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to no matter where you are in the world, no matter what‘age you
are. He's survived four hundred years of reverence and idolatry.
And during those four centuries he’s also survived a great deal of
iconoclasm. You can muck about with Shakespeare. You can doall
sorts of things with and to him. It doesn’t matter. He always
M“Vll\jl('cs .was a true man of the theatre, and he wrote wonderful
parts. And I so hope he’s looking down and approving of x:vhat
we're doing with his plays when we try to b_e. true to them. ‘V\f.l}at-
ever changes we make—textual transppsumns, little f?llClll.eS,
whatever—we do so that the play and its characters w1ll. shine
through. Our job is not to glorify any particular actor or dlr'ector
or designer, but to make the play as fresh and new-minted as we
g I constantly remind myself that Shakespearean actors shoijld
approach their parts, in a sense, as they do contemporagf roiesd.
“Torget it’s Shakespeare,” I said to the actors I recently directe
in Hamlet, and in a certain sense I meant it. When they come t(;
Shakespeare, many actors tend to block off all those wonde.rﬁﬁ
juices that naturally flow into modern parts. They ceasc to th}n ;
imagine, react, and feel as they would do r}ormally. Their voices
become different. Their bodies become different. :

They must learn to make Shakespeare’s lapggage sound like
the language they speak every day. They must live in the moment,
create the words out of the air. They must forget that Shake-
speare wrote them; get rid of the smell of ink; forget tl}at any(i
body’s ever said them before; pluck them out of the feeling an
the situation and make them new. \ 1

I think that spontaneity comes from the immediacy of emo-
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by Derek Jacobi

¥

As an actor I thank God for William Shakespeare. An extraordi-
nary, superhuman genius—I mean, where did he come from?
And he wrote most of his plays while still a man in his 30s! Where
did he get all that knowledge? Where did all that wisdom come
from? If you go through all the plays, you find that he knew
something about everything. He had a phrase or a sentence, a
word for every conceivable human situation and emotion.

I think Shakespeare is for all ages. He is always relevant and
exciting. He is loved and understood and respected and thrilled

DEREK JACOBI has acted in three professional productions of Hamlet,
including one at the Old Vic and one that permitted him to perform the
title role in Elsinore. In 1988 he made his directorial debut with the play
in England. A veteran of the Royal Shakespcare Company, Mr. Jacobi
has won the theatre’s most coveted awards, and his television credits
include such BBC series as /, Claudius and The Shakespeare Plays (for which
he played both Hamlet and Richard II).
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tion. If actors regard these lines as speeches, famous speeches,
then that is how they’ll come out. Actors must not think that what
they say and do is the result of what Shakespeare wrote. What
actors say and do must be the result of what they’re thinking and
feeling, of what is happening in the play as the company has
chosen to present it.

Of all of Shakespeare’s plays, Hamlet probably holds the most
interest for an actor. Because one of the things it’s about is acting
and pretending to be what you’re not. It’s a play that very much
inhabits the world of the imagination: the world of what if, the
world of finding out who you are, what you are, where you are in
relation to other people and to the universe. This is true of most
of Shakespeare, but Hamlet in particular comes very close to what
acting itself is about, how actors react to a situation, and the
whole craft of pretense, of being someone else.

Another reason Hamlet is so interesting for an actor is that a
performance can never be definitive. There are as many Hamlets
as there are actors to play Hamlet. Each one is different, because
each production, to a great extent, turns on the personality of the
actor who is playing Hamlet, and most actors have a Hamlet
within them.

Hamlet is probably the clearest and most accessible of all of
Shakespeare’s plays, largely because it’s such a wonderful story,
with wonderful dramatic sweep rhythmically throughout the eve-
ning. Hamlet goes on a voyage of self-discovery. I don’t believe
he’s ever truly mad. There are three occasions in the play, maybe
four, when he drives himself to the edge of madness, but he never
actually topples over that edge. He is in control of his own destiny
for a great deal of the play.
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This play has always been very important to me. Hamlet was
the first major role I ever played as a schoolboy. That was when I
was seventeen or eighteen. It really started my career as an actor,
because my performance got a great deal of press and attention. I
was very lucky in that respect. And so I_had ayery fond memory of
the play long before I came to play it profeSS{or?ally in 1977. I
played it again in 1979 at the Old Vic. Then I did it for television
in 1980. And most recently, in 1988 I directed the very talentt.ed
young actor, Kenneth Branagh, in a production for the Renais-
sance Theatre Company. ]

Over the years since I first began playing Hamlet, I,’l}ave
become more and more convinced that “To be or not to be” is to
be treated not as a soliloquy, but as a dramatic speech to Ophelia.
And my reasons are very much rooted in th(? text. \

The way the Nunnery Scene is set make.s it clear that Hamlet
is not merely wandering round the castle with thoughts of death
on his mind. Claudius has just told Ophelia that “We have cl‘osely
sent for Hamlet hither.” So Hamlet is on his way to a particular
place at a certain time to fulfill an appointr.nent.

The person he sees when he gets there is the person h,e least
expected to see. For the last few weeks_, every time he’s met
Ophelia she’s run the other way; she’s avoided him. If he saw her
at the end of the corridor, she would turn the other way and off
she’d go. Now he sees her and she doesn’t run away. Of course,
the last thing Polonius has said to her is “Walk you here. Rez,1’d on
this book.” But most Ophelias have to not “walk you here” but
go to the wings or hide behind a pillar, or do something to get out
of Hamlet’s way, whereas the whole point of the scene is for her

to confront him.
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So the first thing she says is false, and immediately Hamlet
knows that the whole situation is phony. We don’t h?ve’ to see the
curtains moving to know that Hamlet senses Polonius’ presence.
From the beginning of the scene HamleF has(‘suspec_ted, that
something is wrong, something is out of kilter. “She didn t run
away like she usually does. She’s had the most ext_raordmary
reaction to what I've just said. Then she goes on to give back all
these tokens of love and remembrance. Somet_hmg is extrem'ely
wrong.” And then when he confirms it by testmg:‘her, by asking
her “Where’s your father?” and she. answers At home, my
Lord,” in spite of the fact that everythmg. in h§r being m.1gh.t be
struggling to tell him the trl..llh, their relationship, and their lives,
can never be the same again. " i

From this point on, Hamlet realizes that there is no one in h.1s
world that he can trust. Everyone is acting, and survival will
depend on choosing and playing one’s own role as shrewdly as
possible.
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If we presuppose that they have been lovers, that they are in
love, then what better opportunity for him to be able to say “This
is where my head is at the moment: I'm thinking about commit-
ting suicide.” He speaks at her, through her, around her. He
soliloquizes to her, if you like.

Well, what does Ophelia do while he’s doing this? Does she
just sit there? Yes indeed. What else can she do? She’s in a very
false situation, having been placed there by her father and the
King. She knows they are listening behind the curtain. She
doesn’t want to be there. She knows she’s a decoy. It’s a com-
pletely false situation to her. Hamlet is the man she loves.

I played Hamlet this way with two Ophelias, and both said it
helped them with their character. Because the irony is that the
speech is about the very things that happen to Ophelia—madness
and suicide. She goes mad, and commits suicide, virtually. Ham-
let talks about both but experiences neither. In effect, though,
hearing this speech plants the seed in Ophelia’s mind.

The speech ends with “Soft you now, the fair Ophelia.” This
line is usually taken to mean “Oh look, there’s Ophelia,” but I
take it to be one of those little titles he gives her, that we all give
cach other: the tedious Polonius, the villainous King. This is the
way he sees her and he wants her to know it. Then he goes on to
call her “Nymph.” What he is saying is “‘Soft you now . . .” “I
don’t need you to say anything. Now you know where I am. Just
remember me in your prayers. Now, off you go.”

But of course, she’s been placed there by her father and the
King, so she’s got to keep him there, however she can. “Oh, good
my Lord,” she blurts out, “how does your Honour for this many a
day?” “How have you been lately?”
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The times in life we cherish most stay with us forever. Never can I
forget the deep pleasure in the writings of Will Shakespeare that
began when I was—what? six, I think—when I did a monologue
of the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet at our family camp in
the Kittatinny Mountains, minus my front teeth. “The more I
give, the more I have, for both are infinite”’—a phrase I've always
cherished and lived by. My father was very moved, and I was very
proud.

GELESTE HOLM has played such diverse roles as Anna in The King and I,
Anna in Anna Christie, Ado Annie in Oklahoma!, Judith in Hay Fever, and
the title roles in Mame and Candida. Knighted by King Olav of Norway,
jailed by the Mayor of New York, and appointed to the National Arts
Council by the President of the United States, she is an ardent board
member of the “Save the Theatres Committee” in New York City. She
received the 1947 Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress in the
film Gentlemen’s Agreement. Her latest film was Three Men and a Baby, her
latest play The Road to Mecca.
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The following summer he and my grandfather found an ideal
setting on the side of our hill, where they placed a cement stage
with trees and shrubbery to provide wing space at cach side. The
background was one of mountains and the valley. One year we
did a montage of several scenes, and my grandfather played
Shakespeare—he had a beard anyway. I remember his magnifi-
cent lace ruff and the brass buckles on his shoes; and his voice,
low and rhythmic as he presented the introduction to each scene
from one of Shakespeare’s plays, which he had written in iambic
pentameter with great skill and charm.

That year I played Portia with a neighboring farmer’s daugh-
ter, corralled into the role of Nerissa. But it was my mother’s’
sleepwalking scene from “That Play!” which I remember with
gut-wrenching clarity. She was so moving, so piteous, so mesmer-
izing in her anguish! My father and a cousin, playing the Doctor
and a Gentlewoman, were rendered quite speechless, coming in
late with the lines that should have followed. No Lady Macbeth I
have ever seen could even touch her.

When I was about eleven, Fritz Leiber came to Chicago with
his Shakespearean Company. We saw him in each production,
Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice, and King Lear. Two weeks before we
were to see the performance, my father would start reading aloud
cach of the plays. He spoke six languages without an accent in any
of them and was fascinated with the subtleties of language.
Whenever he came upon a word or phrase I could not under-
stand, I would say so. What was Shakespeare trying to say in that
scene? It took a long time! But my excitement grew in the antici-
pation of seeing what we had so lovingly and scrupulously ex-
amined—to see that our expectations were fulfilled. And oh my!
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was touring the country in Leslie Howard’s Hamlet, in which I
understudied Ophelia. I had adored Leslie Howard on the
screen, but now, to have the opportunity to appear on the same
stage with him! Oh my!

Leslie Howard had opened in New York just three weeks
after John Gielgud’s triumphant Hamlet, which I much admired
and in which Lillian Gish played Ophelia with red stockings. The
critics were unkind—Leslic had not really been ready. But by the
time he decided to take it on tour Leslie had grown tremendously
in the part. We, the new members of the company, rehearsed
under the stage manager’s direction in the basement of a church
on West 48th Street which had lots of pillars. It meant that much
of the time we could not see each other, let alone the stage
manager. We played ladies and gentlemen of the court, and we
joined the company in Chicago. I never did see the show from the
front.

We met Mr. Howard and company on Christmas Eve—the
night before we opened at the Shubert Theater. We were lined up
like servants on Boxing Day, and then the English contingent,
Leslie, Mrs. Howard, Wilfred Walter (Claudius), Clifford Evans
(Laertes), and Pamela Stanley (Ophelia) passed before us, for-
mally shaking our hands. I was startled when Leslie suddenly
leaned toward me and, gazing intently into my eyes, said, ‘““Wel-
come to our company.” I nearly swooned! Later I discovered he
could only see when he was that close. How he and Clifford
managed that duel in the last scene without killing each other or

falling into the pit, I still cannot imagine.

The next night I entered Stuart Cheney’s dark castle of El-
sinore and was swept into the tragedy of the Danish Prince.
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they were! Shakespeare’s wisdom, his perception o i
al?ll}ty to makej us identify the people wri)th ot.f)rselves,f EIT(;)I;ISCP’O}EZ
his .mﬁmte. artistry. And I thought Fritz Leiber was wonderful! I
tlﬁ)eeclzlevedthlml. I/—\Iedma;lde all that elaborate language sound pér-
y natural. And then he ite di i i
R ot was quite different in every role, in
P! remember sitting on a trunk backstage and looking up high
K}tg} ’the dark flies and thinking, “This is where I will spegd Iiy
My mother was a portrait painter, and The Merch ]
became a very special experience, because I saw cﬁzggeV:Zf:
pl_ace. The_ first time we saw the play Mr. Leiber played Shylock
W}th an eYll relish—with real villainy. My mother was not hZi
with this interpretation. She felt Shakespeare had written mgglr};
more than that. By this time we had met the Leibers socially and
my.mother had arranged to do three portraits of him in his three
major rol'es. I'sat quietly when they discussed the role of Shylock
Surely this man was to be pitied as much as scorned. He had beer;
ill treated, Fallcd upon only as 2 moneylender and not respected
for thgt. His desire for vengeance was understandable, and his
pathetic anguish at his daughter’s desertion could be z;n agon
for the audience. When he finally left the stage, the whole agudiy
ence’s heart could go out to him. ; ]
i&bout' two weeks later we came to see it again. And it was so!
The guahty of mercy” was indeed felt by the audience in severai
dl.recuons. The play was infinitely richer. Was there an echo of
this memory when I was given the opportunity to play in the film
Gentleman’s Agreement, which dealt with anti-Semitism?
And then my very first engagement in a major production
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I asked Wilfred Walter how it was he could make his prayer
so moving every night. He looked at me and said simply, “I've
lived another day, haven’t I?” He was a fine watercolori;t and
went out to paint wherever we were.

We played every major city between Chicago and Santa Bar-
bara. It was a marvelous experience seeing America under such
comfortable and exciting circumstances—our own sleeping cars
an observation car, and a diner was put on when needed Wé
played huge auditoriums; where the circus had played the \;veek
beforc, we could still smell the elephants. In the Grand Ole Opr
n Nashyllle the dressing rooms were nil—all kinds of theaters pal){
filled with hi§tory. And we found ourselves in Shakespeare ;md
Sha}i(e'spcare in us, and we gave it to enraptured audiences every
;igy t(.)l:())l?ecl(iea%’amela Stanley had a high fever, but I never got to

Whenever I experience anything by Shake -
turned to t_hat wonderful time wl};en n%y thher shzlr)eegf{s Ier?g]lurs?-
asm so patiently with me. “Then” becomes “Now,”” which is what
llhe arts are all about. They permit us to hold the “Now” a little
onger; even to return to it 1 1
T again and again. Because of course
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In an eloquent review of Ulysses, the most celebrated novel of the
twentieth century, T.S. Eliot praised the brilliance with which
James Joyce deployed classical myth and legend to mirror “the
immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary
history.” What Eliot commended in his fellow writer was what he
himself was endeavoring to accomplish in The Waste Land, our
century’s most famous poem. And something akin to what both
authors had in mind was what Shakespeare appears to have been
doing more than three centuries earlier when he produced Ham-
let and Troilus and Cressida.

Of all the plays he wrote, these are the two that have most
persistently been described as “modern.” Hamlet features the
most intellectually intriguing of Shakespeare’s characters, a pro-
tagonist of dazzling wit and incomparable complexity whose irre-
ducible “mystery” (IILii.395) has made him the very emblem of
man’s problematic identity in the post-medieval world. The
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