managed 

to work together to bring the elements of the play into a unified artistic statement that was 

in line with the key images I desired for the production.  Ultimately, this work was a very 

useful way to prepare me as a director to deal effectively with the actors in rehearsal.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
The Rehearsal Process 

 

 In his essay called “A Sense of Direction” in the collection The Shifting Point, 

director Peter Brook writes about the effect of rehearsal on a director.  “A few weeks into 

rehearsal, the director is no longer the same person,” states Brook, himself one of the 

foremost interpreters of Shakespeare’s plays.  “He has been enriched and broadened by 

his work with other people.  In fact, whatever understanding he had reached before 

rehearsals began, he has now been helped to see the text in a new way“ (17).  The 

experience of leading this production of Hamlet through a rehearsal process has 

illuminated Brook’s words to me.  This chapter of the thesis will give a detailed account 

of the task of casting and rehearsing Hamlet at Baylor theatre and will offer insight into 

the challenges and rewards of bringing the play to life through work with actors on the 

stage.  

 
Auditions 

The audition is the actor’s sales pitch.  It is the opportunity for the actor to 

convince the director he or she is the right person for a specific role within a play.  The 

opportunity for an actor to take a role in Hamlet does not happen often, and the 

opportunity to play the lead comes much less frequently (and disproportionately to men).  

There was consequently a great deal of anticipation and anxiety focused on the auditions 

for this production.    
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The auditions for Hamlet were held on Wednesday, April 12, 2006 and callbacks 

were the next day.  The auditions and callbacks were held in Baylor University’s Jones 

Theatre.  The department’s production of Luigi Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of 

an Author was in rehearsals in the Mabee Theatre on both nights. 

 For the initial audition, the actors were required to memorize a 1-2 minute 

dramatic Shakespearean verse monologue.  I wanted to hear the vocal quality of each 

actor, see how they were able to interpret the piece, and equally important, learn how 

comfortable each actor was in handling the Shakespearean language.  I listened for a 

sense of each actor’s understanding of the story they were telling.  Finally, I watched for 

movement and posture.  I was not particular in terms of what each actor did with 

movement, but I wanted to see if it was appropriate for their interpretation.  Since there 

was not a rush for time on the night of the first auditions I was able to occasionally ask an 

actor to come back and deliver their monologue a second time.  I approached some of the 

actors with whom I was unfamiliar by giving them a directorial note to see how they 

would respond.  In several instances, actors worked their way into or out of the callback 

list.  In the particular instance of the role of the Ghost of King Hamlet, I was able to cast 

without needing the actor for callbacks.   

 Prior to callbacks, I had been assigned my stage manager and assistant stage 

manager.  Together they ran the audition process.  The assistant stage manager facilitated 

ushering the actors to the stage at the appropriate time while the stage manager sat in the 

audience with me and kept the audition forms, headshots, and notes.   

 Callbacks were held the following evening.  The goal of this step was to assemble 

a cast from those who had been called back for another round of auditioning.  I intended 
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to use the callback time as an opportunity to see actors in groups, such as all “Hamlets” at 

one time, etc.  However, because of the rehearsal time for Six Characters the callback 

process needed to be broken up.  Rather than seeing all of the actors at one time within 

their groups, I had to see the actors in Six Characters first in order to give myself enough 

time to see each of them.  After the Six Characters group was complete, I was then able 

to see the actors in the groups I had assigned.  The cast list was finalized on the night of 

callbacks.  After showing it to the departmental faculty and staff, the cast list was posted 

by the stage manager shortly before noon on Friday April 14. 

 
Casting 

Some say directing is 60 percent casting, others say 90 percent.  
Regardless, it’s a lot.  There is not a more important single decision you 
will make during the production than who you put into a role.  (Hauser 17) 
 

 The priority in casting Hamlet is the title role.  Often the quality of a production is 

judged on the quality of the actor portraying Hamlet, and therefore casting must center on 

this character.  The actor playing this role carries approximately half of the lines and 

needs to be able to display an ocean of emotions within each word.  The role itself carries 

a certain weight.  As Paul Rudnick articulates in his play I Hate Hamlet, actors playing 

the role carry the burden of those who have played the part before.  Ann Taylor writes, 

“Actors are haunted by their predecessors as well as by their contemporary rivals” (2).  

Because of the importance in casting, upon my request, three faculty members and the 

director of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead sat in on the callback process with 

me.  I was able to tell them my ideas and get their opinions.   

In the end, casting the role of Hamlet was one of the simplest decisions.  Of the 

four actors I called back for the role of Hamlet, one actor clearly separated himself from 
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the rest.  It was as clear to me as it was to the faculty who were present that this actor was 

the best choice.  The rest of the casting process was not quite as simple. 

 After casting Hamlet, and having already cast the Ghost, I cast the other nine 

major speaking roles.  Because several of these roles are characters with age greater than 

the average college student I considered actors in roles who I thought could more easily 

add some years to their appearance with the assistance of beards, longer hair, and 

makeup.  Those physical features aside, it was still important that these actors, like 

Hamlet, handle the Shakespearean language and tell the story of Hamlet clearly to the 

audience.  As it worked out, we were able to get a Ghost King Hamlet and a King 

Claudius who had some similar features. 

Because there are only two speaking roles in the play for women, I had decided 

that I wanted the role of Player 1 (or Player King, and in our case Player Queen) to be 

played by a woman.  Though we were looking at this play from the standpoint of a non-

specific medieval era, and many countries forbade women to participate in plays, I did 

not think this would be an unrealistic stretch. 

 With those roles cast, I turned my attention to the minor roles.  Because I wanted 

to fill out the court scenes and give depth to the number of persons on stage, I knew I 

would be casting several actors with few or no lines.  Consideration was given first to 

seniors who had little experience on the main stage, then to underclassmen who had 

developed a reputation within the department as hard workers.  Throughout the casting 

process asking the opinion of the faculty proved rewarding in terms of building a 

dedicated cast. 
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Actor Preparation 

Along with the honor of playing Hamlet comes a certain amount of added 

responsibility.  Once the cast list was posted, I expected to see the smiling faces of 

undergraduates who had been cast during the final weeks of the semester.  Instead, I felt I 

was being avoided.  I began to worry and asked a professor if a lot of the actors were 

upset about where they were cast or if there was a problem.  The professor assured me 

there were no problems, but she thought it was the sudden realization of “we’re doing 

Hamlet” and the burden it brings.  Knowing this before the first read-through gave me the 

ability to reassure the actors that though there would be a lot of hard work expected from 

them this was going to be a rewarding process. 

Since the cast had an entire summer before rehearsals began I chose to have a cast 

meeting and read-through before the semester break.  As a director, I try to be an example 

of professionalism to the student actors and I expect a certain amount of professionalism 

from them as well.  Professionalism is as much about attitude and approach as it is about 

the pay scale.  At the first meeting with the cast, I laid out my expectations for the show.  

First, I expected the cast to come back from the summer break with working knowledge 

of the entire play and for actors to have their lines fully memorized.  Second, timeliness 

to rehearsals is important to the production.  Because not everyone called for rehearsal in 

an evening would be called at the start of the rehearsal time, I emphasized the importance 

of making sure to be on time and warmed up and ready for work.  Third, I assured the 

actors that though I expected Hamlet to be difficult and frustrating, I also expected it to 

be a rewarding process.   
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Rehearsals 

 Shakespearean plays are usually given more time to prepare than a contemporary 

play because of the language involved.  We were given about five weeks from the first 

rehearsal on August 19, 2006, to the first performance on September 26.  To reacquaint 

the actors to Hamlet after the summer, the first rehearsal was an improvised staged 

reading by the actors.  With scripts in hand, the actors were given the freedom to create 

their own blocking, movement and interaction.  The purposes of this exercise were to 

reacquaint the actors with the script and with each other as characters, as well as to gauge 

how far along the actors were on character development and line memorization.  A third, 

lesser, notion is to show the actors that you will allow them freedom to create their own 

work within the structure of the rehearsal process. 

 Rehearsals always began with a group warm-up.  Warm-ups help the actors put 

aside the emotions and problems experienced during the day and begin rehearsals with a 

fresh mind.  Responsibility for warm-ups were placed in the hands of the actors.  At the 

beginning of each rehearsal, a different actor would lead the group in warm-up exercises.  

These exercises consisted of physical stretching, relaxation exercises, and vocal work.   

 The rehearsal process itself could have begun more smoothly.  I asked the actors 

to return from the long summer layoff with their lines memorized and with a strong 

knowledge of their character.  I hoped they would and so I decided to move immediately 

into blocking rehearsals instead of beginning with two days of table work, reading and 

play discussion.  However, because so few of the actors actually committed any time 

during the summer to memorization, the rehearsal process was negatively affected. 
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Throughout the rehearsal process I had an incredible amount of help from my 

choreographers.  I essentially had four choreographers assisting me with Hamlet.  One 

staged the dumb show and created the dance and the action of the players in 3.2.  There 

were two choreographers working together on the stage combat.  A new professor in the 

department specializing in stage combat was hired at the beginning of the school year and 

was excited to choreograph the fight scene for the end of the play.  Assisting him in the 

choreography was an undergraduate who has a mastery of martial arts.  Together they put 

together the intricate sword fights.  Last, I had movement help from the lighting designer, 

who happened to have a background in dance and movement.  The lighting designer 

helped with the posture and movement of the actors within the court of Denmark. 

 
Staging 

 Some directors treat the script as a road map, putting specific movement and 

business to specific words.  One director I worked with as an undergraduate would say, 

“Pitter, pitter, pitter, plop” to signify “move here on this line.”  However, I prefer to work 

more organically, giving actors the opportunity to find natural movement and stage 

business in the process of working a scene in rehearsal.  Because Shakespeare’s plays 

have little, if any, specific stage directions, director and actor have complete freedom.  

However, many young actors are uncomfortable working within this framework.  Instead 

of enjoying the freedom to work and make choices, they see an expanse of space and, not 

knowing where to begin, freeze up.  I was aware of this before the rehearsals began and 

set initial entrances, exits, and points on the stage where action should take place.  This 

was the skeletal framework with which we began the rehearsal process for most of the 

scenes in Hamlet.   
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 Since the set consisted of just the three large sword sculptures, there was a great 

deal of open space on the stage. Such expansive openness was aesthetically pleasing and 

also made it possible for the director and actors to be expressive with movement. 

However, so much freedom is a real challenge.  Actors wonder what do with themselves 

when the space does not dictate very specific movement choices. The director, too, must 

think differently about movement when a naturalistic use of space is not required. There 

is nothing for an actor to hide behind or fidget with.  The actor feels more vulnerable in 

this near-bare environment and the director is apt to become insecure as well.  However, 

when the actors and director embrace the openness of the stage and use the bareness as a 

means of focusing on the spoken words of the text and the relationships of characters, 

they realize that an playing on an empty space allows for nothing to be in the way of 

communicating the play to the audience. For this production, the best approach was to 

always make staging and movement choices based on the art of story telling. 

 This open space was so much bigger and barer than any stage on which I had 

previously blocked. The scale made it a new and very different directing experience.   

Though the size of the stage allowed for some nice crowd moments that filled the stage 

nicely, there were times that the stage felt absolutely overwhelming. In hindsight, I 

realize that one reason the open stage became overwhelming early in the process was 

because I failed to keep in mind the role that light would eventually have in sculpting the 

space.  

 I made sense of the space by focusing on the points of entrance and exit.  The 

architecture of the Mabee Theatre offered me three natural entrances and a fourth way in 

and out of the set was created by the use of the upstage left proscenium wall.  These four 
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points of movement on and off stage helped create the kind of continual flow of action 

that the play demands and assisted me with managing the traffic of characters. This is 

very important for Hamlet because Shakespeare writes scenes that begin with 

conversations already started and characters already in movement from one place to the 

next.  

 Though I find organic blocking a good practice overall, it is not always the best 

method. In the case of this production, the openness of the set, the large number of 

actors in the cast, and the demands of some particular moments required that I pre-plan 

crafted stage pictures more often for Hamlet than for any play I had previously directed. 

Some of these scenes included the beginning of the court scene in 1.2 and Ophelia’s 

funeral in 5.1.  The scene that took the longest to block was the fight scene in 5.2.  The 

play’s climactic final duel has three major parts, and we wanted the third section of the 

fight to have the sense of flowing out into the gathered audience at the court of 

Denmark.  This required me to carefully and specifically position each of the courtiers 

and on-lookers in the scene. We wanted the fight to appear dangerous for the other 

actors on the stage, as if the power of the hateful feelings coming from Claudius, 

Laertes, and Hamlet were frightening to the world of the play, but we did not want to 

actually endanger anyone.  Staging the fight became a time consuming part of rehearsal 

for me, the actors, and the fight choreographer, as will be discussed more below.  

However this investment of time was necessary considering the critical importance of 

the scene. 
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Soliloquies 

  At the beginning of the rehearsal process, the trickiest part seemed to be the 

soliloquies.  The question I kept asking myself was “how do we perform these?”  I met 

with the actor playing Hamlet separately from the rehearsal schedule several times early 

in the process to try different techniques.  At first, I wanted to try work counter to John 

Barton’s theory that “ninety-nine times out of a hundred” the soliloquy should be played 

to the audience.  I was not trying to deliberately work against Barton, but it seemed to me 

that this was the one time out of one hundred that it could work as a monologue to 

himself.  Hamlet and I would work the speeches to death trying to get them to work in 

this way.  We would leave our rehearsal feeling good about the work we had done only to 

become frustrated during the next rehearsal.  Finally, we agreed to try what Barton 

suggested.  

In rehearsal we also experimented with another element in the soliloquy.  I 

envisioned during Hamlet’s first soliloquy that the world was figuratively spinning 

around Hamlet.  With his father’s death, Hamlet had fallen off the world.  It was spinning 

fast and out of control and Hamlet did not care to re-enter it.  In the second soliloquy 

following the Player’s impassioned speech in which Hamlet reprimands himself for his 

inaction, I saw the world moving too slowly for Hamlet.  When Hamlet delivered his 

final soliloquy before leaving for England, time stood still for Hamlet.  I wanted to 

accentuate these points artistically through the staging.  

For Hamlet’s first soliloquy, I tried to have the entire court of Denmark enter as 

Hamlet began to speak.  They entered the stage and moved around Hamlet at a faster than 

normal pace.  The movement around Hamlet created the look of an out of control world 
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spinning around Hamlet.  With the soliloquy following the Player’s speech, I created a 

similar visual image.  Now the world was moving too slowly for Hamlet and the pace of 

the movement around Hamlet was staged in slow motion.  For Hamlet’s final speech, 

Fortinbras and his army, the Captain, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern did not exit the 

scene, but stood frozen in place mid-stride.  The intended visual was that the world had 

stopped for Hamlet.  Even though he was headed to England, Hamlet could not see it, but 

everything was falling perfectly into place for him. 

While all this movement was pretty, it never worked right.  With each rehearsal 

we came closer to making it work, but the problem with the movement was that the 

audience did not listen to Hamlet.  The audience’s focus followed the movement around 

Hamlet rather than Hamlet himself and his emotional journey.  Ultimately the movement 

of those first two soliloquies was cut. 

 
Stage Combat 

 Hamlet was fortunate to have two fight choreographers.  The lead choreographer 

was a new professor to the department with stage combat credentials.  The second 

choreographer was a student with martial arts training and some basic stage combat 

training who I had used previously in a smaller acting scene to create safe combat.  Most 

of the discussion of the physical choreography was with the professor, who then 

developed the fight with the student choreographer on stage with the weapons we chose.  

The student choreographer also served as the fight captain for the show, ensuring a safe 

run-through of the fight before each rehearsal and performance.  However, due to family 

issues, the faculty choreographer needed to spend significant time away from the early 

rehearsal process and the student choreographer took on a more significant role in the 
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process than was initially planned.  Because of the discussions and planning between the 

choreographers and myself, the combat sequences were not hindered by the necessary 

absence of the lead fight choreographer. 

Leading to the duel, I wanted to create the idea that Hamlet truly asks Laertes for 

forgiveness, that Laertes says he accepts and forgives, but that he truly does not.  Hamlet 

knows this but he does not let on, instead playing along until the very end.  I talked at 

length with the fight choreographer that the fight scenes should convey this idea.  As for 

the actual choreography, I liked the Franco Zeferelli Hamlet’s use of multiple weapons in 

the fight.  Because Hamlet’s intended death is set up as a friendly duel, Zeferelli’s 

Hamlet and Laertes used several different weapons to fight with.  However, the 

interpretation by this Hamlet that all was forgiven and this was truly a game is something 

I did not agree with.  I told the choreographer that this match should have several rounds, 

as declared to Hamlet by Osric, and there would be multiple weapons used.  We decided 

to begin the fight with the heavy broadswords, before moving on to rapier, and then 

rapier/dagger.  Each pass with the weapons would increase the intensity of the fight. 

 I also wanted to explore the notion of Laertes’s supremacy with the sword as 

Claudius says in 4.3 and Horatio mentions to Hamlet in 5.2.  I wanted to show that 

Laertes had the upper hand in the fight but lets it get away.  Since our actor playing 

Laertes was physically bigger and stronger than Hamlet, I thought this should come 

through in the first exchange of the broadsword.  For the rapier, I discussed the idea of 

chess and putting an opponent into “mate” in three moves.  I wanted a very quick, “blink-

and-you-miss-it” exchange with the rapier.  I told the choreographers and the actors that 

because Laertes should have won the first exchange, Hamlet’s agility and quickness 
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coupled with Laertes temporary lack of focus could allow Hamlet to quickly get a second 

touch.  This would further infuriate Laertes.  The final fight needed to become something 

of a brawl.  I wanted Laertes to become more physical with Hamlet and appear more 

dangerous in the eyes of the audience. 

 
Dance and Choreography 
 
 Actors arrive at Elsinore in 2.2, with the Player delivering at Hamlet’s request a 

passionate speech.  Two scenes later, these players put on a full show.  For the players, I 

wanted to create the feel of a band of traveling medieval actors given an opportunity to 

put on a show.  I had cast three men and three women, which is not “Medievally 

Correct,” and had assigned the role of the lead Player to a woman.   

For the play within the play, I wanted to convey the feel of a long evening of 

performance cut short by the king’s sudden rising, leaving the actors in a state of 

confusion.  I spoke with the choreographer about designing a dance to begin the evening, 

followed by a second short event before moving into the mimed play used to catch 

Claudius.  The music designer had developed a piece of music for the show.   

 The fourth choreographer was also the lighting designer.  Being a dancer and one 

who studied movement as well as lighting, she was as bothered as I was by postures of 

actors early in the rehearsal process.  When she asked if it would be acceptable for her to 

work with the actors, my first instinct was to tell her I could handle it.  I soon realized 

how ridiculous and selfish that notion was, and I was ultimately pleased to have someone 

who wanted to invest their personal time to help with that aspect of the show.   
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Technical Rehearsals 

At the completion of the first four weeks of rehearsal, Hamlet moved from 

rehearsing with the actors to incorporating elements of design.  The technical rehearsals 

serve two functions:  first, to incorporate the work of the designers into the rehearsal 

process, and second, to provide the stage manager an opportunity to become familiar in 

calling the cues of the production.  The technical rehearsals are the time when the control 

of rehearsals begins to shift from the director to the stage manager.  These rehearsals are 

broken into two phases:  with and without the cast.  The first thing to occur is the paper 

tech rehearsal.  In this rehearsal, the stage manager, lighting designer, sound designer and 

director make sure that the stage manager has all the cues in the prompt book as they 

have been prepared.  Some of these cues may be cut and others added later.  The second 

rehearsal is the dry tech.  This rehearsal permits the designers, stage manager and director 

to go from one cue to the next.  The stage manager has the opportunity to become 

familiar with the different cues that will be called, and the director has the opportunity to 

see the lights on the stage without the actors.  The next phase of technical rehearsal 

incorporates the actors as well as the technical crews into the overall scheme of the show.  

Usually for the sake of the crew, a cue-to-cue rehearsal takes place before moving into a 

full rehearsal with actors.  This rehearsal period lets the production become more the 

property of the stage manager, and it is at their discretion to decide stops and starts during 

rehearsal.  It is also an important time for the lighting designers as they finish their work 

by rearranging, adding or subtracting light sources. 

Moving into the technical rehearsal, the large scenic swords were already in place 

and Ophelia’s grave had been installed.  However, the Ghost’s elevator was not yet 
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functional and using the grave required a break in rehearsal to open and close the trap 

doors.  Lowering Ophelia into the grave had already been worked out by the technical 

rehearsals, but timing of the elevator and the opening and closing of the trap doors in 

darkness took significant practice.  I was especially concerned about the timing of the 

opening and closing of the trap doors, but by the time the show opened, the crew was 

able to get the doors closed in about one second, which was faster than what I had 

demanded. 

Music and sound were fairly big issues in the show.  There was an internal sound 

designer and an external music designer.  My assumption was that the sound designer 

would be more proactive in coordinating issues with the music designer because I 

thought they fell into the same department rather than existing as two separate entities.  In 

part because of this miscommunication, we were not able to rehearse with the music until 

just prior to the technical rehearsals.  However, I arrived at the decision that much of the 

music needed to be cut.  Though I began with the notion of a live musician, in the end, 

the smarter decision was to use recorded music.  

The biggest problem during the tech rehearsals was the fog.  This effect was to 

mask the Ghost stepping away from the elevator behind the sword and to create a 

mysterious atmosphere for the Ghost’s entrance.  The run crew had to shoot the smoke 

upwards through the cracks in the stage floor as lights aimed upwards added an eerie 

glow through the smoke.  However, as much smoke remained in the basement under the 

theatre as appeared on the stage.  The dense fog with the blinding light made it a difficult 

task to get the fog evenly spread on the stage. 
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The torches on stage required a separate training session for the stage managers, 

the crew, and the actors who used them.  The torches came with a controlling mechanism 

that could instantly extinguish the fuel source, which was in the shape of a small cube.  

However, the torch had to be lit externally.  The real fire on stage was an element that 

gave an even more authentic feel to the show. 

 
Dress Rehearsals 

 The dress rehearsals are the final process before the performance.  This rehearsal 

period is when the director and stage manager allow the show to run from start to finish 

without stopping regardless of any problems.  The dress rehearsal is treated the same as if 

it were a performance, including the use of all props and costumes.  The dress rehearsal is 

used for polishing the play.  Since ticket sales for Hamlet were doing surprisingly well, 

we used the dress rehearsals as an opportunity to invite theatre majors to attend and 

thereby gauge an audience’s response to the play. 

 By the time we arrived at the dress rehearsal, most problems had been resolved, 

though the timing issues were still being worked out, specifically sound cues and the fog.  

There were two specific blocking and prop cuts that were made after the first dress 

rehearsal when all attempts to make them work had been exhausted.  The movement 

around Hamlet in the soliloquies was cut after the first dress rehearsal.  I had tried several 

different things to make these soliloquies work.  Rather than continue to force the issue 

and compromise the work the actor portraying Hamlet had done, I chose to cut all of the 

movement. 

 Similarly, I had created a nice sequence when Claudius sends Hamlet away.   

Another actor brought on a desk with a candle, wax, and an envelope.  Claudius would 
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drip wax onto the envelope while delivering his lines about Hamlet’s doom.  For effect, 

he would hit his seal into the wax on the line “Do it, England” (3.7).  However, because 

the actors had to be close in order for the moment to work, the sealing of the letter was 

blocked to most of the audience.  I decided to cut the desk after the first dress rehearsal 

and open up Claudius to deliver the lines as a soliloquy. 

 Around the time of the dress rehearsals, I began to notice certain parts of the play 

were not progressing as smoothly as others.  While the play was generally beginning to 

pick up pace, some scenes, specifically 4.1 and 4.3, seemed to drag.  Further cuts to the 

script could have helped to keep the pace of the show moving forward, but at this late 

time in the process, I felt an additional cut would not be wise.  We concluded the final 

dress on Monday, September 25, without making any additional cuts to the play. 

 
Conclusion 

 The thesis production of Hamlet opened on Tuesday, September 26, 2006 and ran 

through Sunday, October 1.  The production sold out and an additional performance, a 

matinee on Saturday, was added; this also sold out.  Good attendance at the play was due 

in part to strong marketing and also to the popularity of Hamlet as a teaching text at the 

university level.  I am sure many professors around Baylor University told their students 

to see the show. Whatever the reason for this box office success, the strong ticket sales 

had a positive effect on the actors and production team. The hard work of pre-production 

and rehearsal was emotionally rewarded by the large audiences.  When the show opened, 

I became better and better able to view the production objectively and critically.  The 

final chapter of this thesis will present my own critique of the production.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Self-Analysis 

 
A good director must be able to develop accurate critical reflection on his or her 

own work. Self-satisfaction can be an obvious pitfall for an artist, but it is just as 

problematic to be blind to your own successes. Finding the balance is important. This 

self-reflection, though it offers many challenges, is extremely rewarding, leading to 

continued artistic and personal growth.  Reflecting upon this production of Hamlet, I can 

identify both the biggest strengths and weaknesses of the final product.  

Generally, I would critique the production by saying that the play had a unified 

look and feel, and that the epic quality I desired was largely accomplished. The cutting of 

the script created for the production worked well, except that more changes needed to be 

made in the last third of the play to tighten the action. This was noticeable in act four, 

where the rhythm slowed down too much and audiences began to feel restless.  The 

performance of the title character was generally strong for a collegiate Hamlet and I 

remain pleased with how fully realized the characterization was. The actor showed a 

broad range of the emotions necessary for Hamlet and handled the complexity of the 

character’s journey well. Yet I recognize that there were problems in performance with 

Hamlet’s relationships to other characters and this weakened the play at times. In 

particular, I believe that a flaw in this production was the development of Hamlet’s 

relationship to the women in his life—Ophelia and Gertrude. If this element had been 

stronger, it would have added an important layer of character and meaning to the 
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production. I regret that this was never fully solved. I also know that the production did 

not successfully convey the idea that the world of the Danish court was truly worried 

about Hamlet’s sanity.  In considering the visual elements of the production, I would 

argue that the set was evocative and striking, helping to create the epic feeling I desired 

for the entire production. The costumes were a strong component to the play, 

aesthetically pleasing and very helpful in storytelling. The lights were highly effective in 

helping to shape the space and in emphasizing a single strong look for the production. Of 

course, these are all very broad reflections on the production. In the remaining sections of 

this chapter, I will offer more specific and detailed critical assessments of the various 

aspects of this thesis production.  

 
Design 

 There are two different issues to review in the area of design. One is the relative 

effectiveness of my process with the designers and the other is the success of the final 

design product in each area. Overall, I felt very successful in working with the designers.  

I talked with them early in the process and as often as I could.  During the weeks leading 

to the first Hamlet design meeting I would often just sit and talk with the costume 

designer about ideas for the play.  There was a flow of ideas and images during these 

discussions and when the design process formally began I felt we were on the same page.  

 
Costumes 

 The costume designer created a beautiful set of highly detailed renderings for all 

of the characters in Hamlet.  A rendering of a costume is sometimes completely different 

than the finished product because of time, money, frustration, and the level of skilled help 
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available for construction.  In the case of Hamlet, however, I thought that the level of 

detail given to the costumes matched the effort of the renderings.  The look of the 

costumes was exciting and I was, for the most part, extremely pleased with the results.  

For example, I had stated pre-production that the clothing of the courtiers and soldiers of 

Denmark should appear new and pristine because of Claudius being a new king.  My idea 

was to show that King Claudius was wiping away everything old, from the heraldic crest 

to clothing, and starting new.  I thought the costume designer did an excellent job of 

helping me create this look. 

 One aspect of the final costume design that could have been improved was the 

relationship of some costume elements to the production’s specific time setting.  At the 

beginning of the design phase, we talked about the time of year for the play being within 

the Christmas season.  This idea was seen in the final production during the opening night 

watch scene where the first guards and Horatio were appropriately wrapped up and 

Marcellus says, “some say that ever ‘gainst that season comes/Wherein our Saviour’s 

birth is celebrated” (1.1.163-4).  However, I wonder if we embraced the idea as fully as 

we could have.  Though all of the characters in the show had long sleeves to cover the 

arms, I wonder if we should have done still more to give the audience the idea of a colder 

place.  One observer mentioned to me she would have liked to have seen thicker material 

with a more obvious hand-woven look in order to better support the overall time and 

place of the production.  I agree with her.  The costume designer and I had a similar 

discussion about fabric but the ultimate issue became budgetary.  The designer chose 

materials that “looked close” to what we needed as best she could within the budget 

constraints.  Additionally, because of lines in Hamlet, the fictional passage of time 
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between the beginning and end of the play in our production was interpreted as 

approximately three months. We wanted to give the appearance of the temperature 

warming up from winter into spring, but this change did not read well in our show.  The 

only character with a significant change of costuming was the queen, but her second 

dress was the same color and very close in style to the first.  I do not believe the audience 

realized the change in time that we intended to communicate.  Some of the male 

characters did not wear traveling cloaks or cowls after the Act 1 of the play, but again I 

do not think this choice was significant enough to register as a change in seasons.   

 I would have liked to have dressed the soldiers of Denmark and Norway in real 

chain mail.  The metallic sound chain mail makes while moving was something I thought 

would add to the overall feel of the show.  At the beginning of the design process, 

however, the lighting designer wanted to create a mist on the stage to give a cold, wet 

look to the atmosphere of the play.  The costume designer did not like the prospect of 

ensuring that rented chain mail was properly dried and stored each night and insisted that 

knitting the chain mail would be the proper way to go.  The look was created with a 

particular black yarn that would not easily lose its shape and silver “Rub ‘n Buff”, a waxy 

metallic cloth coloring finish.  It looked good, but I still regretted the lack of metallic 

sound. 

 
Crowns 

 I did not see the crowns until the night of the first dress rehearsal.  The translation 

of the design to the realized crowns was not successful.  One observer made the comment 

that they “looked like Burger King crowns.”  The crowns were literally cut out of sheet 

metal and connected to create the desired size for Claudius, Gertrude or Fortinbras.  I was 
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really not pleased with the look.  I should have asked for more appropriate crowns or cut 

from the show completely. 

 
Heraldic Crests 

The designer took a great deal of care in creating heraldry for each of the families, 

and I was very pleased with the final products.  The snake designs for Claudius turned 

out exceptionally well.  I was initially worried that the heraldic crests would not be seen 

well from the audience’s perspective, but incorporating the different designs into the 

lobby display helped make them more easily distinguishable.  My thesis advisor came up 

with the idea of using the crests in the lobby.   My personal favorite among the interesting 

designs was the lion crest created for Hamlet and the Ghost.  The lion was bold and 

memorable, especially on the capes for Hamlet and Ghost Hamlet, and in the chest piece 

for the Ghost.  I think our use of heraldry added a tremendous amount of flavor and 

texture to the show. 

 
Set 

 The set design was a sculpturally powerful image on the stage.  As I mentioned in 

chapter three, I had originally envisioned height combined with the depth and width of 

the stage.  Yet I became fascinated with the image of the three swords found by the 

scenic designer.  I was conflicted between my desire to have playable levels and my 

attachment to the bold imagery of the three large sculptural swords.    I expressed my 

concerns directly to the designer and a thesis advisor and after discussion I came to 

believe that the architecture of the Mabee Theatre coupled with the massive sword 

structures would be more than suitable for my intentions with Hamlet.   
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 The designer wanted to incorporate and express the idea I had presented of a 

corroding, crumbling, corrupt Danish kingdom with the Beaumont painting through the 

set.  On the model, the parched earth surrounding the swords engulfed the blades, giving 

the suggestion that the swords were beginning to rot away.  This was very clear on the 

model of the set, but I am not sure the idea was as clear to the audience.  Perhaps the 

problem was with the colors chosen for the set and the lighting overpowering those 

colors.  In the end, the corrosion and crumbling was not a strong visual aspect of the set 

design.  

 
Music  

In hindsight, I let the music become a bigger project, and a bigger problem, than it 

should have been.  I allowed the excitement of the music designer, a personal friend, to 

become contagious.  Rather than sticking to the original plan of using just a handful of 

songs, such as a theme for Hamlet and the Ghost, the music for the players, the 

Hamlet/Laertes fight, and for Ophelia’s songs, I allowed him to work towards scoring 

almost the entire play.  My initial inclination was that it was not a good idea, but told him 

to go ahead with the project.  With one exception, where the scene had changed its 

intention from conception to realization, I liked the music and thought it fit well.  

However, when the faculty saw the show with the music they unanimously agreed that 

the music did not work for the show.  The faculty argued strongly that the music 

overpowered the language and that audience members were listening to the music instead 

of focusing on the actors on stage.  I had intended for the music to act as a support to the 

mood of the scene, but instead it became overwhelming and distracting.  One faculty 

member told me it was a credit to my directing that the show did not need the music.  His 
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impression was that the acting and directing were strong enough and did not need the 

musical support.  While it was a wonderful compliment, I knew it meant I had to cut the 

creative hard work, not simply of a colleague, but of a personal friend. I take pride as a 

director that if something is not working well I have no problem cutting it.  But this was 

someone else’s creative process, and as a director, sitting down with the musical designer 

to cut approximately ninety percent of his creation was the most difficult and painful 

thing I have ever done.  Several faculty, including several of the designers and thesis 

advisors, told me they did not envy what I did but that they were proud that I had handled 

it myself.  As my thesis advisor said, “If you hadn’t done it, I would have had to.”  To his 

credit, the musical designer remained very gracious for the opportunity to contribute what 

he did. 

Though we kept all of his music for pre-show, intermission, and post-show music, 

we only kept a small amount for the show.  I was never completely happy with the music 

for the fight scene.  By the time I realized it was unfixable it was too late.  Though I 

wanted music during that scene, it was too late to find anything else.  I should have 

simply cut the music for the fight scene altogether.  A small part of the issue was an 

inexperienced soundboard operator, but the music for the fight itself never quite worked. 

In hindsight, I believe part of the problem with using this particular person as 

composer was not in his enthusiasm, but his overall lack of the theatrical experience.  The 

designer we used is an accomplished composer and writer of music and studied a lot of 

movie soundtracks before writing the music for Hamlet.  However, he had no experience 

working with any aspect of the stage.  I think just as it would be difficult to have 

someone with no theatrical experience lead other design elements, so it was here.  The 
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experience someone obtains simply in working with musicals and plays cannot be 

overlooked over someone who has talent in a particular field, but no experience with the 

stage. 

 
Acting 

 Throughout my time in the MFA program at Baylor, I felt that my strongest 

directorial asset was my skill in working with actors.  This production of Hamlet verified 

some of my ideas about good working methods with actors, but it also taught me new 

lessons about the director-actor collaboration.  Though I would not have changed any of 

the casting choices, there were a few actors that I felt were very resistant to character 

evolution.  There were choices some actors made before the rehearsal process began that 

inhibited character development.  Those decisions stunted their overall growth in the 

show.  The problem was that the choices were not made through analytical work but from 

personal preferences or fear of being viewed as too similar to the character.  

Unfortunately, these particular actors were very resistant to different ideas.   

 One particular example was the queen.  While Belleforest is very clear in his 

account that Gertrude had an ongoing affair with Claudius before King Hamlet’s death, 

Shakespeare does little more than hint strongly at this possible relationship.  However, 

there is clearly a strong attraction between Gertrude and Claudius, and Hamlet speaks of 

this in his first soliloquy.  The actor playing the Queen said her interpretive decision was 

that Claudius had forced her to marry him, telling her it was for the good of the country.  

She was adamant that Gertrude felt no attraction towards him.  It was very difficult to 

convince her that this was not a good decision on many levels.  Without Hamlet seeing 

her attraction in 1.2, his soliloquy is pointless and a lie, not to himself, but from the 
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perspective of the show to the audience.  It may have been that there was a personal lack 

of attraction between the two actors.  Whatever the cause, I was only able to get this actor 

to go about half as far with her development as was necessary and this weakened an 

important relationship in the story.  

On the other hand, several actors were very easy to work with and eager to 

expand their understanding of their roles.  The actor playing the role of Hamlet, for 

example, threw himself into line memorization, characterization, and the sword fights.  

Hamlet is often judged by the actor playing Hamlet, and in this case Hamlet did a very 

fine job.  A couple of months after Hamlet ended I asked him what his feelings were 

about the process in retrospect.  We both agreed that while we felt we were thorough in 

our rehearsal process and happy with the results of the show, there were still stones left 

unturned.  We agreed we could both have been better.  The sense that Hamlet has lost his 

father and then sees him again, the relationship with his mother, and his feelings for 

Ophelia were elements we believed could have been stronger.  The actor’s own vocal 

work was something that could have been improved as well.  He had grown hoarse just 

before the opening of the show because he had been straining, especially in the 

soliloquies, in the weeks leading to the opening.  I had created a picture with movement 

around him and he sensed the audience’s focus was not on him.  He had strained to get 

their attention.  After we cut the movement around him, he had continued to strain 

vocally.  It was the lighting designer who first noticed he was straining and helped him 

realize how little he needed to push vocally during the soliloquies when he was the only 

one on stage.  
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Generally speaking, I could have run rehearsals tighter.  I do not often put my cast 

through a group warm-up.  In Hamlet, I chose a different cast member each rehearsal to 

do the leading.  A problem arose from this which I did not stop soon enough.  Actors 

were using the time to continue socializing instead of preparing mentally for the 

rehearsal.  I let it go on longer than it should have.  In hindsight I should have lead the 

warm-up time at the beginning to set a stricter standard.  We also had issues at times with 

focus from actors offstage.  There were times that talking by actors offstage forced the 

actors on stage to stop.  I had been so focused on the work on stage I had not noticed.  

Admittedly, this is a stage management responsibility.  Though I had young stage 

managers, I should have insisted on them enforcing better rehearsal rules as well. 

 
Directing 

 Just as the role of Prince Hamlet can be a frustrating and rewarding role for an 

actor, Hamlet can offer both fear and pleasure for a director.  As a director, I felt more 

growth than I have with any other show.  The audiences generally seemed to enjoy it, and 

it was the first show at Baylor in at least fifteen years that sold out all performances 

before the show even opened.  We added a show and it sold out as well.  Several 

audience members told me they bought season tickets after seeing Hamlet because of the 

quality of work.  Several students outside the department told me they came back to see 

the show a second time.  My own non-theatre-going parents loved the play, telling me 

they understood it better the second time.  Proud parents of cast members told me how 

much they enjoyed the show. 

 However, there were problems with the play.  The show was generally solid, but I 

thought I should have been better.  There were inconsistencies every night, which I never 
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understood.  On the night of the final dress, the first act of the show was absolutely 

horrible.  There was no energy, no pace, and I began to feel worried and angry.  But when 

the second act started, the show miraculously was really good.  This unexplainable switch 

caused me tremendous frustration.   The problem persisted into the run of the show.  One 

night a part of the play would be very average and the next night the same moments 

would be very good.  A Baylor language professor I spoke with a few months after 

Hamlet closed told me that when he saw the performance it was really good in spots and 

just so-so in others.  My thesis advisor, who heard this comment, told him that this 

inconsistency was exactly my frustration.  The good spots would move every night.  My 

disappointment as a director is that I never discovered the root cause of this inconsistency 

or found a technique to prevent it.  

However, there are other areas I could have fixed that are much more clear to me.  

Relationships between Hamlet and other characters could have been much stronger and 

therefore would have been more effective.  I would have liked to have had a stronger 

bond between Hamlet and the women in his life, Ophelia and Gertrude.  While I think we 

accomplished Hamlet’s sense of betrayal at their hands, a stronger sense of the 

relationship between mother and son and between the two former lovers would have 

made the betrayal that much more painful to the audience.  The relationship and reaction 

of Hamlet to the appearance of his father was also understated.  My own father is still 

alive, and I cannot fully understand what it must be like to experience that loss.  But 

Hamlet knows his father is dead, is told of his return, and sees with his own eyes the 

Ghost of his father.  The pain and conflicting feelings he must be feeling in those 

moments could have been played more strongly. 
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 The majority of my regrets within Hamlet come from my own directing and the 

frustration about what was not realized within the production.  I did not direct the way I 

normally have in the past, and I sensed a change and growth during the process of 

Hamlet.  Ordinarily, I like to begin the process with a group reading and then begin 

working the scene with scripts in hand, allowing the actors to find moments to move and 

interact.  After working the scenes, I then come back to the blocking.  However, 

Shakespeare is different from more contemporary work, and using a bare stage is more 

different still.   In Hamlet, I set the blocking first and then began to work the scenes.  I 

found at the end of the first week that the staging looked horrible and did not work.  It 

was almost all wrong and we spent week two re-blocking as we began to work the 

scenes.  However, because the blocking was so clunky, we had to spend more time on the 

blocking the second week and less on the actual working of the scene.  In the future this 

will be something I will be aware of and ready for. 

I also feel I could have had a much more powerful sense of corruption within the 

court of Denmark.  The characters of Polonius and Claudius were at times viewable by 

the audience as too friendly.  I wanted a more cunning Polonius than we presented.  

Elsinore is a place that should never be completely trusted.  Hamlet senses something 

wrong from the beginning and expresses distaste and distrust for the world around him, 

and specifically Claudius.  I feel that what Hamlet expressed did not match the actions 

and intent fueling those feelings.  

There is a beauty to the language of Shakespeare.  Equally important to the 

specific words being spoken are the sound patterns and rhythmic changes.  I would like to 

have had the time to explore the musical quality and feeling of the words with the actors.  
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It becomes more natural and beautiful to the audience’s ear and more comfortable in the 

actor’s mouths with more familiarity.  Specifically I would have liked for Hamlet to have 

colored the words more during the soliloquies.  I felt that there were word operative 

words that could have been played a stronger to create deeper feeling and more emotional 

nuance. 

I would like to have had the time and capacity to work with the actors on better 

enunciation, breath control, and projection.  The actors playing major characters became 

quickly comfortable speaking Shakespeare, but the actors with fewer lines took longer to 

gain their confidence.  A specific tricky spot was the end-rhyme couplets.  In the 

beginning of the process, actors felt uncomfortable and even comical delivering couplets.  

They rushed through them, but hurrying the couplets only made them stand out 

awkwardly.  I made the actors take more time with the couplets, and I think embracing 

rather than fighting the couplets allowed them to sound more natural. 

 
Conclusion 

 Theatre should be a living, breathing experience.  Our patrons should be moved 

by the experience and want to come back and see more.  Our work should create a need 

by the audience to discuss the experience with their friends or even with the cast and 

director.  The memory of an audience member’s reaction to the thesis production of 

Hamlet that lives most vividly in my mind happened on the closing day of the show. A 

young college student approached me rather timidly in the lobby following the final 

performance.  She told me she was so moved by the performance that she had come back 

to see the play a second time and had bought tickets for the remainder of the season. No 

praise from friends, colleagues, critics, or professors could match the pleasure I took from 
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this comment.  Surely there is no better satisfaction for a director passionate about the 

theatre than helping to engender a love for the art in another person.
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Plate 1.  Design rendering of Hamlet. 
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Plate 3.  Design rendering of Claudius. 
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Plate 4.  Design rendering of Gertrude. 
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Plate 6.  The Ghost speaks to Hamlet. 
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Plate 7.  Claudius and Polonius use Ophelia as a trap for Hamlet. 
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Plate 9.  Claudius tries to pray. 
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Plate 10.  Hamlet contemplates Yorick 
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Plate 11.  Hamlet, Laertes and Polonius before the fight. 
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Plate 13.  Final moments. 
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