



[image: image]






Michael Pennington


HAMLET


A User’s Guide


[image: image]


NICK HERN BOOKS


London


www.nickhernbooks.co.uk




STARVELING (as Moonshine): All that I have to say is to tell you that the lanthorn is the moon, I the man i’ the moon, this thorn-bush my thorn-bush, and this dog my dog. A Midsummer Night’s Dream,




1


INTRODUCTION





1


INTRODUCTION




‘It is we who are Hamlet’ – William Hazlitt, English writer.


‘Yes, Germany is Hamlet!’ – Ferdinand Freiligrath, German political poet.


‘This is very Slavic’ – Alexander Herzen, Russian thinker.


‘Poland is a Hamlet!’ – Adam Mickiewicz, Polish Romantic poet.


‘Unfortunate family, those Hamlets’ – anonymous Dublin theatregoer.





The day that Laurence Olivier died I was filming in Tuscany, John Mortimer’s adaptation of his novel, Summer’s Lease. We were working in the dilapidated splendour of the Castello di Meleto near Gaiole, on an after-dinner scene, John Gielgud and Susan Fleetwood drinking coffee on one sofa, myself on another with Fyodor Chaliapin, the son of the legendary singer. Fyodor was then nearly ninety, with a remarkable character face, more patrician even than Gielgud’s, which, together no doubt with his exotic pedigree, had lately given him a satisfactory cameo career in movies without obliging him to move far from his Roman home. In the few days of his stay with us, he had slightly upstaged Sir John as raconteur-in-chief.


Colin Rogers, the producer, came onto the set while we were waiting, sorry to break in, but he felt he must inform us that Olivier had died.


Olivier to us was the handsome devil of a second assistant. During the previous two months we had every dawn scuttled and bumped to work along the treacherous back roads between Raddain-Chianti and Castelnuovo, taken with increasing confidence by the unit drivers – and to some extent by the actors, who used a spare car for days off as they arose, for jaunts: my own confidence had gone into a recent decline when I had crumped into a Fiat on the crown of a hill, inches from a fairly sheer drop. It was the kind of close shave that happened a lot: the one thing you knew was that you didn’t want at any time to be driven by Olivier, who reckoned he could do the journey with his eyes closed and sometimes did. He had obviously now met the Great Carabiniere on one of those hairpin bends.


Colin clarified his news and one kind of shock replaced another. Everyone tried not to look at Gielgud. Chaliapin, who was a little hard of hearing, continued to tell me what the painter Ilya Repin had said to him in his father’s house in 1913, unaware of what had dropped into our midst: his voice, a shaving off the Great Larynx, sung out in the silent room. I interrupted him. ‘Fyodor, I think I should tell you that Laurence Olivier has died.’ In fact, I said it to him twice. ‘AAAAAAAGH!’ cried Chaliapin, on a fierce intake of breath, and, raising his hands before him, clapped them together in dismay. When they separated, a large fly lay horribly crushed in one of his palms. Now, when I think of the passing of Olivier, this crushed fly is what I see. However, what I hear is the voice of John Gielgud later in the day, talking quietly about his own complex relationship with Olivier and his admiration for him that surpassed all rivalry. Generous, humorous, sad, modest, graceful and undeceived, it was the voice of Hamlet.


When I think of Hamlet, though, I still think of Olivier, because he was my first. The Academy Cinema in Oxford Street, London’s prototypical post-war art house, used to do a Shakespeare season in September, and Hamlet was what I got first, in my thirteenth year. The film, though well-known, is rather underrated. It was shot in black and white, in contrast to Olivier’s earlier brilliant (but timeserving) Henry V: this was done to save money, but was thought to reflect the bleak northern tones of the play, which in fact it did. His voice-over introducing the film as the story of a man who ‘could not make up his mind’ has been much mocked, but it has always seemed to me a pretty accurate summary of the work, whether interpreted literally or, if you wish, poetically. The film was also tutted at for cutting Rosencrantz, Guildenstern and Fortinbras; but it gained a great linear forthrightness thereby, and asserted Hamlet as a fast story above all, which it was long before it became the most picked-over objet in literary history. Obviously Olivier’s direct and active personality was less-suited to the part than Gielgud’s, and than it was to Richard III (and the blond rinse was probably a mistake), but he was after all the Ken Branagh of his day, with a precious populist gift that, in those less competitive days, allowed him to miscast himself from time to time. My father, who took me, had little interest in cinema, let alone the techniques of cinema, but observed that there was a continuity problem, that Olivier periodically sprouted, lost and then re-sprouted a spot on his lip: but I felt only routine filial irritation, so taken up was I by the Ghost, a billowing amoebic figure, its face tantalisingly obscure, its heart thumping in the battlement mists, the voice recorded in fact by Olivier himself – it harrowed me as surely as it did the Prince. My father, again veiling his enjoyment of my enjoyment in technical criticism, said that it sounded as if his dentures were loose: later I found that he was quoting a reviewer.1


The whole thing was fine by me, William Walton’s music, the hero’s murderous leap from a balcony onto Basil Sydney’s Claudius at the end, the moody soliloquies over the crashing waves: very soon a series of 78 rpms of the big speeches spun ceaselessly in my room, and a miniature version, created from stills of the film, was painfully cut out, glued and mounted on my Pollock’s toy theatre (Regency 1946 model) – the Ghost on his little wire by now a very unimpressive two-inch blob indeed. The experience propelled me towards an adolescence which, despite an early preoccupation with Meredith Willson’s The Music Man, with Guys and Dolls and Dylan Thomas’s New York recording of Under Milk Wood, and a later one with Billie Holiday and Charlie Parker, was full of Shakespeare. It coincided with Michael Benthall’s five-year programme of the complete works (except Pericles) at the Old Vic in London: I saw, then read and re-read almost all the plays, always aloud (I still can’t read Shakespeare in silence), first as a happily piping treble and soon as a crackly pubescent bari-tenor. It was a thoroughly narrow-minded and wasted youth which at fourteen qualified me to win the £64,000 prize on Double Your Money on the subject of Shakespeare (had I actually entered, instead of yelling the answers at the television set), and has I suppose saved a lot of time learning the lines later.


I never worked for, under or with Olivier – indeed, didn’t meet him until one day at his house when I was playing Hamlet myself, at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1980. Within a split second of sighting me he declared by way of greeting that he saw I had dyed my hair for the part, just as he had: I silently hoped that my highlights were a little more subtle than his had been. He then vouchsafed some interesting stuff on the difficulties of fighting in the grave with Laertes, an episode I was in fact dissatisfied with in my own performance; but he found it odd that my other vexations at that moment were Hamlet’s ‘wild and whirling words’ after the departure of the Ghost in the first Act: he said he was surprised because Nicol Williamson, who was ‘only half the actor that you are, dear boy’ had, he felt, been successful in that area. The dizzying compliment slowed me up – and by the time I recalled that he had never seen me before, and probably hadn’t seen Nicol’s Hamlet either, he had gone for a swim. Older Olivier hands would have spotted the mechanism quicker.


Between the Academy Cinema and Olivier’s swimming-pool I had had a small lifetime of Hamlets. Soon after seeing the film I acquired, perhaps in the interests of critical balance, a boxed set of three LPs of Gielgud as the Prince, recorded in 1955 with the Old Vic Company. It catches his performance at fiftyish, a breath late for it really, but it has a wonderful Claudius in Paul Rogers, and a standard of verse-speaking very typical of that era – a bit officer-class, but muscular, direct and on the line; and lurking among the supers are John Wood and John Woodvine. The 1960s were to see something of a revolution in the handling of Shakespearian verse: it is interesting to look behind them to this best example of non-archaic, staunchly classic work. At the time I adjudged Gielgud rather plain, and hankered for Olivier’s glamorous visuals in the other medium; I now see that the recording exemplified his wonderful swiftness and generosity – no flourishes, just intelligence, feeling and passionate speed. Then I saw Paul Scofield (his second, in 1956), and wish I could see it with older eyes now. John Neville in 1957 was unkindly condemned by the late Robert Atkins, who thought that with a little more sex and a little less sanctity he’d make a very passable Laertes, but I thought him wonderful; and a rumour (I have no idea how true) that he had been physically ill with nerves on the first night, which I was at, startled me as information of a kind I had not considered before – strain on the actor? This was strange news which I somehow knew it was important to note. I saw Michael Redgrave play Hamlet at fifty at Stratford in 1958 (some years after his Prospero, Lear and Antony) and Peter O’Toole open Olivier’s regime at the National Theatre at the Old Vic in 1963 – I remember of that mainly the difficulties of Anthony Nicholls as the Ghost in climbing up and down Sean Kenny’s set, and a remarkable version of the plotting scene between Redgrave as Claudius and Derek Jacobi as Laertes. I thought I enjoyed all these Hamlets because they were romantic: looking back, I suspect I was hooked because the productions had a strong sense of place and the performances were swift and heroic within them, even if some of them were a bit short on introspection.


Before very long I was in Hamlet more than I was in front of it. I played my own first one, as a student at Cambridge University in February 1964, for one week at the ADC Theatre. I was under the benign, irascible and always operatic eye of Gabor Cossa, a Hungarian antique dealer and enthusiastic amateur, now gone but for many years a familiar figure wobbling on his bike down Trumpington Street, his thoughts on Great Theatrical Virtuosities. He periodically rented the theatre to do, usually, Jacobean tragedy, closing up his shop for the rehearsal period: and when he asked me to play Hamlet I was glad, in the vicious world of undergraduate theatre, that he wasn’t some doctrinal student director but, if not a professional, at least an adult maverick. We cooked up our production in the back room of the shop, first in love and enthusiasm, and then, for some reason I have forgotten, in rancour and distrust – I think it had something to do with my not being prepared to decide on a certain gesture before we had started rehearsing. Thus it was that on the first day Gabor explained his view of each character to his undergraduate cast – which included a number of future actors (Robin Ellis, Matthew Scurfield, Roger Gartland, Matthew Walters), a director (Sue Best), and a movie producer (Simon Perry)2 – in an upstairs room in the Rose pub in Rose Crescent, leaving Hamlet to last: at which point he cast a proud eye heavenward and said that I would explain Hamlet to them, since ‘Michael has his own ideas’. Improvising wildly, I experienced for the first time a feeling of intense personal heat that has since accompanied thirty years in the professional theatre. Of the playing of the part, I recall only surprise that it was enjoyable, fun, a release: I in no way associated acting with enjoyment at that stage, only with the direst self-analysis, and I was surprised not to feel more of a failure. In fact, the part had contracted to fit the lineaments of a twenty-year-old, as it will do for all the extraordinary variety of bodies that have climbed into it – which is not to deny that the part takes an actor of any age further down into his psyche, and further outwards to the limits of his technique, than he has probably been before. The production, of which I also remember little,3 went OK – George Steiner, no less, enthused about what I’d done in The Guardian; and a local critic, while feeling that I had done well to abandon ‘the static music of Gielgud [what a slur] for the rush and recoil of thought’, did note that ‘some gestures tended towards monotony’. Heady stuff. Despite or because of all this, I got spotted by Stratford and joined the RSC, most humbly, that June, graduating within a year to Fortinbras in the Peter Hall-David Warner Hamlet of 1965. It was much my best part to date, and I reckoned I was cooking.


Becoming professional marks the end of infatuation and the beginning of co-habitation. No longer carried away by the splendidness of Shakespeare, especially of his lyrical heroes, I felt a lifelong grappling begin, being right away brought up short by the variety of possibilities within even the smallest parts of this inexhaustible play. Peter Hall told me in the early rehearsals that Fortinbras was crucial to its Realpolitik: a glamorous political opportunist who can hardly believe his luck as he finally walks into an empty kingdom, its crowned heads lying dead all around. Dismissing Elsinore’s past with a wave of the arm, he should, cynically rather than with sorrow, ‘embrace his fortune’, reserving special sarcasm for Hamlet: ‘likely, had he been put on, To have prov’d most royal’. Designs were put in hand to make me look like some Junker Siegfried: brown leather, brazen breastplate, a blazing blond wig. You can imagine the result: a performance of precocious deliberation and self-indulgence that must have been keenly felt by the dead court of Denmark, holding mortally still after four hours’ work while I laboured through my Moment. Seeing it coming during the previews, Peter took me on one side and pretended he’d misinterpreted the part, which should now be swift, businesslike and generous to the vanquished – an expert piece of director’s pragmatism which at the time I was indignant about. I fear I must have defied him, for I can remember taking us perilously close to midnight in the later stages of the run, and in the last week, afflicted by laryngitis (and lacking the wisdom to stay at home), inaudibly so. My contract was not renewed, and it was ten years before I worked with the RSC again.


All in all, I found my place better on that occasion as the bottom half of the Ghost, a ten-foot figure theoretically played by Patrick Magee, but really a great two-tiered zimmer frame on little wheels. The idea of this apparition, in full armour and gauze cloak, bearing down out of the swirling mist onto his terrified son, was really cinematic, and theatrically it took a bit of doing: a ghost operator inside the metal cage saw his way, supposedly, through a grille punched into the belly of the beast, while behind him Magee stood on the upper deck, his arms inside the great arms of the model, his head in the helmet. I was that operator.


The visual impact of the thing depended crucially on the volume of smoke around it – without enough, it was revealed as the gimcrackery it was – and smoke is notoriously difficult to control in the theatre. At that time it was created by a paraffin-based compound that left a slippery residue on the stage floor, which had a plastic veneer and was tilted at a fair rake. Two huge walls opened and closed upstage just widely and briefly enough to let the Ghost through – and significantly, there was a winching channel running down the centre of the stage (along which the truck carrying the throne was to move on and off): this turned out, to my infinite alarm, to be a few millimetres wider than the wheels of my machine. I thus found myself doing penance in advance for my Fortinbras, my forehead pressed against the grille, the back of my head in the loins of Magee, trying to manoeuvre myself around without sliding, snagging, colliding or suffocating. It was so dark I was eventually equipped with a walkie-talkie and guided from the prompt corner. Peter Hall asks me to point out that the whole gigantist business was a folly of his youth, and indeed by the time the production reached the Aldwych the following year Brewster Mason was doubling the Ghost and Claudius and all the ironmongery was cut, unwisely leaving me free to Prepare for Fortinbras.4


The director’s second thoughts on the latter part may reflect more than my inadequacies. There is a tension in this play between poetic tragedy and political dialectic. A coherent political image should frame the Leidenschaft of the Prince – but what brings us to our feet at the end is the sheer appeal of the man, and it doesn’t need undermining at the eleventh hour. Hall’s benchmark production conveyed a strong sense of inner and outer Elsinore – a recently re-armed state in taut deadlock with Norway, driven from within by bureaucracy, surveillance and half-truth, lubricated by schnapps – but the show’s reputation rested on the impact of Warner himself. This was a red-scarfed student rebel immobilised by a political alienation anticipating the Paris évènements and the Berkeley demonstrations, but primarily a romantic not a political figure. The whole event was certainly strong enough to withstand an aggrieved young actor in a zimmer frame and a narcissistic Fortinbras. ‘Go bid the soldiers shoot’ I croaked on the last night, dimly sensing that I had got something wrong in phase one of my career, but not knowing that the next performance of the play on the Aldwych stage would be sixteen years later with my own neck on the block – and oddly enough with the same Polonius (Tony Church) and Gravedigger (David Waller).


Meanwhile I met the play again in 1969, graduating now to Laertes in a version put together with entrepreneurial flair by Tony Richardson, with Nicol Williamson in the lead. This was the first full-scale Shakespeare at the Round House in Camden Town, until recently the home of Arnold Wesker’s Centre 42, idealism still battling in the place with patchouli and dankness. One block of seats was sold for five pounds, a great sum, to subsidise students’ tickets at five shillings; Harold Wilson came to the opening, later recommending to President Nixon that he take note of this Williamson, who was duly invited to play a one-man show at the White House. The casting ranged from Gordon Jackson and Judy Parfitt in the north to Michael Elphick and Marianne Faithfull in the south, from Roger Livesey and Mark Dignam in the east to Anthony Hopkins and Anjelica Huston in the west, with Nicol in the middle, baleful and tender, an object lesson in passionate commitment. The violence of his performance was much discussed, but not enough its nimble humour and the tentative benevolence that he brought to the scenes with the Players and the Gravedigger. Elsewhere the show was a riot of individualism, and too many of us in the middle ranks were inside either a bottle or a rolled-up banknote for things to stay stable for very long: I myself threatened not to go to New York with it after being publicly rebuked by Tony Richardson, a warning that must have struck him with all the force of a feather. I did go in the end, mainly I fancy because I wanted to sit in Jim Downey’s Bar on 8th Avenue and stand on the corner of Bleecker and McDougal in Greenwich Village.5 All Shakespearian companies carry a bratpack (not enough women’s parts), and we were unthinkable. The production that gave rise to this licensed folly was all bones and muscle and not much brain – played on an open Elizabethan stage, it took pride in being unclassifiably anti-intellectual. Tony Richardson presided with a sort of piratical laissez-faire, dispensing provocatively incomplete ideas such as incest between Laertes and Ophelia (‘just grab his cock, Marianne’). The show, in its scorn for all traditions, had a conventional air, as if it couldn’t be troubled to re-think anything (not even balloon pants and tight doublets), and it had no politics, not even of any kind: it could hardly have been in greater contrast to the cold-war preoccupations of 1965.


I was then free of Hamlet for ten years – or rather for five, for it was at a British Council party in Copenhagen, shortly after rejoining the RSC in 1975, that I learned that John Barton had the idea to do the play with me: I immediately felt a great peace, which soon gave way to more or less permanent anxiety. The production was scheduled for 1980. The interim was mine: I didn’t talk about it, though I thought about it most days, and he didn’t change his mind. The readiness was, it was to be hoped, all.


I pause: what can a man say about his own Hamlet? The part is like a pane of clear glass disclosing the actor to a greedy audience, and playing it changes you for good, and for the better. It may not advance a career, often marking the end of a sequence of work rather than the beginning: it may bring eccentric benefits, in my case the freedom of the city of Assisi. My script, now I look at it again for enlightenment, says gnomic things like ‘asleep’, ‘story story story’, ‘quick quick’, ‘wait’, ‘light energy’, ‘he waxes desperate with imagination’, and, best of all, ‘not too silly’. Some nights the part felt like slipping on a tailored glove, others it drove me to frenzy. I can remember a spectator calling ‘Don’t do it!’ when Osric brought Laertes’s challenge to the duel; and, one wintry evening, sitting on a tomb in costume in the graveyard of Shakespeare’s church after a bomb scare cleared the theatre in the middle of the Closet Scene: the rest of the cast joined the audience in the Arden bar across the road. Another night, I realised beyond all doubt that I had food poisoning just after starting the first soliloquy, and begged leave to take ten minutes break. The audience applauded this request (which was worrying), applauded my return, and then applauded unreasonably at the end – it was a triumph of bloodymindedness, but they took it for the Dunkirk Spirit. This was the only time I have seen Tom Wilkinson, a fine and self-confident actor, blench – he started like a guilty thing upon a fearful summons, being the understudy.


John Barton’s production concerned itself more with the breakdown of family relationships than with the political Zeitgeist. Most characteristically, it offered a self-referring image of the theatre itself: the chance arrival of a troupe of professional players at the court not only prodded the narrative, but precipitated in Hamlet himself a compulsive enquiry into the nature of acting and action. Rehearsing, I didn’t at first understand this idea and distrusted it, fearing to be drawn into some acute Pirandellian angle on the play: before long, it sustained me. The distinction between self-dramatisation and real feeling, between theatricality and life, runs right through Hamlet, explaining the peculiar imbalances in Hamlet’s language: he is not highly poetic in the manner of Lear or Macbeth, but he makes vertiginous switches between the humdrum and the hypermetaphorical as he strains to become an avenging angel in some atavistic melodrama. Essentially Barton wanted a graceful and sensitive Hamlet, a balance to the recent mass of caustic anti-heroes: meanwhile I thumped Ophelia to the floor in the Nunnery Scene. Many kind and unforgettable things were said to me; on the other hand James Fenton, not yet Professor of Poetry, called me Hamlet, Prune of Denmark, and then reprinted his review in an anthology of his prose, so his kindly description long held a place in the lavatories of the land. Between the food poisoning and the Fenton, the good will of the public and the lightheadedness of the letters, I was, like all of us, left with nothing but my own scruples.


Fourteen years later, in the summer of 1994, I found myself on the stage of the Herodes Atticus arena on the Acropolis in Athens, doubling Claudius and a (non-mechanical) Ghost for, once again, Peter Hall – an exotic two-day incident between Leatherhead and Brighton in a touring schedule eventually leading to a season in the West End of London. After playing Claudius for a month, I had found that he has to be done from his own point of view and not from Hamlet’s – as a capable and accomplished man whose machiavellian energies intensify as guilt makes its inroads. As the Ghost I could hear my father’s maddening chuckle from beyond the grave, and was mindful not to sound as if my dentures were loose. The Herodes Atticus dates from 190 A. D. and so is in fact Roman (it was built, like the Taj Mahal, by a rich man grieving for his dead wife); but still we were in Greece and in touch with the roots of the game, since it was in a theatre very much like this that Aeschylus invented the dramatic conversation (as opposed to protagonist and Chorus), in The Persians. We continued to rehearse the still-young production, finding at last a solution to blood for the death of Polonius, which needed be as shocking as possible; the problem had vexed even Donald Sinden, an actor with, normally, an inexhaustible supply of ways and means, culled both from his own imaginings and his wide knowledge of the last two hundred years of stage practice.6 For this he is always much teased, by me included. Donald’s view was that if he concealed a water pistol about him, charged with Kensington Gore, he would be in a position, pointing it upwards from the chest, to discharge upon himself a bloody explosion. It was a very good idea: I did have to ask him whether he didn’t have Henry Irving’s water pistol at home.


Peter Hall was naturally not much interested in explaining to the press why he had returned to the play for a third shot (he also did it at the National Theatre with Albert Finney in 1975) – it is a very good play. It was I who kept being asked what the differences were from 1965. What that production and this had in common is that both came at the end of long periods of stultifying Conservative government in England – thirteen years in the first case under Churchill, Eden and Macmillan, then fifteen under Thatcher and in the twilight of Major. But whereas political protest seeped into the earlier version as naturally as a river, the peculiar destructiveness of the Thatcher years gradually exhausted the reflex for opposition, so that both new writing and the angle of approach to classical texts became in general less politically informed, more personal, wayward and allusive. The 1994 show, commercially funded where the earlier was subsidised, reflected the times in its very unreflexiveness: the design rather brazen and allusive in the topical mix-and-match style, certain gestures made towards sexual ambiguity, and in Stephen Dillane a wayward, brilliant, uneasy Hamlet; but its real guarantee was Hall’s ear for the strong beating heart of Shakespeare’s verse, his suspicion of the short cut and the extrapolated image: a fine puritanical instinct at work on the boulevard.


It was over a hundred degrees during the day; we played at nine in the evening, finishing at one in the morning, and then cast and audience would go out for supper. Bats flapped from jutty to crevice of the great stone and weed structure behind us, the evening breeze blew at Ophelia’s dress as if to take her fragile wits away, and when Gertrude came forward from the central entrance to report her drowning, it was as if the messenger was about to describe the death of Agamemnon.7 Hamlet called on all the host of heaven, Laertes demanded ‘Do you see this, O God’, Claudius appealed to the angels: all these cries rose bare-faced into an enormous, empty, ultramarine sky. Actors don’t often get the chance to talk directly to God, and he rewards them with a surge of meaning that was not available to Elizabethan actors, since they played in the afternoons, nor to Greek actors, since they wore masks. The austerity of the setting momentarily suited the play; but in truth the distance we have travelled from the formalities of Greek theatre is unbridgeable – everything had to be addressed fullbloodedly outwards to the audience, it was a mistake to be within twenty feet of the character you were acting with, and interplay in our (or Shakespeare’s) sense was quite impossible.8 Our calves ached from the fifty-yard entrances, and some of the voices might not have made a third performance. Although the space turned everybody momentarily into epic heroes, enough was enough.


The only cloud in the Hellenic sky that week, for some of us, was the news of the death of Innokenti Smoktunovsky, perhaps the best Hamlet I ever saw, albeit confined to an adapted medium, the cinema. Grigori Kozintsev’s superb film (translation by Boris Pasternak) arrived in England on the eve of Peter Hall’s 1965 production. It opens with Smoktunovsky galloping home to Elsinore with an energy that already suggests a knowledge of foul play. Once there, so oppressive is the sense of surveillance that as he moves silently to and fro between the magpies of the court, his precious thoughts, his only freedom in a murderously attentive world, seem almost audible to them.9 The emotional refrain throughout is of imprisonment and escape – the camera cuts insistently to the sea beating on the incarcerating walls of Elsinore, and the dawn that drives the Ghost away is a hopeful glimmer on its distant horizon. Claudius applauds aghast at the climax of the Play Scene, performed in the castle courtyard by candlelight; Ophelia is tied into her corset like a straitjacket; the horses bolt from their stables moments before Hamlet is nearly blown off his feet by the stunning image of the Ghost. After Ophelia’s mad scene the camera lingers on the Gobelin tapestries in her deserted bedroom, then at fog over water, her already ghostly body sinking beneath it – a macabre version of the Millais painting: at the same moment, a bird takes wing and flies eagerly across the sky towards Hamlet standing on the rocky shoreline. This last is a sentimentality rather distinct from Shakespeare’s robust romanticism, but it is justified by the conviction behind it, and in any case made up for by the ensuing bleakness of the Graveyard – like the edge of the northern world, refugees moving to and fro, caravans, gravel, a crooked broken tombstone. Finally, as the soldiers climb steeply with Hamlet’s body to the battlements, a small boy kicks a stone aside in their wake, in an image of dogged continuity. The film’s lyrical political protest is both Russian and Shakespearian – though it does suffer from an inevitable Russian scruple, presenting Claudius as a one-dimensional dictator barely allowed the redemption of prayer. You don’t, after all, plead for Stalin.10 But it is still a revelation, and Smoktunovsky at the centre was revealed to world audiences as a born Hamlet, of immense intelligence, grace, bitterness and personal beauty. Goodnight, sweet prince.


*




In the tragedy of Hamlet, the ghost of a king appears on the stage; Hamlet goes crazy in the second act, and his mistress in the third; the Prince slays his mistress’s father under the pretence of killing a rat, and the heroine throws herself into the river. Meantime another of the actors conquers Poland. Hamlet, his mother and his father-in-law carouse on the stage, songs are sung at table, there’s quarrelling, fighting, killing; it is a vulgar and barbarous drama which would not be tolerated by the vilest populace of France or Italy. – Voltaire (1694-1778).





No other play attracts such reverence, and at the same time so much of the contempt bred by familiarity, as Hamlet. Voices hush over it; the same voices relax by calling it Omelette. There is indeed some reason to knock the play about – in fact, it’s probably a necessary ritual. This is a medieval revenge story severely compromised by Renaissance humanism. It is far too long. The Duel Scene is crudely written by any standard. Shakespeare had great difficulty manipulating his sources, various and wild, into a coherent play. Whether you regard its psychology, its politics, or its simple theatre logic, it is full of holes. In practice it seems impossible for a production finally to make the play frame the man and the man belong in the play, to place the convulsive energies of the Nunnery Scene in the same world as the Dumb Show, the modernity of the gravediggers on a plane with the medievalism of the King’s orchard.


For an heroic tragedy, Hamlet is packed with political matter quite difficult to accommodate in production; though not hard to understand, it is embarrassing in a play of this length, and references to the national past, the toings and froings of Voltemand and Cornelius, Fortinbras and the Polish wars, all obtrude at moments when our interest in Hamlet’s own story is intensifying. Hamlet’s involvement with Denmark’s political life is zero, so, unlike many heroes, he does not form the bridgehead between a public and private world. Characteristically, Shakespeare is more interested in the psychic effects of breaking the taboo against regicide than in the actual warp and woof of politics (though he is always concerned with the survival tactics of a usurper); but he is expert at suggesting the inter-relationship of private passions and public life, the acute consciousness in one of the other – he does it supremely in the Histories, Coriolanus and Antony and Cleopatra, very well in Measure for Measure and Julius Caesar, and well, with some effort, in Macbeth. In these plays, almost every gesture goes simultaneously inward and outward; in Hamlet (as in Othello), human responses themselves are the fascination, and the political circumstances the play initially expounds are suspended and asserted as need arises.


King Lear (five years later) achieves more profound and complex insights into the condition of the ‘bare, fork’d animal’, into parenthood, the abuse of goodness, the grotesqueness of sexuality linked to power, madness and sanity, how we fail to live with each other. A Midsummer Night’s Dream (four years earlier) is funnier than Hamlet, and in many ways more metaphysical as well; Antony and Cleopatra and even Troilus and Cressida are broader in scope. In a sense Hamlet is neither one thing nor the other, not quite a political epic, nor yet a study of kingship, nor of intimate character and relationships. The logic of the action is problematic: it is very difficult to track the movements of Polonius, Ophelia, the King and the Queen in the early part of the play, to establish the origin of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, or to understand the story of Horatio. The play’s interior is psychologically and sexually vague, though heavy with implication, its obliquity making for a great soupe of red herrings. It is rare for Shakespeare not to establish unequivocally whether his lovers are in a state of courtship or consummation – but generations of actors have had to labour over whether Ophelia and Hamlet have slept together. Apart from giving rise to the hoariest of thespian jokes (‘only on tour’), the depressing conclusion is that you can take your choice on this, arguing backwards from whether you prefer to see the sexuality in Ophelia’s madness arising from experience or virginal instinct. The same mystery hangs over whether Claudius and Gertrude were lovers before the old King died, and so whether the talk of adultery (not to mention incest) is emotional rhetoric or acceptable fact. Actors playing these parts find that half a dozen Shakespeares tell you more about middle-aged sexual folly than this, which promises much but then barely allows the two of them a moment together. Having started with a rich set of relationships and characters (it was as natural to him as breathing), Shakespeare thins out his landscape and lets several of the leading figures go hang, selling his soul to Hamlet, the volume and interest of whose part in the end knock everything else for six.


The play’s most pathologically interesting feature is also its cheapest effect: Hamlet’s madness, a highly negotiable term upon which air of all heats has been expended. Apart from its dubious tactical value – assuming an ‘antic disposition’ is more likely to draw attention to him than give him an alibi – this ‘madness’ almost makes the play unplayable, since it makes fools of the rest of the cast, many of whom are not supposed to be fools. It also sets the central actor on an unrewarding search for eccentric dress and funny voices.11 In fact, aside from a few moments of calculated gibberish, Hamlet speaks nothing but searing good sense throughout the play – a lucidity that drives everyone else to distraction, rage and sorrow – and drops liberal hints about his pretence to all the wrong people. Gertrude keeps changing her mind about his condition, eager to believe that he is mad only ‘in craft’ but becoming ever more lyrical in her descriptions of his insanity. Polonius, the arch-politician, at first thinks Hamlet is mad, and then changes his mind when he finds himself mocked. The only person who sees through Hamlet without effort is Claudius, himself a dissembler. He is the most sceptical – but also the most inconsistent, using terms for madness and assumed madness interchangeably. The most damaging case is that of Ophelia, with whom Hamlet is extremely explicit, rejecting and denouncing her in a tour de force of sexual rhetoric which she then describes as the ravings of a noble mind o’erthrown. This makes her stupid or vain – and her lack of vision leaves the part almost unintelligible, depending on a virtuoso performance of the Mad Scene. In fact, Hamlet’s ‘distraction’ is really a fascinating effect, drawn from the sources to make him attractive to an audience who, lacking our sober apprehensions of mental illness, loved this sort of thing, and got very excited by images of melancholia and bedlam. Even in these terms, it is unevenly delivered: as voyeurs, the Elizabethans might have preferred the twelfth-century source in which the Hamlet figure comes to his mother flapping his arms and crowing like a cock, stomps Polonius to death under a mattress, chops up his body and boils the pieces, finally feeding them to the palace pigs. That’s what I call madness: Shakespeare replaces it with perhaps the most intelligent man ever written – otherwise we wouldn’t have been listening to him all these years.


There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so; and listing the deficiencies of the play has the effect of drawing attention to the extraordinary hold it has exercised on the imagination, everywhere, for four centuries and continuing. Every reservation above contains the seed of the play’s strengths: it is, in practice, a triumph. Believing we should be held by the spiritual conundrums of Hamlet, we respond, time after time, to the energetic storytelling, its loose ends raised to the status of enigma, and the haunting, inexplicable hologram of the Prince. Drawing on archetypes as old as the Oresteia at one end and passing them forward to Disney’s The Lion King (which even has a paternal Ghost intoning ‘Remember!’) at the other, the play has galvanic force in the theatre, an ability, for all its despair, to heal, and an effect on an audience of any age quite unlike any other I know. It is an image of entrapment sustained by a series of beautiful gestures – a son with his father’s ghost, a theatre within a theatre, a man with a sword over a praying murderer, a skull and a spade, a wounded duellist – crystallised by a remarkable narrative to which they are locked like barnacles: all except To Be Or Not To Be, which hovers over the play like a great wing, its greatness lying in its very detachment.


New spectators may remember their first Hamlet for life; for those who know every word, a revival, which always calls out a nervy sense of expectation, can be extraordinarily helpful, especially in a time of doubt. Although its characteristic textures are cold grey and black, iron and stone, the play is a form of white magic, lucid and useful beyond itself where Macbeth, for instance, is unholy, closed, a ritual from the subconscious; and it gives rise to many more interesting enquiries than its story calls for, an uncontrollable curiosity threatening its own structure. How else can one of the most exciting adventure stories in literature take nearly four hours to perform? It barely falters, and its energy short-circuits all reservations. What if it is sexually unclear – is there a rule that all these things must be spelt out ? How can it be thought psychologically weak when Ophelia, anticipating Freud by three centuries, mentally shifts in her madness between her lover, her brother and her father so that they become one man; when Claudius, in watching her, reverts to the primal imagery of his conscience: ‘O this is the poison of deep grief’, and immediately afterwards, in panic at the approach of Laertes, declares that his foe ‘wants not buzzers to infect his ear’? Hamlet’s madness may be hard to track, but its ambiguity gives the play demonic energy: a touchstone for all their states of mind, it drives everyone else nearly out of their minds.


Metaphysically, the play does exactly what it sets out to do and no more, and politically it finds a perfect intersection in the indispensable figure of Fortinbras, standing at the crossroads of the play. If we have difficulty moving between the diplomatic intrigue and the intense introspection, it is because we have lost the knack. Dazed by imagery, our vocabulary truncated, ears bruised by walls of blank sound, we have lost much of the mental agility of the Elizabethan audience, who probably moved more swiftly from head to solar plexus. The illogic of the action is never evident in the theatre, and structurally the play has strengths that most Shakespeares don’t – many hesitate somewhere in Act IV, perhaps with endless parleys between the two sides about to fight the climactic battle, perhaps through the absence of the central character; but assuming Claudius, Laertes and Ophelia know their onions, the loss of the fascinating hero isn’t a problem here.


As well as depending on performance the play signally survives it. The writing is so powerful that it can sidestep the production, and this is one of the few plays that can still be worth seeing in a disappointing version. You can observe that the Hamlet is not brilliant enough to think of his lines, that Claudius’s court is not characterised enough, that Ophelia is not touching and Laertes is an embarrassment, and still not have wasted your time – you will still be thinking about it all the next day. Hamlet has a unique springiness. The central figure, emerging from an old cycle of revenge melodrama, is not only a romantic icon but a hero who goes beyond literature and the theatre: although apparently enmeshed in untypical restraints and ancient scruples, he, more than Othello, Macbeth, or Lear, walks the earth with us, asking our questions. By common consent, he and his play, potently on the side of life for all their catastrophes, are a sort of miracle.


*


And here is what the world most needs: another book on them. This is a kind of owner’s manual: I’m offering no views on whether you should have left- or right-hand drive or what colour the model should be, but I know the push-bang-suck of the engine by now and how the distributor works – perhaps also which passages call for pure brake horsepower and which deft cornering. This is only in the slightest sense a history of productions: there are quite a few such books about already. Obviously, it is not a book of scholarship, unless it is sawdust scholarship: it has been written in dressing-rooms during the long tour of the latest Hamlet. For closer textual analysis, there are shelves and shelves – I particularly recommend Anne Barton’s brief but brilliant essay on the play for the 1979 New Penguin edition. Similarly, any good text will explain the obscure words. I am really imitating a rehearsal, when a naive telling of the story will often provoke a discovery; so the starting point is to open the script and follow it line by line, trying not to make assumptions about character until the action proves them – this is a bigger point than it sounds. (For this reason the chapter about the characters comes after the ones about the action of the play.) From then on, the field is open for any kind of imaginative flight; and indeed the play is often used for the wildest experimentation. Real progress in the theatre frequently comes out of this convinced extrapolation – I would rather see Peter Sellars’s radical deconstructions of Shakespeare or Yuri Lyubimov’s codes than either a concert performance (the text and only the text) or some half-hearted experiment by a director desperate to be distinctive from a predecessor. All the same, there is a score, and if an experiment fails, it may be because some simple rhythm or bar structure in it has been pointlessly ignored. Above all, the following is all based on the idea that Shakespeare is common coin and nobody’s little piece of land.


Like all the plays, Hamlet is printed in the first Folio edition in five ‘Acti’ subdivided into ‘Scenae’. The word Act is rather confusing, because we now think in terms of two or maybe three of them for the theatre, with intervals between. So I am calling them Days (they are very nearly the same divisions) – also to draw attention to the fact that, while five separate days of action are presented, Shakespeare’s manipulation of ‘double time’ is so skilled that you can believe that several months have passed by between the beginning and the end: even, if you like, for Hamlet to develop from a graduate of Wittenberg (Day One) to a man of thirty (Day Five, the gravediggers).


The play was probably written in 1600-1, when Elizabeth I was still on the throne. There was an earlier play, around in the 1590s, now known as the ur-Hamlet, of which there’s no trace – it was possibly by Shakespeare, but more probably by the unfortunate Thomas Kyd, whose credit survives only through the interesting Spanish Tragedy. A vogue for revenge dramas at the turn of the century would have encouraged Shakespeare to rewrite this play (The Spanish Tragedy was itself revised in 1601). Behind the old play, and therefore to some extent behind ours, were two main sources, the twelfth-century story in the Historiae Danicae of Saxo Grammaticus, its hero called Amleth (which meant ‘simpleton’), and a watered-down sixteenth-century version of it by François de Belleforest; but its themes – fratricide, a son’s revenge – are of course as old as the Greeks. It seems that the ur-Hamlet added a Ghost for the first time, Shakespeare’s revision the crucial element of the hero’s hesitation.


The play was immediately popular. It was entered in the Stationers’ Register (a means of proving copyright) in 1602. All that is really necessary to know about the early texts of Hamlet is that there was a first Quarto12 in 1603, probably put together in large part by the actor who had played three roles in the original production of 1601 – Marcellus, Voltemand and Lucianus – now possibly no longer with Shakespeare’s company and working from memory. His account of his own parts, and to some extent of the scenes he is in, is consistent with later, more reliable versions (though he does not remember the names of his colleagues onstage in the first scene, calling them only 1 and 2). The further he gets from home ground, the wilder the text gets, containing such kitsch glories as




To be, or not to be, ay there’s the point;


To die, to sleep, is that all?





This First Quarto is more or less disregarded by scholars. The Second Quarto is 1604, and is probably drawn from Shakespeare‘s own manuscript. The First Folio, although not published until seven years after his death, in 1623, may nevertheless have been revised by Shakespeare himself. There are a number of cuts in it, which are made with close regard to the metre; they look like practitioner’s choices – the play is very long and the vast majority of them are in the second half, from the scene in the Queen’s bedroom onwards. They also show a great writer’s cavalier approach to some of his best stuff: Hamlet’s soliloquy ‘How All Occasions Do Inform Against Me’ is removed entirely.
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