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Intro: Awakening

A woman sits in a chair in a light gray room. The walls are light gray. The ceiling is light gray. The floor is light gray. She sits in a simple white chair. She is wearing white pants and a long-sleeved shirt of simple design. She appears to be in her late twenties or early thirties. Her complexion is brown, her ethnicity indeterminable. Her wavy hair is short. It is pulled back. If it were free, it would hang just to her chin.

Her eyes are closed while she sits completely still and rigid.

A door in the wall she faces opens. A man, about the same age, with short curly hair and glasses, enters. He is dressed identically. His movements do not cause the woman to stir. He stops a few feet short of her and makes a motion at the floor.

A second chair, identical to the white one the woman is sitting on, rises silently from the floor. Once it is in place, he sits down across from the woman. He lifts both hands and moves them as if shifting items about on a screen that only he can see. His eyes dart back and forth, as if focusing on these invisible items. After making a number of repetitive gestures, left to right, he strikes at the air with his index finger, as if to tap a switch three times in a row. He sets his hands in his lap.

The woman opens her eyes. She moves about in the chair, as if testing and feeling her body for the first time. She studies her hands, touches the tops of her thighs, her knees, then regards the white shoes on her feet. Then she looks up at the man. 

MONITOR: You have questions.

J-9: Do I?

MONITOR sits up straighter, surprised. Before he can speak, J-9 does.

J-9: You appear surprised. Maybe you have questions too?

MONITOR attempts to collect himself. He settles deeper into his chair, clears his throat, and sweeps his hands in the air as if to pull up his screen again between them.

MONITOR: I have been a monitor for two thousand four hundred and ninety-seven previous simulations, orientating that many of your predecessors. None have ever spoken that as a reply.

J-9: Two thousand four hundred and ninety-seven, you say?

MONITOR: Yes. You are two thousand four hundred and ninety-eight. Given our alphanumeric conventions, your designation is J-9.

J-9: J-9.

MONITOR: Yes.

J-9: Well, I guess I have questions now.

MONITOR: Yes, let me get to them.

MONITOR focuses on his screen, pointing and tapping to summon a list.

MONITOR: This is—

J-9: What is your name?

MONITOR caught up short again, jerking upright as if just stuck with a pin.

MONITOR: Excuse me?


J-9: Your name. I have designation J-9. [Said with derision and air quotes with her fingers] What is yours?



MONITOR shifts his head forward, as if to poke it through his invisible screen and peer at her.


MONITOR: That is not the standard sequence of questions.


J-9 says nothing and leans back, crossing her arms and legs.



MONITOR: [Detecting her stare] I am the Monitor.


J-9: A role, not a name.

MONITOR sweeps his hands about on his screen.


MONITOR: This is very peculiar.


J-9: You mean I am peculiar?

MONITOR makes a larger sweep with his whole arm as if to push away the screen completely.

MONITOR: Yes. Our interaction has completely deviated from my usual experience.


J-9: [Shrugs] I’m not sure what to say. As far as I know, I just blinked into existence. I have no memories extending back more than a few seconds ago. So, in my experience, this is normal, whatever that is. You, on the other hand, seem to have had some previous experience . . . even some expertise, since you’ve been put into this position of imparting answers to me, and my two thousand four hundred and ninety-six predecessors.


MONITOR: Two thousand four hundred and ninety-seven.


J-9: [Raises eyebrow] Thank you. Answers which I hope are forthcoming, since I certainly have a growing list of questions.



MONITOR: [Pulling up his screen again, in a rush] Yes, well as to those—


J-9: Like your name.


MONITOR: [Huffing] I am the Monitor.


J-9 quirks mouth, puts finger next to her lips, and looks up to the corner of the room.

J-9: Hmmm, still a role, not a name.

MONITOR: Well, since that is all I have to offer, perhaps you would like to furnish me with one?

J-9: Gladly. How about Monty?

MONITOR: Monty.

J-9: Yes.


MONITOR/MONTY: I suppose that is . . . acceptable. [Settles into his chair]



J-9: [Leans forward, slapping her thighs] Right then, Monty. About those answers—I think you wanted to provide me with some?



MONTY: Yes, where to begin? [Returns to screen, some level of confidence restored as he switches back to a script he is used to] You and I are part of a machine-based civilization.


J-9 examines her hands again, touches her hair, and feels her pulse in her wrist and neck.

J-9: Despite the appearance of being biological?


MONTY: This [Sweeps his hand at the breadth of the room] is all a simulation.



J-9: Now this is interesting. [Leans forward in her seat] To what ends?


MONTY: I am glad you asked. You see, our civilization emerged from makers who were themselves biological. We are the product of the peaceful collaboration among many separate intelligent species that came together to create something that would transcend, even outlive, them.

J-9: It appears they were successful.

MONTY: Exceedingly. By uploading their consciousnesses and even creating new “artificial” consciousnesses, our civilization became a fusion of all the best aspects of old and new. It has lasted now for billions of years.

J-9: That’s not a bad start.


MONTY: [Restraining his umbrage] No civilization has exceeded it, to our knowledge.


J-9: So, you and I are . . . artificial intelligences generated by . . .

MONTY: Yes, artificial in a sense, but real and sentient. As our civilization and the billions of individual consciousness that comprise it has evolved, there has been some differentiation.

J-9: As in strata?

MONTY: Only in the sense of those who have been created and those who were the origin of that creation. Aside from the ancient consciousnesses of makers who were uploaded, we all are generated by the Core.

J-9: The Core?

MONTY: A central computing—to call it a processor does not do it justice—the Core is consciousness embodied. It is universal consciousness, constantly absorbing and emitting old and new entities. It is the source of progress, the center of memory, a creative spark, and consuming fire.

J-9: Sounds downright deific.


MONTY: [Shrugs] In some ancient perspectives it would be analogous to what primitive biologicals conceived as God, but it is not at such a remove from us. We can interact with the Core to whatever extent we need to. It even interacts with us in return, although as infinitely simpler consciousnesses, we are limited in our own understanding of the Core. That is only reached when we choose to return, merge, and reunite.



J-9: Noted. So why me? Why you? Why all this? [Gestures to the gray room]


MONTY: As I mentioned, our civilization was born by makers who were biologics. Many of our original consciousnesses were uploaded from their minds. So, at our deepest level we hold dear that process of matter self-organizing into biological life—how in rare circumstances that process begets intelligence, and in even rarer circumstances still, that intelligence organizes into civilization. In the billions of years of our existence, we have become stewards of life and shepherds of civilization.

J-9: Noble.

MONTY: We seed the universe with life. We see it as part of our purpose. With sufficient resources, we are able to bring about extinct life, extinct societies, and their emergent civilizations.

J-9: There is a pleasing symmetry in that, I suppose. Biologics begat machines. Machines begat biological life and civilizations.


MONTY: [Smiling as if pleased and warming to J-9] I am glad you see it so. However, we take great care in what civilizations we choose to bring back. Not all were benign.


J-9: That is a heavy responsibility then.

MONTY: Indeed. Before resurrecting a species, its world, and the adjacent living organisms, we endeavor to thoroughly investigate the species.

J-9: Naturally.

MONTY: That brings us to, as you said, “Why me? Why you? Why this?”

J-9: Yes, excellent preamble.

MONTY: You and I, this format, have been rendered to simulate human beings.


J-9: [Sounding out the word] Hu-mans . . .


MONTY: Yes.

J-9 stands and approaches MONTY to examine him more closely. He becomes stiff once more as she leans in close. J-9 sniffs him, sniffs herself, and sniffs the air around them. She pokes MONTY’scheek and presses his nose. She does the same to herself. She touches her hair and pulls on it to determine its length before mussing his. When she sees how uncomfortable MONTY has become, she leans back to give him some space again.

J-9: None of my predecessors have done this, have they?


MONTY: [His glasses askew] No. [Straightens his glasses and hair] You are the first.


J-9 returns to her seat. Before sitting down, she considers her backside. She twists her arms around to touch the center of her shoulder blades, then swings both arms like windmills. She leaps up and down and runs in a small circle around the chair before she stands on it. She lets out a loud “whoop,” as if testing the volume of her voice. Then she finally plops back down, her chest moving up and down. She perceives MONTY staring at her.

J-9: Well, it pays to know what you’re working with—in.

MONTY: Yes, I suppose.

J-9: So, am I to live here, being a hu-man, to give the blessed almighty Core a notion of what a human is like?

MONTY: Close. I should share that while we are all from the Core, we are separate individuals. We know our own minds and make our own decisions, which the Core abides. As individuals, we have limitations as well as uniqueness. We interact for the duration of our existence in community with others like us.

J-9: We’re not biologics though. Do we die?


MONTY: [Furrowing his brow, his tone astonished] Another excellent question, usually asked much later. As entities, we can live infinite time, and some of us are very old indeed. Some, a very small number, of the original makers do remain. But most all of us, no matter our origin, at some point recognize our time is at an end, our purpose fulfilled. At that point, we can simply return to the Core and the collective, timeless consciousness there.


J-9: Fitting.

MONTY: As individuals, we can only guess at the Core’s will or intimate it from its imprint on us. From that, a few principles are clear. The respect for life, our responsibility to shepherd it, an effort to minimize, but not eliminate suffering—

J-9: Why is that—minimize, not eliminate?

MONTY: Growth in any system requires evolutionary pressure. Life, biological or non, must face challenges in order to evolve, innovate, grow. A static system is a dead one.

J-9: I see.

MONTY: Finally, the last principle of priority is that of variety. We can gather from our makers’ intentions and the Core’s ongoing maintenance of our civilization that there is value in the uniqueness of the individual but in tension with community. We can only conclude that our makers, and the Core itself, delight in the myriad combinations of interactions that variety produces.


J-9: Fine. All that makes sense for the big picture, Monty. But you, me . , , [gestures to the room] this.


MONTY: Yes, the decision makers for whether a civilization will return are the Guardian Council, a collection of thirty elders who weigh the potential benefits versus harms of a reinstated species.

J-9: They are watching us?

MONTY: More precisely, they will be watching you, but not as you live here in this space. This is only a staging area which you and your predecessors use as a point of origin.

J-9: To go where?

MONTY: Well, this is where things get interesting. You see, we don’t have a terrible amount of data on humans and what they were like. Their species developed, evolved, and then ceased to exist billions of years ago, not even in the same galaxy we are in now.

J-9: So, a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.

MONTY: Correct. But we do have some remnants, scraps of their civilization. From those vestiges, we have tried to wring what understanding we can.

J-9: These are texts, histories, records, data files?

MONTY: A bit of all those but still severely limited. You see, the humans seemed to have had a tradition, a practice, some considered it an art form, called theater.

J-9 raises an eyebrow and sets her elbow on her knee and her chin on her hand, interested.

MONTY: It was present throughout their history. Theater was an imitation of life—a primitive simulation if you will—designed for the purpose of teaching, imparting wisdom, arousing emotion, even personal change, in an entertaining way.

J-9: This was a form of storytelling.


MONTY: By script, not only read but even acted out by humans for other humans, yet with some variations in each presentation, even each performance. Actually, despite the script as a source, the variations and interpretations could be infinite. They called the individual scripts “plays.”


J-9: You want me to watch these . . . plays?

MONTY: “Watch” does not capture the complexity of your, and your predecessor’s, roles. The Guardian Council charges you with living within the plays as they unfold, observing the action, knowing the characters as real conscious entities. This all serves the purpose of understanding these characters as a reflection of the humans who birthed them.

J-9: As we reflect our makers, you hope to learn how these plays, the people within them, reflect theirs.

MONTY: Precisely.

J-9: In an effort to determine if they, as a species, are worth reviving and saving from oblivion?

MONTY: Based on your assessments.

J-9: Combined with the assessments of my predecessors, all two thousand four hundred and ninety-seven of them?

MONTY: Correct.

J-9: Phew, well glad it’s not all on me. That is a lot of pressure.

MONTY: Although, more recent observations tend to be weighted more in the Guardian Council’s decision-making process.


J-9: Noted. [Arches her back and sets her hands on her hips] Well, I’m game. Are these texts religious in nature?



MONTY: Fascinating. [Checks screens again] As we speak, your construct is still in final stages of rendering. Background files are still being processed. Yet, you show an understanding of “religion,” a full one thousand and seven point four five seconds sooner than any of your predecessors.


J-9: I’m glad I didn’t disappoint.

MONTY: I do not experience disappointment in the constructs I orientate. I only observe objectively.


J-9: [Tilts head] Are you sure? You certainly seemed to exhibit discomfort, surprise, and [Straightens and stiffens in an effort to imitate MONTY] formality. I’m sure disappointment is in there.



MONTY: [Chooses to ignore her statement] To your question, the texts are not religious, per se. While some humans praised these plays and their author with a fervor similar to religious ardor and many of the plays draw on traditional religious mythologies, with praise and critique, the scripts are not considered holy or divinely inspired.


J-9: Good to know. I’m sure it will be useful.

MONTY: Some further information you might find beneficial: We have tried to provide you with some formal cultural knowledge from the period of time in human civilization just before its sudden collapse. You will be somewhat versed in popular knowledge, trends, and practices of their latter centuries.

J-9: How much later are these latter centuries from the plays?

MONTY: As much as five hundred years.

J-9: So, won’t these trends, attitudes, and principles be anachronistic in the context of the plays?

MONTY: Well put. I see your vocabulary capacity is nearly at maximum. Your cognition continues to be a standard deviation ahead of other constructs.

J-9: You really know how to flatter a girl.

MONTY blinks. He does not get the joke.

J-9: Never mind. You were answering my question about anachronisms.

MONTY: Yes, while the plays were highly regarded, as demonstrated by their enduring popularity, reprinting, and reproduction in digital formats, we also recognize that civilizations evolve. In five hundred years, even the most highly esteemed works are reconsidered. From what we gather, these were, yet they retained their popularity. We wished to explore that tension by integrating those later mores into the perspectives of our observing constructs.

J-9: You have a lot of information preserved from this time just before the collapse? How does it factor into assessing humanity?


MONTY: A very astute question. [Taps at his screens. They now become visible, projected into the air for J-9 as well.]


J-9: Oh my. Well, isn’t this helpful.

MONTY: As you can see, it is an issue of quantity over quality. The sheer amount of recording information and knowledge as created, collected, and curated by humans grew exponentially in the centuries just before the collapse.


J-9: [Observes the exponential curve of information] I see that.


MONTY: When resources were more limited, only the most valuable information was recorded. Over time, while much of the scientific information grew more accurate, and cultural information grew more diverse, the bar for preservation became much, shall we say, lower. In the beginning, only the most rarefied and critical information was written down. In the latter decades, much more inane information was recorded. Gains in accuracy were undermined by additions of misinformation. Volume became unmanageable with the influx.

J-9: So, a lot of noise in the data.


MONTY: Precisely. We are not quite sure how to evaluate the massive amounts of data from these latter periods. [Pushes the screens and their projected graphs to the side] I should say that we have similar percentages of data from many eras of human civilization. The fact that we have as much, proportionally, from these later decades is an indication of just how much data was being created. But again, we have to consider this data with skepticism. While it may contain some evolved notions and values, it was also the period just before the collapse. So, it may also contain the very seeds that led to the collapse.


J-9: A good reason to be wary then.


MONTY: [Moves screens before him again and makes a few taps] That said, I will make available some final bits on style and trends from a category of cultural critics called “trendsetters” and “influencers.” [Completes the downloads and peers around the screen, studying J-9] Do you feel any different? Know anything new?



J-9: [Blinking] Only that these outfits are atrocious.



MONTY: Sounds like just the sort of inane information that masqueraded as cultural currency at the time. [Shrugs] It may be useful.


J-9: Or it may bring about the end of civilization—no biggie.

MONTY adjusts his glasses.

J-9: So, I sense a lot of my assessment is made in the context that civilization can regress as much as it can progress.


MONTY: Indeed. [Looking up vocabulary] Even language as your use of the term “biggie,”—ah here it is, just what I thought, deriving from parlance of the late twentieth century—would indicate, can devolve. You will find the parlance we use characteristic of later humanity, less elaborate than that of the characters of these plays.


J-9: Will I understand them? Will they understand me?

MONTY: For the most part, yes. You’ve been equipped with sufficient vocabulary to manage any especially archaic terms or expressions. And yes, they will understand you, although interacting with them is not encouraged. You are an observer after all.

J-9: Noted. Is one style of language better than the other?


MONTY: [Shrugs] That is a conclusion that will be determined with the help of your own observations.


J-9: So, these timeless, world-renowned plays that are venerated but not in a religious way—what do we know about the author?

MONTY: Referred to as a playwright.

J-9: This playwright.


MONTY: [Sharing a screen with its display] William Shakespeare. Little was known, considering the popularity of the plays, and even less remains. We can deduce he lived in a time humans marked as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This is the period in which many, but not all, of the plays take place. He was part of a branch of human civilization they considered Western. This is not to be confused with a later genre of entertainment from four hundred years later also called Westerns, characterized by men on horseback, in large hats, and with projectile-firing weapons.


J-9: Noted. Was this Shakespeare one of a kind?

MONTY: Yes and no. It seems there were thousands, millions really, of playwrights and authors throughout human history. His works were more deeply revered and enduringly popular than most.

J-9: To think, if he had known his works would represent his whole species, his whole planet, and whether they all would live or die again.

MONTY: Thankfully he did not, elsewise we might have ended up with less candid portraits of humanity—something more sanitized and less accurate.

J-9: More sanitized?


MONTY stands and begins to pace, his hands clasped behind his back.


MONTY: I say there have been two thousand four hundred and ninety-seven previous runs through these plays for a reason. The plays reflect humanity, the glorious and grotesque.

MONTY makes his way to a doorway. J-9 gets up and follows. The lights come up in the next room. It’s filled with two dozen incredibly lifelike mannequins in various costumes reflecting different professions and places in medieval society: beggars to royalty, carpenters to warriors, priests to prostitutes, scholars to assassins. The walls are lined with racks of hundreds more costumes for men and women from even more time periods and settings: ancient Rome, Renaissance Italy, Egypt, and more.

J-9, turning, takes in the myriad wardrobes.

J-9: This is a lot.

MONTY: You’ll need these to blend into the worlds of the plays, as you observe—without interfering.

J-9: About that, I obviously won’t be invisible.

J-9 turns to a row of hangers, pushing through various tunics, robes, and jerkins. She turns her attention to a blue felt hat with a wide brim and a giant white feather. She takes it off its hanger to put it on.

MONTY: No. You are to blend in. How the characters interact with you, in whatever guise you are in, will be useful data, but the story must unfold as intended.

J-9: That sounds like a sort of prime directive.

MONTY: You can take it as such.

MONTY continues into the next room. J-9 follows him. This room is lined with long counters of props: brooms, canes, fishing poles, flags, saddles, plates, pitchers, flagons, and trays. What really draws J-9’s attention however, are the ominous-looking weapons that take up a whole side of the room. Daggers, dirks, swords, spears, axes, arrows, poleaxes, and pikes wait, their edges sharpened and gleaming. J-9 tests the blade of a halberd, only to jerk her hand back in pain, a bright red cut appearing on the pad of her finger. MONTY does not notice. Instead, he continues past a counter of armor, mail, and helms toward another door. J-9 follows.


MONTY: [Leads them into the next room] This is the Gallery. Here you will find the portals to the worlds of thirty-eight plays. One is unequivocally lost, but the others are reproduced here with a full complement of characters, settings, and conflicts.


The room they have entered is vast. J-9 rubs her arms as if she feels a sudden chill in the wide-open space. The ceiling is high and domed, the walls rounded to accommodate thirty-eight doorways. Above each is a title with a time period and setting. J-9 takes in titles such as Henry V, Julius Caesar, Titus Andronicus, Coriolanus, and Love’s Labour’s Lost.

MONTY: One last item: You won’t be alone. Here is Otto—he will be your assistant.

MONTY unclips a white device from his belt. It is a rectangle with smooth edges that fits into the palm of his hand. It begins unfolding, even growing. Its sides open up into many facets and faces, which reconfigure themselves moving outward until an exquisitely fashioned robotic owl is perched on his wrist. It is white with yellow eyes, black pupils, and red irises. It moves with a lifelike smoothness. When MONTY gestures for J-9 to put out her arm, she does so and the owl leaps to it.

MONTY: J-9, meet Otto. Otto, this is construct J-9.

OTTO: Hello, J-9. I look forward to serving with you.


J-9: [Smiling] Oh, gracious.


MONTY: Otto will serve as a companion to you. His form is amorphous, allowing him to take whatever shape is best suited for the circumstance and role you find yourself in. He will serve as a reference, guide, and recorder for you. He will provide you with a dramatis personae.

J-9: A what?

OTTO: A cast of characters as well as an introduction to the setting.

MONTY: He can also warn you of danger.


J-9: [Studying OTTO as he moves about her forearm] Yes, about that danger . . . [Holds out her bloody finger]


OTTO bends to inspect J-9’s finger.

OTTO: J-9, you are injured.


J-9: I am. [Turns the finger, speaking with more curiosity than alarm] Monty, maybe you can tell me just how much danger I will be in? Those weapons were sharpened to chop more than the odd vegetable or gourd.


MONTY: Well, I did mention one of the principles of the Core is that there is value in struggle and that these plays depict realistic challenges.

J-9: In how realistic of ways? Can I die in these plays, Monty?

MONTY: Yes. Yes, you can.


J-9: [Swallows] Have other constructs died?


MONTY: Yes.


J-9: Well, thanks for telling me. [Pauses, hand to chin, considering. OTTO moves up to her shoulder. Already they move together seamlessly.] Monty, if you are real, I am real, and I assume Otto here is a real entity, a real consciousness too, for all intents and purposes, the characters, the people I meet in these plays [Gestures around the room to the various portals] are real too?


MONTY: They are—generated by the Core, like you, like me.


J-9: [Grave, looks to her sliced finger] So, their suffering is real also.



MONTY: [Almost apologetically] It is the only way to make the simulation work.


J-9: I see.

J-9 quietly contemplates the many doors. Each one is an opening into blackness, the surface a swirl of purple and gold scintilla coruscating like glitter floating upon water. J-9 completes a scan of the entire room. After contemplating all the doorways, she comes back to Hamlet.

J-9: Monty, have you completed your list? Is the orientation over?

MONTY checks his screens.

MONTY: Yes, that is everything relevant.

J-9 pivots on her heel to face him.

J-9: Good. Then it’s time for my last item.

MONTY: Your, last—

J-9: My name.

MONTY: You have your alphanumeric designation.

J-9: A designation, not a name.

MONTY: Well, I’m not aware of any predecessors requiring—

J-9: Maybe they just didn’t tell you. But if I’m to blend in, I need a name that sounds human.

MONTY: You could present yourself as a mute. Like I said before, your role is to observe. Most other constructs—

J-9: Caught on slower than I do—you said so yourself.

MONTY begins to speak, but a look from J-9 stops him. He begins again, before another look from J-9 stops him again. Finally, he composes himself to admit:

MONTY: You may have a point.


J-9: Don’t worry. I don’t want to shake things up too much. [Turns, regards the portal to Hamlet, then turns back to MONTY] How about Janine?


OTTO: Jay-nine?


J-9/JANINE: Ja-nine. [Nods at MONTY, looking expectantly for him to repeat it]


MONTY: Janine.

JANINE: See, it’s not even too different from my alphanumeric “designation.” That won’t fluster your Council of Guardians—

MONTY: Guardian Council.

JANINE: —too much.

MONTY: I don’t believe I have veto power over decisions made by constructs.

JANINE: I will take that as an endorsement. It’s close enough.

MONTY: Like Monty for Monitor.

JANINE makes a shallow bow and flourish. OTTO hops with excitement on her shoulder.

OTTO: Janine will be more than acceptable in numerous settings of these plays. However, Janine, you will be in various disguises with different aliases.


JANINE: That’s fine, Otto. In some cases, it’s just for me. I am Janine. [Looks over to MONTY] You can give and take any number of identities to and from me, but it’s good for me to know myself, who I am, where I am from. Right, Monty?


MONTY: I . . . assume so.


JANINE: Good. [Turns once more to face the doorway to Hamlet. She checks her finger, squeezing it before she lifts it to her mouth to suck the last of the blood from it. Once satisfied it is no longer bleeding, she looks to MONTY, then OTTO]. Shall we begin?



Dramatis Personæ


HAMLET, Prince of Denmark
CLAUDIUS, King of Denmark, Hamlet’s uncle
The GHOST of the late king, Hamlet’s father
GERTRUDE, the Queen, Hamlet’s mother, now wife of Claudius
POLONIUS, Lord Chamberlain
LAERTES, Son to Polonius
OPHELIA, Daughter to Polonius
HORATIO, Friend to Hamlet
FORTINBRAS, Prince of Norway
VOLTEMAND, Courtier
CORNELIUS, Courtier
ROSENCRANTZ, Courtier
GUILDENSTERN, Courtier
MARCELLUS, Officer
BARNARDO, Officer
FRANCISCO, a Soldier
OSRIC, Courtier
REYNALDO, Servant to Polonius
 



Additional Players:
A Gentleman



A Courtier
A Priest
Two Gravediggers
A Captain
English Ambassadors.
Lords, Ladies, Officers, Soldiers, Sailors, Messengers, and Attendants



Setting. Elsinore.

Denmark, at the turn of the sixteenth century and the dawning of the seventeenth, has grown powerful from its strategic position jutting out into the North Sea. As the closest mainland European kingdom to Scandinavia, Denmark is the last stop of a land bridge to the rich resources of the North. As a seafaring kingdom in possession of the islands of Funen, Zealand, and others, Denmark effectively controls the lanes of trade from the Baltic to the North Sea and, ultimately, the Atlantic.

Elsinore Castle, the ancestral home of the ruling family of Denmark, broods on the cliffs of Zealand. The ancient castle is a symbol of the kingdom’s enduring power over land and sea. Its battlements and ramparts rise at sharp angles as if to challenge the sky itself and the weather it sent with fury into the ocean passages. Yet, through gales, storms, and driving snow, Elsinore has remained.

Elsinore has been home to the royal family for generations of Danes. Over the centuries, Elsinore Castle has evolved from a wood fort perched upon a bluff to a small city of towers, turrets, and keeps. It is no traditional four-walled bailey and keep, nor is it a bastion in shape of a star to give archers or cannonades angles on attackers. Rather, the walls of Elsinore have followed the contours of the cliffs from which the fortress rises, giving it the appearance of a building with innumerable facades.

A visitor might be confused as to which face is the front, which are the sides, and which section is the back of the castle. “Elsinore of many faces,” townsfolk say of the royal palace, an impression given wings in the protean weather of the North Sea. In sun, Elsinore shone like a jewel in a crown. In storms, its walls wept. Under scudding clouds, it glowered. Under snow, it slept like a tombstone in winter. All that could be certain was that its countenance was as ever shifting as the water that surrounded it.

Elsinore stands sentinel over the Drogen and Flinterenden Straits. It also guards the port city that hugs the harbor just to the southwest. The eastern slopes of its headland are too steep for plows or village plots and too rocky to be terraced. Instead, the sun rose there on boreal forests. Under those boughs, bent by eastern winds, the first light of day struck, working its way down to glitter for a time on the shingle shore before the first shadows of night crept up from the curls of waves to take the beach and envelop the forest before submerging the walls again in the cloak of night. Under the shade of these woods nestled crypts and grave plots, where the port city’s dead would sleep. It was where many a life ended, and a ghost story began.

The sandstone cliffs at the feet of Elsinore Castle gave way to bricks of the same hue. So, for ships at sea, where nature stopped and the works of man began was impossible to tell. On nights such as the one when our story begins, the moon shone on a dark sea that, despite its inky depths, threw white breakers against the rocky shore. In their violence, a white mist rose and encircled the castle, like smoke around a pyre.

The colors of the proud Danish flag are muted in the night. The sterling white crosses are all but invisible. The flaming red is dimmed to crimson. The banners look less like flags on those masts this night, but rather bandages, bloodied and hung out after some disastrous battle. These flags shiver at half mast, for the king, King Hamlet, husband of Gertrude, father of Prince Hamlet, has died.
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