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imagine, react, and feel as they would do normally. Their voices
become different. Their bodies become different.

They must learn to make Shakespeare’s language 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 Shakespeare
wrote them; get rid of the smell of ink; forget that anybody’s ever
said them before; pluck them out of the feeling and the situation
and make them new.

I think that spontaneity comes from the immediacy of emotion.
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 pretence, 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
evening. 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

FOREWORD BY DEREK JACOBI

As an actor I thank God for William Shakespeare. An extraordin-
ary, superhuman genius — I mean, where did he come from? And
he wrote most of his plays while still a man in his thirties! 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 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 do
all sorts of things with and to him. It doesn’t matter. He always
survives.

He was a true man of the theatre, and he wrote wonderful parts.
And [ so hope he’s looking down and approving of what we’re
doing with his plays when we try to be true to them. Whatever
changes we make — textual transpositions, little felicities, whatev-
er — we do so that the play and its characters will shine through.
Our job is not to glorify any particular actor or director or
designer, but to make the play as fresh and new-minted as we can.

I constantly remind myself that Shakespearean actors should
approach their parts, in a sense, as they do contemporary roles.
‘Forget it’s Shakespeare,’ I said to the actors I recently directed in
Hamilet, and in a certain sense I meant it. When they come to
Shakespeare, many actors tend to block off all those wonderful
juices that naturally flow into modern parts. They cease to think,
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actually topples over that edge. He is in control of his own destiny
for a great deal of the play.

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. [
was very lucky in that respect. And so Ihad a very fond memory of
the play long before I came to play it professionally in 1977. I
playeditagainin 1979 at the Old Vic. Then I did it for television in
1980. And most recently, in 1988 I directed the very talented
young actor Kenneth Branagh in a production for the Renaissance
Theatre Company.

Over the years since I first began playing Hamlet, I have 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 the text.

The way the Nunnery Scene is set makes 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 closely sent
for Hamlet hither.” So Hamlet is on his way to a particular place at
a certain time to fulfil an appointment.

The person he sees when he gets there is the person he least
expected to see. For the last few weeks, every time he’s met
Opbhelia 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. Read 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.

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: 'm thinking about
committing suicide.” He speaks at her, through her, around her.
He soliloquizes to her, if you like.
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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 completely 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. Hamlet
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 each 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 younow . ..’ ‘Idon’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?”

So the first thing she says is false, and immediately Hamlet
knows that the whole situation is phoney. We don’t have to see the
curtains moving to know that Hamlet senses Polonius’ presence.
From the beginning of the scene Hamlet has suspected that
something is wrong, something is out of kilter. ‘She didn’t run
away like she usually does. She’s had the most extraordinary
reaction to what I’ve just said. Then she goes on to give back all
these tokens of love and remembrance. Something is extremely
wrong.” And then when he confirms it by testing her, by asking
her, “Where’s your father?’ and she answers, ‘At home, my Lord,’
in spite of the fact that everything in her being might be struggling
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to tell him the truth, their relationship, and their lives, can never
be the same again.

From this point on, Hamlet realizes that there is no one in his
world that he can trust. Everyone is acting, and survival will
depend on choosing and playing one’s own role as shrewdly as
possible.

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 Shakespeare Company, Mr Jacobi has
won the theatre’s most coveted awards, and his television credits include
such BBC series as I, Claudius and The Shakespeare Plays (for which he
played both Hamlet and Richard II).

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION TO
Hamilet

In an eloquent tribute to Ulysses, the most celebrated novel of the
twentieth century, T. S. Eliot praised the brilliance with which
James Joyce had deployed classical myth and legend to convey
‘the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contem-
porary history’. What Eliot applauded in the work of his fellow
writer was what he himself was endeavouring to accomplish in
The Waste Land, our century’s most famous poem. And some-
thing akin to what both authors attempted was what Shakespeare
appears to have undertaken more than three centuries earlier in
The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.

Of all the plays he penned, Hamlet is the one that has most
persistently been described as ‘modern’.* Its hero is a figure of

* A close second is Troilus and Cressida, a travesty of the lliad that crushes all the grandeur of
Antiquity into a squalid ‘Argument’ about ‘a Whore and a Cuckold® (ILiii.82~83). From all
indications Troilus and Cressida was completed in late 1601 or early 1602, a time-frame that
suggests some overlap with Hamlet, and the little we know about its production history would
seem to make it the perfect Shakespearean analogue for what the Prince of Denmark depicts as
a drama that ‘was never acted, or if it was, not above once’, because ‘it pleas'd not the Million’.

When the copyright for Troilus and Cressida was registered in 1602, thework was listed asa
‘History’ that had been performed by Shakespeare’s company at the Globe. That designation
remained on the initial title-page for the quarto that was printed in 1609. A different title-page
was substituted before the print run finished, however, and in the new ‘Epistle’ that

ded Shakespeare’s text to sophisticated readers Troilus and Cressida was advertised
as a ‘Comedy’ that had never been stal’d with the Stage’ or ‘clapper-claw’d with the Palms of
the Vulgar’.

A little more than a decade later, when the publishers of the First Folio began printing the
work for the collection that would be issued in 1623, their original plan was to put Troilus and
Cressida in the part of the volume reserved for ‘Tragedies’. Owing to some problem that

ds d after typ i d, they abandoned this i ion, withheld the pages
that had gone to press, and eventually repositioned the play in a no-man’s-land of its own
between the ‘Histories’ and the ‘Tragedies’.

In many ways the publishing history of the title has proven prophetic. Some of today’s
scholars group Troilus and Cressida with the Comedies and some with the Tragedies. Others
point to its affinities with those histories that are now labelled Roman Plays. But most have
Classified the work with the ‘Comical Satires’ that enjoyed a brief vogue during the outbreak of
thespian mudslinging known as the War of the Theatres (see Hamlet, 1Lii.358—95). No doubt
Polonius would have been able to fit Troils d Cressida i f the ludi ) posi
genres he catalogues in 1Lii.424—31 of Hamlet.







