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In act I, scene 2 of Shakespeare's Hamlet, one of the

key themes presented is the theme of order versus disorder.

Gertrude's hasty marriage to Claudius and their lack of

grief over the recent death of King Hamlet violate Hamlet's

sense of order and are the cause of Hamlet's anger and

despair in 1.2. Rather than contrast Hamlet with his uncle

and mother, Olivier constructs an Oedipal relationship

between Hamlet and Gertrude--unsupported by the text--that

undermine's the characterization of Hamlet as a man of

order. In contrast, Tony Richardson presents Claudius' and

Gertrude's actions as a violation of the order in which

Hamlet believes.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

My purpose in this thesis is to observe how well two

motion pictures presented as Shakespeare's Hamlet present

the ideas of the play. The two motion pictures are Laurence

Olivier's 1948 Hamlet, which Olivier directed and in which

he played the title role, and a 1972 Hamlet directed by

Tony Richardson, in which Nicol Williamson played the role

of Hamlet.

Each director chose one of the texts accepted by

scholars as the basis for his film. An "accepted" text is

the result of careful bibliographic work in the attempt to

get as close as possible to Shakespeare's final manuscript.

Scholars have come to a general agreement about much of the

Hamlet text, although there remain a number of minor

controversial details. Richardson and Olivier are not

obligated to be faithful to the accepted texts, but because

they both present their films as Shakespeare's Hamlet,

audiences expect the films to represent the play's ideas

accurately. Neither film contains one of the conventional

tags, such as "an adaptation of" or "based on," intended to

let audiences know that the film may be very different from

the text.

1.
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I do not mean to imply that a film version of a

play--especially a lengthy play like Hamlet--always

follows the text exactly. Film length, budget restrictions,

and creative staging demand some changes. However,

Olivier's film is so different from the material common to

the accepted texts that it fails to transmit accurately some

of the key ideas of the play. While Olivier effectively

reinforces the frequently dark mood of the play--black and

white film, the stark set of the fortress walls, the

dramatic musical score--his cuts from the play, his

rearrangement of scenes and lines, and his manipulation of

other dramatic elements bring new themes to Hamlet and

reduce the significance of some of the play's main ideas.

In addition to the changes he makes, Olivier often fails to

make adjustments for the changes in social context that have

occurred over four hundred years. Differences in language,

law, custom, and religion sometimes obstruct the

transmission of the ideas in Hamlet. Both of the

directors, knowing that many people who see their films

understand little of the Elizabethan context within which

the play was written, should do what they can to help

audiences overcome these differences.

Olivier's effort contrasts with Richardson's film:

Richardson generally follows the accepted texts, and the

acting in his film often provides needed interpretation for

lines meaningless to the average modern viewer.
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Richardson's film successfully communicates the key ideas in

Shakespeare's play.

I have chosen to focus on the first 159 lines of act 1,

scene 2 of the texts because in this scene the audience is

introduced to all but one of the major characters (Ophelia,

the exception, is introduced in the following scene). In

1.2 of Shakespeare's Hamlet, the characters make important

first impressions on the audience that are, naturally, part

of the thematic development. I shall show how Richardson's

production of the scene follows the play and how Olivier

distorts some of the play's major ideas.

The remainder of the thesis is divided into three

parts. The first of these, Chapter 2, describes the reasons

for my choice of a copy text. Then the next three chapters

will compare 1.2 of both movies to the copy text: Chapter 3

concentrates on the introduction of Claudius and Gertrude,

the part of the scene that reveals much about the current

court, covering the transition between 1.1 and 1.2 and

continuing to Claudius' first words to Hamlet. Chapter 4

discusses Hamlet's entrance into the dialogue and how the

text contrasts him with Claudius and Gertrude. This part of

the play, where the audience first sees these three

characters together in conversation, gives the audience some

idea of the relationship between them and of what side of

the "order versus disorder" theme they fall on. Chapter 5

analyzes Hamlet's first soliloquy as it relates to character
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and theme. Finally, Chapter 6 consists of my conclusions.
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CHAPTER 2

THE COPY TEXT

As much as any play by William Shakespeare, Hamlet

presents textual problems that will probably never be

solved, making the establishment of a copy text difficult.

The problem exists because we have three basic texts, and

the relationship between the three, while perhaps better

understood now than ever before, remains elusive. The copy

text for this thesis, to which all references to Hamlet are

made, is The New Cambridge edition, 1985, edited by Philip

Edwards.

I have several reasons for using New Cambridge as my

standard text. It is one of the most recent editions,

incorporating scholarship up to the early 1980s, including

the textual opinions of Harold Jenkins, editor of the Arden

edition, 1982. The New Cambridge also has a singular

feature: certain passages found in the quartos but left out

of the folios are enclosed in brackets to indicate that

Shakespeare may have intended for those lines to be cut.

W. W. Greg writes, "No other play in the canon has been

preserved in such a variety of independent but related

texts, and of no other have the bibliographical and textual

features of the texts been so minutely studied" (299). The

three basic texts of Hamlet are the quartos of 1603 and

5
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1604-05 (Q1 and Q2) and the first folio of 1623 (Fl).

Uncertainty over the origin and publication of each has

provided ample room for careful study. Greg's The

Shakespeare First Folio covers the work of J. Dover Wilson,

G. I. Duthie, and Alice Walker, scholars who, along with

Greg, did primary work on the folios and the quartos of all

of Shakespeare's plays; I use Greg's book as my basic source

for textual criticism.

The first edition of the play, Ql, is, as Greg points

out, "the only 'bad' quarto [in the canon] that can be

strictly called piratical" (52). Ql is apparently a

memorial text--a text written from memory by one who has

seen a play--full of "omissions, mislinings, paraphrases,

verbal and morphological substitutions, misunderstandings,

transpositions, anticipations, and recollections" and is not

a "genuine" text at all (Jenkins 19). Although published

first, Ql is a poor reconstruction of the play; textual

scholars can use it at times, however, to provide clues to

the composition of Q2 and Fl. Scholars have shown that Q1

influenced the composition of the first act of Q2 (Greg

310-11); F1 was influenced by Ql to a lesser extent, perhaps

through Q2 (Greg 318).

The publication of the "good" quarto, Q2, had the

backing of the King's Men (Greg 52), as did the F1 text;

Heminges and Condell, members of the King's Men who had the

folio published, had an "intimate, professional knowledge of



7

Shakespeare's scripts," which made them the ideal men to see

to the publishing of his entire set of plays (Chute 326).

Both Q2 and Fl, then, were official publications, but they

were published nineteen years apart, with substantial

differences in the texts. Their origins have long been an

area of interest for editors. Since J. Dover Wilson's The

Manuscript of Shakespeare's Hamlet appeared in 1934, few

have doubted that Q2 was based on Shakespeare's "foul

papers" (Hibbard 10). Greg extensively lays out the

evidence that justifies such an assumption (96-161).

The origin of the Fl text is a bit more difficult to

ascertain. In certain places in the play where Fl and Q2

differ (see the following paragraph) and Ql can be compared,

Ql supports Fl (Greg 316-33). This corresponding material

led Wilson to postulate that F1 was an official promptbook

based on a transcription of Qi and influenced by Q2. Walker

agrees with Wilson to a point; she thinks that Fl was

printed from a copy of Q2 that had been corrected from such

a transcript (Greg 327-29). Greg also pushes for Q2 as the

primary source: "The evidence for F having been printed

from Q2 amounts to something not far short of proof" (329).

This view is generally accepted.

The material peculiar to either Q2 or F1 is a major

problem for scholars. While Q2 contains about 230 lines not

found in F1, it lacks over 70 lines that appear in Fl. Now

that much has been established about the textual history of
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Hamlet, editors of the recent major editions have focused

more of their energies on these discrepancies. Edwards and

G. R. Hibbard (Oxford edition, 1987), attempting to develop

an explanation for the discrepancies, agree that Shakespeare

did not intend for the additional material in Q2 to be used

on the stage; Q2 was printed from "foul papers" that had cut

marks which the compositor ignored (Edwards 30; Hibbard

106-10). Greg believes that the length of some plays,

including Hamlet, made them difficult to produce in their

entirety and that Shakespeare "had an alternative mode of

publication in view" (2). Greg is trying to support the

idea that Shakespeare intended his plays to be published,

but Edwards and Hibbard believe that Shakespeare cut the

length of Hamlet for the stage to improve the pace, tighten

dialogue, and eliminate some weak passages (Edwards 8-32;

Hibbard 104-30). Edwards thinks that we cannot know exactly

where Shakespeare's cuts end and others' alterations begin;

Hibbard is convinced that Fl is Shakespeare's finished work.

Their arguments rest on the claims that the new

material in the Fl is helpful to the play, that physical

evidence indicates Shakespeare as the author of the changes,

and that the elimination of the 230 lines is clearly the

work of Shakespeare--"neither sense nor metre" is hurt by

their removal (Hibbard 106) and the lines, as Edwards and

Hibbard attempt to demonstrate, are superfluous. The

following passage, 3.4.67-85, contains an example of the
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type of cut that Edwards and Hibbard believe was made by

Shakespeare. This passage is from the "closet scene"; the

"excised" lines are in brackets.

Ha! have you eyes?

You cannot call it love, for at your age

The heyday in the blood is tame, it's humble,

And waits upon the judgement; and what judgement

Would step from this to this? [Sense sure you

have,

Else could you not have motion, but sure that sense

Is apoplexed, for madness would not err,

Nor sense to ecstasy was ne'er so thralled,

But it reserved some quantity of choice

To serve in such a difference.] What devil was't

That thus hath cozened you at hoodman-blind?

[Eyes without feeling, feeling without sight,

Ears without hands or eyes, smelling sans all,

Or but a sickly part of one true sense

Could not so mope.]

O shame, where is thy blush? Rebellious hell,

If thou canst mutine in a matron's bones,

To flaming, youth let virtue be as wax

And melt in her own fire.

Hibbard argues that eliminating the bracketed lines does not

affect the "central concern" of the passage, Hamlet's

outrage at his mother's poor judgment; the excised lines
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serve only to expand on the meaning "in a rather academic

fashion. . . . The speech gains in strength and directness

from their excision" (106). In Hibbard's view, most of the

longer cuts are of this type, executed with a "metrical

assurance and felicity" as well as a "grasp on the

essentials," and "can hardly be the work of the bookkeeper,

as Dover Wilson thought they were" (106-07). The man most

likely to have improved the material in this fashion would

have been Shakespeare.

Edwards thinks that a fair copy was made prior to 1606

that included the cuts never made in Q2. He argues that a

transcript must have been made of the fair copy by another

party, who did "untold damage by casualness and rash

improvement" (30). The result was Fl, with Shakespeare's

revisions, but also with numerous errors.

Jenkins states that "F combines the authority of an

independent manuscript with derivation in some way from Q2"

(18), a position that is a bit different from Edwards'.

Although finding some support for the transcript theory, he

notes a difficulty: ". . . not all the correspondences

between Q2 and F1--especially oddities of spelling and

layout--are of a kind that would be expected to persist

through transcription" (73). But what if those elements

were peculiar to Shakespeare? Like Edwards, Hibbard thinks

a fair copy was made, but he believes that the transcript

was written by the master himself, and so, in the Oxford
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edition, excises the "surplus" Q2 material, as he believes

that Shakespeare did, and places it in an appendix. Because

his argument has merit, and because it affected my choice of

copy text, I shall summarize his primary points:

1. The number of repetitious and anticipatory words

in F1 (often called the "playhouse

interpolations") is significant. Since it is

unlikely that actors' mistakes would make their

way into the playhouse manuscript, obviously

someone very familiar with the play and belonging

to the company (as the title page suggests) was

responsible--likely Shakespeare (122).

2. By studying the work of the compositors (B, E, and

I) of the text, Hibbard concludes that they could

only have had a manuscript in front of them, not

the printed Q2 (116-19).

3. Some of the stage directions in F1 are more vague

than Q2, or different, but as vague--not precise

enough for the stage and not the work of a

bookkeeper. They also do not economize on the

number of actors, as Greg and Wilson suggest.

They are the type of revisions that an author

makes (114-15).

4. The "number of minutiae" that led Walker, J. M.

Nosworthy, Greg, and Jenkins to believe that F1

was influenced by Q2 all have alternative
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explanations which weaken their combined effect

(120-21).

5. Both Love's Labors Lost and Romeo and Juliet had

similar printing histories to Hamlet, and both

had quartos with false starts--lines that are

altered for later publication to make better sense

or meter--like Q2, but the false starts of these

other plays were not eliminated by Heminges and

Condell; they were reprinted along with the

apparent intended revisions in Fl. Hibbard

reminds that "Heminges and Condell were . .

professional actors, not professional editors. . .

Significantly, Shakespeare's 'false starts' [in

Hamlet] are not reproduced in F" (104-05).

Of the additional material in F1, Hibbard thinks that

all three passages make the action easier to understand

because they work as transitions: Rosencrantz and

Guildenstern's evasiveness is brought out more fully; the

analogy is made between the public's reactions to child

actors and to Claudius; and Hamlet is given more reasons to

take part in the fencing match (112). The author's "grasp

on the essentials" leads Hibbard to believe that the author

of these additional passages was Shakespeare. Edwards takes

the position that these last two passages--the complaint

against the child actors and part of Hamlet's conversation

with Horatio in 5.2--"were late additions which either
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became detached or were overlooked" and that the first

passage, in its reference to Denmark being a prison, would

have been politically sensitive at the time of the

publishing of Q2 and consequently would have been cut (29;

see also 18-19).

I have chosen Edward's New Cambridge edition as my copy

text because Edwards retains the "excised" lines of Q2 in

his text, enclosing them within brackets to make the reader

aware that he believes that Shakespeare eventually

eliminated that material. Hibbard removes these passages to

an appendix; despite his provocative claim that Shakespeare

was the direct source for F1, I prefer to have the "excised"

lines in the text, both for ease in comparing the text to

the motion pictures and because Hibbard's text is a break

from the custom of including the material from both Q2 and

Fl, a custom upon which most of the major criticism has been

based. On the subject of the Q2 passages not found in F1,

Jenkins writes, in the introduction to the Arden edition,

that

the editorial tradition from Rowe on has always

included things which, though indubitably of

Shakespeare's composition, were probably never

spoken on the stage. In seeking to present the

play as Shakespeare wrote it rather than as it was

shortened and adapted for performance I do no more

than follow tradition. (75)
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Since the question of the relationship between the texts

will probably never be resolved, I. shall follow Jenkins and

custom, remaining consistent with most critics. I shall,

however, call attention where appropriate in the study to

the theory that Shakespeare intended about 230 lines to be

cut from Hamlet.

Clearly, then, questions about the text of Hamlet

continue. The variety of interpretations of the character

Hamlet, differences which consequently often change the

meaning of the play, may be said to be caused in some

measure by uncertainty about the text. Edwards argues that

"ambiguities in the meaning of the play are closely

connected with its lack of a clear and settled text. Both

the prince and his play come down to us in more shapes than

one" (8). In comparing the copy text to the motion

pictures, I shall touch only on the differences between Q2

and F1, but I shall show that in the important scene in

which Hamlet, Claudius, and Gertrude first appear,

Shakespeare firmly establishes many aspects of their

characters that collectively serve as a guide to

understanding the rest of the play and to answering

questions about the central problems in the play that arise

from those differences between texts.
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CHAPTER 3

THE INTRODUCTION OF CLAUDIUS, GERTRUDE, AND THE COURT

When 1.2 begins, we have seen and heard the tension

among the Elsinore sentinels and know the reasons for their

strain: the preparations for battle and the appearance of

the elder Hamlet's ghost. Horatio, who is often the choric

character in the play, has pronounced that the ghost's

appearance "bodes some strange eruption to our state"

(1.1.69). With the dawn, the scene changes to the court,

where Claudius utters words that provide us with some idea

of the central problem of the play, a problem that threatens

the vitality of the state far more than war with Norway:

disorder within the state.

War itself is, of course, disorder; the impending war

with Norway is important to the play, in part, because it

reflects the inner corruption of Elsinore, so that Denmark

is wholly a "warlike state"f (1.2.9). Yet war is basically

external disorder; a healthy state may, of necessity, fight.

Claudius' speech subtly informs us that something is wrong

within the walls of Elsinore (1.2.1-16); but we must listen,

as well as we can, with the ears of an Elizabethan. As J.

Dover Wilson reminds us, we must place the play in its

context and be aware of "those tacit understandings between

Shakespeare and his audience," without which we cannot fully

16
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understand Hamlet (26). In this study I shall include the

scholarship that has revealed much -about Elizabethan society

that helps us understand the play as an Elizabethan would.

Claudius' first four lines reveal that he was King

Hamlet's brother, that the King only recently died, and that

the entire kingdom grieves. To an Elizabethan, Claudius'

next lines would indicate an odd quality in his mourning of

his dead brother:

Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature

That we with wisest sorrow think on him,

Together with remembrance of ourselves.

The Elizabethan mind had the medieval "chain of being" to

define what was natural, with its correspondences and

degrees. Despite the increasing uncertainty over this order

during the sixteenth century, which W. R. Elton describes

(180-98), the faith in natural order generally persisted;

Hamlet will demonstrate this same strong grounding in the

belief that there is an order, although the surrounding

corruption will lead him to question his faith. Claudius'

statement that "discretion" conflicts with "nature" would

sound unnatural to many an ear in the early sixteenth

century. The Oxford English Dictionary gives the

contemporary definition of "discretion" as being, in its

fullest sense, "the ability to discern or distinguish what

is right, befitting, or advisable, especially as regards

one's own conduct or action." Why would prudent
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behavior--discretion--conflict with nature, when such

behavior is an attribute of the natural, right-thinking man?

Why fight nature at all? Then Claudius comes around to

reminding the court that they must all think about their own

well-being. So soon after the king has died! Tiny alarms

must have gone off in the minds of Shakespeare's audiences.

In the span of a few lines, Claudius has already given

subtle indications of his selfishness and his conflict with

what is natural and right.

Claudius continues:

Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen,

Th'imperial jointress to this warlike state,

Have we, as 'twere with a defeated joy,

With one auspicious and one dropping eye,

With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,

In equal scale weighing delight and dole,

Taken to wife.

Wilson says of this marriage that, while twentieth-century

readers may have difficulty understanding the marriage as

being unnatural,

Shakespeare wished here to make full dramatic

capital out of Gertrude's infringement of

ecclesiastical law, and expected his audience to

look upon it with as much abhorrence as the

Athenians felt for what we should consider the

more venial, because unwitting, crime of the
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Oedipus of Sophocles. (39)

That such a marriage would be considered incestuous is

clear; only in this century, in England, has the law been

removed barring the marriage between a widower and the

sister of his deceased wife (Grebanier 196). Hamlet will

make clear in his soliloquy that incest on the part of his

mother and uncle is the primary reason for his despondancy,

but the Elizabethan audience would be aware at this point in

the play that the king and queen exist outside the moral

order.

The audience has more evidence. Claudius' combinations

of opposites--"defeated joy," "mirth in funeral," "dirge in

marriage," and "delight and dole"--might have constituted

eloquent and moving rhetoric were it not for the previously

mentioned conflict between discretion and nature and the

reference to the incestuous marriage. His combinations of

opposites represent distorted nature, and the total effect

would likely be a jarring of Elizabethan moral sensibility.

Claudius' pedantry is at least smoother and more

sophisticated than Polonius' rhetoric: while the latter is

often meaningless, the former is full of meaning; but the

rhetoric of both men shows an artificiality, and those in

the audience who are listening closely will surely recognize

the false notes sounded in Claudius' speech.

In Wilson's opinion, the question of succession to the

throne would be in the minds of the contemporary audience
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about this time in the play. He argues that the audience,

and probably Shakespeare, knew little, if anything, about

Danish laws of succession; they would see the events of the

play in the context of British conventions and would have

immediately recognized that "brothers do not succeed

brothers, unless there is a failure in the direct line of

succession" (31). Claudius has violated the customary order

of succession familiar to Elizabethan England; the audience

has another reason to begin distrusting this new king.

These fourteen lines help set up the fundamental

question of the play: Is the concept of order a reality or

an illusion? Claudius is the primary foil for Hamlet's

deliberations on this question. This part of the scene

establishes the character of Claudius so that Hamlet's

words--particularly his soliloquies--have significant

meaning for the audience.

In both motion pictures, the directors have kept

Claudius' speech intact to this point, with the exception of

two lines eliminated by Olivier. The first of the omitted

lines--"Th'imperial jointress to this warlike state"--I

shall include in the discussion of Fortinbras. The second

line emphasizes the duality of Claudius' character (and by

extension, Gertrude's). Olivier eliminates "With one

auspicious and one dropping eye," a line that does more than

offer another example of opposites. In a note to this line,

Edwards refers to the findings of Beatrice White, who has
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traced the origin of this expression back to "descriptions

of the false and fickle goddess fortune, and argue[s] that

the saying 'to cry with one eye and laugh with the other'

became a standard phrase for hypocrisy and inconstancy"

(83-4). White concludes that "to an Elizabethan . . . an

indication of duplicity would have been at once apparent"

(qtd. in Edwards 84). The line, then, is important to the

audience's understanding of the hypocrisy in Claudius'

character; these words strengthen a nascent comprehension

based, so far, on subtleties.

Because Olivier's and Richardson's audiences are not

Elizabethans, the directors must help their audiences

understand the implications of Claudius' speech. Perhaps

full comprehension is impossible; but, for the reasons

previously mentioned, the speech sets up the dialogue

between Claudius, Gertrude, and Hamlet, and Hamlet's

soliloquy. Critics have noted that, because of the length

of many of Shakespeare's plays, some lines have to be cut

and the audience has to be shown what it cannot be told

(e.g., Sidney Holman 226). The meanings of spoken lines

must also, at times, be represented visually for audiences,

especially when dealing with a 400 year gap between

playwright and audience. Olivier fails to find, as a

substitute for the line eliminated, a way to emphasize

Claudius' duplicitous nature. In this part of the film,

Olivier generally fails to help the audience understand
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Shakespeare's Hamlet; from the beginning of the scene

through Claudius' remarks on his marriage to Gertrude,

Richardson helps, Olivier hinders the audience's

understanding of the speech.

Richardson's transition between the first two scenes is

a three-second visual shot of the Queen's empty bed (an

effect devised by Olivier for the cinema). This first

showing of the bedroom, not yet as a setting for a scene,

but visually isolated, indicates that the bed has symbolic

value and foreshadows theme. But the directors prove to

have different uses for the symbol. In Richardson's film,

there follows immediately the sound of revelry and the

second scene. Gertrude's behavior while Claudius speaks

underlines the implications of unnaturalness in his words:

though "the memory be green" of the death of her husband,

she no longer mourns for Hamlet. In the place of grief is

gaiety. Instead of the natural depression which follows the

death of a spouse, Gertrude is light-hearted and smiling,

sensual and casual in deportment. She and Claudius kiss

lustily. Although some of the subtleties of the lines may

be lost on the modern audience, the juxtaposition of the

bed, the speech, and Gertrude's actions make the meaning of

this part of the scene clear. While Shakespeare's Hamlet

provides no stage directions here for Gertrude, the

sensuality of Richardson's Gertrude fits the animalistic

qualities of the character in the play. Disorder is
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emphasized; Gertrude is a willing partner in this

disruptive, hypocritical reign. Both she and Claudius have

what E. K. Chambers call the "blunt moral sense," which

enables them to ignore the "subtleties" of life that cause

Hamlet such a struggle (183). Elizabethans generally

thought an acute moral sense requisite for a man to take

part in the ordered universe.

Richardson's Gertrude is supported by the text. Her

question "Why seems it so particular with thee?" (1.2.75),

to which Hamlet sharply replies, demonstrates the gulf

between them. She is a limited character, primarily sensual

and shallow, and, thus, easily corrupted. This is not to

say that she is a flat character: she is capable of regrets

over her actions (3.4) and concern over the course of events

(4.5); but even when, in 3.4, she says that Hamlet's angry

questioning "turn'st my eyes into my very soul,/And there I

see such black and grained spots" (89-90), she never seems

to understand fully why things are going wrong. Despite

whatever understanding she does have, Gertrude never acts on

that understanding or confronts the reality of her

decisions; she continues to be a part of the reign of

disorder. Her lack of action--based on her lack of moral

integrity, her typical inability to comprehend reality, and

her passive compliance with Claudius' will--contrasts with

Hamlet's hesitation to act, which derives from his actively

seeking knowledge of the nature of reality. Hamlet must
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know whether the ghost is his father's spirit or a "goblin

damned" (1.4.40). Gertrude and Claudius, then, are

separated from Hamlet by differences in attitudes toward and

understandings of life. Richardson is faithful to the text.

He visually supports the meaning of Claudius' remarks

through Gertrude's behavior, attempting to ensure that the

modern audience understands what lies behind the words.

Olivier misinterprets Gertrude's role so that an

audience unfamiliar with the play will fail to see her

complicity. Gertrude, as directed by Olivier, is nearly as

melancholy as her son. Solemn here and throughout the

scene, Gertrude will speak to her son gently, with concern.

Olivier's Gertrude shows a depth of "discretion" of which

Shakespeare's Gertrude is not capable. The disparity

between text and film will be even more pronounced in the

final scene, when Olivier has the Queen seize the chalice

and drink the poison to save Hamlet. Not only does her

knowledge of the contents of the chalice have no textual

support, but "such an act of sacrifice would have been

impossible to Shakespeare's shallow Gertrude" (Grebanier 9).

Throughout the play, she has remained unwilling to correct

her mistakes; such a sacrifice indicates an understanding of

and changed attitude toward her role in Claudius' disorder,

neither of which is supported by the text. Olivier,

however, portrays a stronger bond between Hamlet and his

mother than the text supports, and by doing so, dilutes the
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import of Claudius' remarks. The corruption theme is

de-emphasized, and the ideas of the text, to this point, are

misrepresented to the modern audience. Most of the audience

of Olivier's film will fail to be appalled at the hasty

marriage, seeing only a rather serious and sad Queen who

dotes on a serious and sad Hamlet. Even if the audience

comprehends the hypocrisy in Claudius' words, they are

likely to assume here that Gertrude was coerced into

compliance, for which impression there is no textual

evidence.

Before Shakespeare's Hamlet becomes an active part of

the scene, Claudius takes care of three items of business:

he recognizes the contribution of the council to his

succession, he executes a plan to deal with young

Fortinbras, and he responds to Laertes' request to return to

France. The first is significant because we see that the

council has a part in this corruption of order, if only in

that it approves of these unusual events. The importance of

Laertes in the scene is three-fold. First, the characters

Laertes and Polonius are introduced. Next, we learn of the

symbiotic relationship between Claudius and Polonius,

counsellor to the King. And third, because Laertes is

Polonius' son, we see Claudius cultivate Laertes as a loyal

supporter of his kingship. Both directors keep these lines

in their productions, except that Olivier eliminates

references to Fortinbras.
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The young Fortinbras is a source of difficulty because

his role in the play is not clear. He is the active avenger

of his father's defeat, who acts while Hamlet questions.

Yet he threatens the order of the state and is the breaker

of an honorable agreement between the two fathers; in

temperament he is, as Horatio describes him, "hot and full"

(1.1.96), a Hotspur type. He is the "ambition puffed"

prince who, for honor's sake, would let twenty thousand men

die for "a little patch of ground" (4.4.49, 18). Yet Hamlet

supports him as ruler with his "dying voice" (5.2.335).

Finally, Fortinbras is the last character to speak in the

play; in Shakespeare's tragedies, the character who has the

final lines is typically a voice of authority.2 The

confusion of roles that Fortinbras might play, his brief

appearances in the text, and the fact that some material had

to be cut to come to a workable length (under 2 1/2 hours)

for a motion picture are valid reasons for Olivier's removal

of the character from his film.

Yet Fortinbras' quest for revenge serves several

purposes. First, his aggression is one cause of the tension

in the opening of the first scene; the tense mood of the

play is appropriate for the theme of order versus disorder.

Second, without Fortinbras, there is no external disorder to

mirror the internal corruption. Claudius' lines

young Fortinbras,

Holding a weak supposal of our worth,
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Or thinking by our late dear brother's death,

Our state to be disjoint and out of frame,

are gone with their grand irony. The loss of this latter

function is regrettable but tolerable. Establishment of a

tense and eerie mood is important, and Olivier accomplishes

that. He uses the ghost to supply the mood, the "uneasy"

context within which the living pose questions and make

decisions.

Third, the elimination of Fortinbras in Olivier's film

means that his role as foil for Hamlet is also lost; like

Laertes, Fortinbras seems quick to act without careful

consideration. The part of the play in which the difference

between Fortinbras and Hamlet is emphasized is one of those

passages which Edwards thinks Shakespeare eliminated in a

revision of Q2. All the lines in which Hamlet inquires

about and compares himself to Fortinbras (4.4.9-66) are

among the "excised" lines. If Edwards is correct,

Shakespeare de-emphasized the role of Fortinbras to some

extent and decided against having Hamlet display his

frustration and renewed determination at this point in the

play. The loss of this passage would make Fortinbras'

presence in the scene simply conventional; the custom of

Elizabethan stagecraft was that the first appearance of an

important character--in this case, the authority at the end

of the play--not occur in the final act. Whether or not

Shakespeare intended the lines to be cut, Olivier's decision
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to drop Fortinbras entirely to simplify and shorten the text

for the cinema further weakens the- order-versus-disorder

theme in the Olivier film by removing the war as an ironic

reflection of the chaotic state and Fortinbras as a contrast

with Hamlet.

At this point in the play (1.2.63), several elements

have been established: mood; some plot points and problems;

and the characters of Claudius, to some extent, and

Gertrude, to a lesser extent. At this point, Hamlet enters

the conversation.



NOTES

1 With most films, knowing how much the director or

actor is responsible for a particular textual interpretation

is difficult or impossible for a critic. I have dealt with

these films as I would a text; how an interpretation came to

be is less important than the work itself. However, because

the director controls at least the direction of a film, and

because a consistent method of referring to a film is both

convenient and easy to follow, I shall usually refer to

"Richardson's Hamlet" rather than "Williamson's Hamlet,"

and, likewise, "Olivier's Gertrude" rather than "Eileen

Herlie's Gertrude."

2 Other representative examples from the tragedies

include Caesar in Antony and Cleopatra, Malcolm in Macbeth,

Octavius (and Antony just before him) in Julius Caesar, the

. Prince in Romeo and Juliet, Aufidius in Coriolanus, and

Lodovico in Othello. This convention is also characteristic

of many of Shakespeare's histories and comedies.

29
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CHAPTER 4

THE INTRODUCTION OF HAMLET

Hamlet's first words in the play show that he is not a

willing member of Claudius' court of disorder. As I

described in Chapter 3, Claudius, in conducting official

court business, has begun to demonstrate the primary

characteristic of the Machiavel: a concern only for his own

desires, not for moral order. Then he displays congeniality

for Laertes, the son of Polonius, whose support in the

council had been important in Claudius' taking the throne

(1.2.14-16 and 47-49). Immediately after these events,

Claudius addresses Hamlet: "But now my cousin Hamlet, and my

son--" (line 64). Hamlet makes a quick comment to the

audience: "A little more than kin, and less than kind." We

know instantly, because his first words are a sarcastic

aside to the audience and not to the king, that Hamlet

dislikes Claudius.

Hamlet's first line has several possible meanings;

their differences depend on the interpretation of the word

"kind." "A little more than kin" is generally accepted to

mean that since the marriage, Hamlet is now more than a

nephew to Claudius. But "less than kind," which provides

balance and alliteration, also provides a richness of

multiple meanings, as A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare

31
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demonstrates. If "kind" is taken as meaning "affectionate,"

then the phrase simply means "I hate you" (Furness 33). If

"kind" is synonymous with "type," then they are very

different types of people (Furness 33), a reading that does

more than the simpler definition to emphasize that Hamlet

does not think that he belongs to Claudius' system of moral

disorder. But a third meaning of "kind" more strongly

underscores the theme of corruption of the natural order.

The New Variorum notes that "kind" may signify "nature," as

it sometimes does in Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra,

Richard the Second, and Titus Andronicus. Because of

Claudius' incestuous relationship with Gertrude, Hamlet's

own relationship with Claudius, as his son, is less than

natural (Furness 33). That an astute member of an

Elizabethan audience would at once understand this last

sense of the phrase "less than kind"--not of the same nature

--with the other meanings seems likely. We have evidence

that this meaning would have been a familiar one to both the

audience and Shakespeare: three of the plays previously

mentioned were written before Hamlet. As far back as

1593, when he wrote Titus Andronicus (Evans 49), Shakespeare

had used "kind" as a synonym for "natural." When Titus

kills his daughter, Lavinia, Saturninus asks him, "What hast

thou done, unnatural and unkind?" (5.3.48, The Riverside

Shakespeare). "Unkind" does not here denote "mean," which

I
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would be absurd, but the word is used as a rhetorical device

for emphasis, repeating the idea of "unnatural."

Elizabethans were likely to have understood the full meaning

of the word, which would give Hamlet some degree of

immediate respect in the eyes of an audience whose beliefs

were grounded in the medieval tradition of an ordered

universe.

Claudius continues with an apparently innocuous, though

perhaps slightly chastising, question: "How is it that the

clouds still hang on you?" Claudius, as yet, has no reason

to believe that Hamlet poses any great threat to his hold on

the throne; the question may be a sincere expression of

concern for Hamlet---we will learn from his aside in

3.1.49-50 and from the prayer scene (3.3) that Claudius does

have a conscience and is, therefore, capable of such

concern. There may be an indication in his use of "1you,"

however, of a sharpness in his attitude towards Hamlet that

reveals hypocrisy in his words.

Typically in Shakespeare's plays, the use of "thou" in

an address signifies familiarity; "you" may have no special

significance, or it may imply a sense of formality and

distance. In Richard III 1.2, Richard consistently uses

"you" when speaking to Anne; here, the distance inherent in

the Elizabethan "you" is an element of the respect that he

wishes to show her. Anne repeatedly responds with the more

familiar "thou" to express her disdain for him. Anne's use
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of "thou" implies more than its familiar sense; she uses

"thou" as a master might use the term with a servant. In

Hamlet, the familiar "thou" implies affection, as when

Gertrude speaks to Hamlet in 1.2.72 or when Hamlet speaks to

the ghost of his father in 1.5.1, while "you" sometimes

connotes a formal, perhaps at times cold, distance. E. A.

Abbott points out that in 1.2.42-50, as Claudius "rises in

his profession of affection to Laertes," Claudius first uses

"you" and then, increasingly, "thou" (158). In contrast, he

addresses Hamlet as "you"--never as "thou"--throughout the

scene, while Gertrude, whose love for her son seems to be

genuine, though shallow, always addresses Hamlet with "thou"

and its other forms. The argument is supported by the only

other conversation of length that Hamlet and Claudius have

in the play. By 4.3, Claudius realizes that Hamlet is a

threat and makes preparations to have him killed in England.

When Claudius is trying to locate Polonius and when he

announces to Hamlet that he is going to England, Claudius

uses only "thou" and its other forms (lines 27 and 37-46).

Here Claudius is playing the part of the affectionate father

in hopes of avoiding alarming Hamlet. Clearly, then, the

juxtaposition of "you" in 1.2.66 with Claudius' remarks to

Laertes and with the way Gertrude talks to her son indicates

that Shakespeare chose "you" for the distance the word

implied in 1600.

When Hamlet does reply to Claudius, he again plays with
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meanings. Hamlet's opening line "Not so my lord, I am too

much i'th'sun" is a response to Claudius' question about the

"clouds." But the line meant much more to the Elizabethans.

It contains the pun on "son," meaning that Hamlet is not

pleased in his new relationship with Claudius. The quartos

emphasize this meaning by spelling the word "sonne" (like

the spelling of "son" in line 64) instead of "sun" (Furness

34). The phrase "i'th'sun" probably had an additional

meaning, according to the New Variorum, pp.34 -5. Many

critics agree that Hamlet's words refer to a proverb

well-known at the time: "Out of heaven's blessing into the

warm sun." The "warm sun" is a less desirable place or

state than the perfection of "heaven's blessing"; taken

together with the play on "son," the line implies a loss of

Hamlet's rights of succession. Scholars who argue for this

interpretation supply a number of contemporary uses of and

references to the proverb, including Shakespeare's King Lear,

when Kent speaks to Gloucester of Lear's misfortune (and his

own): "Thou out of heaven's benediction com'st/To the warm

sun!" (2.2.161-62, The Riverside Shakespeare).

This initial exchange between Hamlet and Claudius

supplies enough information to let us know quickly that

Hamlet stands outside the King's coterie (1.2.65-7). We

hear sarcasm and a hint of bitterness from Hamlet, and from

Claudius a lack of sincerity. Nicol Williamson,

Richardson's Hamlet, delivers all the sarcasm the part calls
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for. During the conversation with Claudius and Gertrude in

1.2, Hamlet moves around in an almost constant agitation.

He speaks his first line looking into the camera, as if it

were the audience, with a petulant sneer on his face: "A

little more than kin, and less than kind." The disgust that

the text suggests is apparent in the portrayal by

Williamson. Unfortunately, there is no answering hint of

antagonism when Anthony Hopkins delivers Claudius' reply

that might clue the audience to its full meaning. Despite

the loss of this subtlety, in the Richardson film Hamlet's

hostility allows the audience to form an accurate

impression, as well as it can at this point, of the

relationship between the two characters.

Olivier made the unfortunate choice of eliminating

lines 65 and 67 from his film. Claudius' lines run

together: "But now my cousin Hamlet, and my son. How is it

that the clouds still hang on you?" Gertrude's appeal

follows (68-73). Lost is the interaction between Hamlet and

Claudius that helps set the tone of the rest of the scene

and provides a clue to the nature of the conflict between

the two characters. The contrast between the two is further

de-emphasized by the distance between them. When Claudius

addresses Olivier's Hamlet, they are separated by the length

of a banquet table. Hamlet is isolated close to the camera,

turned away from the others, slumped in his chair. He does

not respond to Claudius because he appears to be lost in his
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thoughts and does not hear the question. Then Gertrude

rises, making a motion to Claudius.to refrain from speaking,

and walks downstage to Hamlet. The physical distance

between Hamlet and Claudius, the dropping of the two lines,

and Gertrude's actions focus not on the differences between

them, but on Gertrude's love for her son. The contrast

between Hamlet and Claudius is integral to the theme of

order-versus-disorder, and Olivier has eliminated this

initial conflict from his film.

The actors' stage movements are a critical physical

element in the relationships between characters. Olivier's

Gertrude intercedes between Claudius and Hamlet. Leaving

her husband, who remains distant from the camera as part of

the background, she takes a position at the front of the set

with Hamlet. For a time, the two of them are the center of

interest. She asks him to throw off his gloom and wonders

why the death of his father, when death is so "common" (74),

should be so significant for him. Saying this, Gertrude

walks over to the still-seated Hamlet and stands behind him,

placing her hands on his shoulders. At the end of Hamlet's

reply to his mother--"These but the trappings and the suits

of woe" (86)--she takes his head in her hands and bends over

him in her concern. She remains standing behind Hamlet

throughout Claudius' long remarks (87-114), during which he

gradually walks to the front of the set, close to Hamlet.

When Claudius asks him to remain in Denmark, Gertrude again
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intercedes physically, coming around the chair to a position

between the two men and delivering her own request that

Hamlet stay. When Hamlet complies, she bends down and

kisses Hamlet at length, breaking off only at Claudius'

"Madam, come" (122). The kissing is sensual and sexually

implicit. Hamlet kisses back, but shows no other reaction.

Because the text includes no stage directions,

directors must rely on the dialogue to suggest the staging.

But the staging in Olivier's film is often at cross-purposes

with the text. An audience will have to follow closely the

words in the Olivier film--those that have not been cut--to

follow the conflict between order and disorder, since the

action in this scene has subjugated that theme to the

mother-son relationship; Hamlet and Gertrude's Oedipus-type

relationship, an idea developed by Freudian disciple Ernst

Jones (Quinn 44), draws the attention of the audience. The

transition shot of Gertrude's bedroom that Olivier uses

between the first and second scenes foreshadows his

Gertrude's distorted love for her son.

Depicting Gertrude and Hamlet's relationship as being

incestual creates two problems. First, Gertrude becomes a

more positive character than she is in Shakespeare's play,

for she appears to have a deep love for her son which has

somehow gone awry, perhaps caused by the loss of her

husband. This idea is not in the text; the text supports

the lack of depth in Richardson's Gertrude. In Richardson's
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film, Gertrude remains at the side of her new husband

throughout the scene. When the two men speak, they face

each other, close enough for a tight shot by the camera; and

the attention of the audience is directed towards the

interaction between Claudius and Hamlet. When Gertrude

speaks, she is still with the king physically, and the

audience identifies her with the king. They are alike; they

are one. Gertrude, her smiles contrasting with Hamlet's

seriousness, is part of the king's immoral order. As I will

demonstrate shortly with the text, Hamlet's reply to his

mother expresses a key difference between them, and his

reply is spirited.

Second, and far worse, is that Hamlet's character in

the Olivier production is undermined. For whatever reason,

Olivier's Hamlet does not resist the erotic kisses from his

mother, and he is tainted with immorality. Olivier has

eliminated several bits of the play that would help the

audience form a strong first impression of Hamlet as a man

outside Claudius' immoral world and has added other elements

that discredit Hamlet. As a result, Hamlet's soliloquies,

in which he expresses his concern over the lack of moral

order, will sound hollow, the words of a confused young man

who does not know himself. Olivier further contributes to

this inaccurate portrayal of Hamlet by making him in this

scene (and in several other places in the play) a limp,

passive character.
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Olivier may have been influenced by the Romantic

critics. Augustus William Schlegel, a founder of German

Romanticism, thought that "Hamlet has no firm belief in

himself or in anything else" (193). Samuel Taylor Coleridge

and Johann Wolfgang Goethe, two of the most influential

Romantic critics prior to the twentieth century (Leech 2),

found serious flaws in Hamlet's character. Coleridge's view

was that Hamlet had an "overbalance in the contemplative

faculty" resulting in an "aversion to action" (164, 160).

Hamlet was too sensitive to murder anyone, in Goethe's eyes,

lacking "the strength of nerve which forms a hero" (295).

While a few details can be chosen from the text to support

the Romantics, the text provides much evidence to refute

them. We see from Hamlet's very first words that there are

differences between him and Claudius, and the evidence

accrues to make clear the basis of morality from which

Hamlet works. Certainly, Hamlet questions that order: what

Maynard Mack called the "interrogative mood" of the play

(qtd. in Levin 19), which adds to the dramatic tension,

centers on whether "there is nothing either good or bad but

thinking makes it so" (2.2.239-40). But he questions that

which he believes, and he clearly does not abandon his

beliefs. We will eventually know that Hamlet is capable of

acting. He murders Polonius, thinking him the king;

dispenses with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern; and kills

Claudius. This first scene in Shakespeare's text gives us
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an idea of Hamlet's strength of spirit.

The sarcasm and wit of Hamlet's. first two lines are

obvious, as is the indignation of his sharp reaction to

Gertrude's "Why seems it so particular with thee?" (75).

Hamlet picks up on the word "seems" as representative of the

behavior of his "good mother" (76-86). He is concerned with

appearances and what lies behind them; the appearance versus

reality theme runs throughout the text: in the nature and

origin of the ghost; in the schemes of Claudius and the

parts therein played by Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia,

Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern; and even in the minor

character Osric. Appearing to be something one is not is

against all that Hamlet has learned. There is fire in his

reply.

Nicol Williamson responds to Gertrude's "seems" with

appropriate indignation and anger. He speaks the lines

quickly, with energy and impertinence. Agitated, he walks

away from Gertrude and Claudius during this passage. When

he turns on them, the camera shot shows them holding hands;

Gertrude is looking at her husband, the smile gone from. her

face for the only time in this scene; Claudius looks briefly

uncomfortable, but quickly recovers. Hamlet's implied

condemnation causes palpable tension.

There is no spirit in these lines when uttered by

Olivier. He remains seated, languidly stretched out, the

position he remains in until he is alone. He does not



42

emphasize "seems" nor any other word. Each word is evenly

delivered, spaced equally between the words before and

after. Olivier is listless, speaking as if in a dream.

Olivier's Hamlet is unquestionably the Romantic figure

described by Coleridge and Goethe.

Claudius' lengthy remarks to Hamlet on mourning the

dead follow Hamlet's reply to his mother (87-117). There

is nothing puzzling about Claudius' speech: Hamlet's

mourning annoys him by reminding everyone of the dead king.

Shakespeare's audience would have found nothing wrong with

Hamlet's grieving; G. W. Pigman explains that, although, in

the past century, mourning had been seen as an indication of

"irrationality, weakness, inadequate self-control, and

impiety," attitudes had begun to change by the end of the

sixteenth century: "By the first decades of the seventeenth

century total condemnation of mourning entirely disappears

from the moral and theological tracts" (2). An Elizabethan

audience would not have seen Hamlet's grief as inherently

"unmanly" (line 94). Furthermore, a son's mourning for a

father who has been dead less than two months is

understandable. If such is the case, Claudius' rather harsh

remarks before the court on such a personal matter reveal

his lack of sensitivity. His comments also reveal his

interest in form--"the survivor bound in filial obligation

for some term to do obsequious sorrow" (90-92)--over

substance: Hamlet's love for his father. This speech casts
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Claudius in an unfavorable light. Both films include this

part of Claudius' speech in a straightforward manner, with

no changes to the text. The Olivier film has the

disadvantage of lacking, at this point, the contrast and

enmity between Claudius and Hamlet that make the speech

meaningful.

Someone who understands the characters and what has

been going on in the play, as far as is possible at this

point, would appreciate two instances of strong irony in

Claudius' further remarks. One of these refers to the

question of succession to the throne. From the first scene,

the audience knows much about the dead king Hamlet,

including the existence of his son, "young Hamlet"

(1.1.170). With Claudius' first words (1.2.1-9), the

Elizabethans, accustomed to transfer of rule through

primogeniture, would wonder why Claudius and not Hamlet is

king. They would have doubts about Claudius' character

fresh in their minds, and would see the developing contrast

between Hamlet and Claudius before them. Consequently, when

Claudius says before the court,

let the world take note

You are the most immediate to our throne,

And with no less nobility of love

Than that which dearest father bears his son,

Do I impart toward you, (108-12)

the audience will understand the irony in his mention of
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succession. Some may even suspect the sincerity of the last

three lines, if not reject them outright, since the audience

has already had numerous hints that this king's primary

concern is himself.

There are similarities and differences in the ways the

directors handle these lines. In both films, Claudius' "let

the world take note/You are the most immediate to our

throne" is a statement meant especially for the court to

hear: the actor in each film raises his voice and speaks to

the assembly--Claudius' effort to show them what a fine king

and father he is. The difference is in the directors'

treatment of Claudius' professed fatherly love for Hamlet.

Richardson drops the last three lines, although the film

seems to gain nothing by doing so. While he has, so far,

brought out the significant points of the scene, these three

lines would eventually be seen by the audience as a clear

example of Claudius' deceptive nature when he begins

plotting against Hamlet. Olivier keeps all five lines,

although the irony in both of Claudius' ideas is muted by

Olivier's de-emphasis of the order-versus-disorder theme.

Neither director handles this material as well as the text

suggests it could be handled.

The second instance of irony in this passage in which

the directors vary from the text is in these lines:

It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,

A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,
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An understanding simple and unschooled.

For what we know must be, and is as common

As any the most vulgar thing to sense,

Why should we in our peevish opposition

Take it to heart? Fie, 'tis a fault to heaven,

A fault against the dead, a fault to nature,

To reason most absurd, whose common theme

Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried,

From the first corse till he that died today,

'This must be so.' (95-106)

Here the terms and arguments of moral order are perverted to

serve disorder. Claudius does not understand heaven's will

or right reason. He believes Hamlet should not "take . .

to heart" the death of his father, whom Hamlet loved, and

whom we know, from Horatio's words (1.1.84-85), was highly

regarded by the people. The nature of the cosmos is

questioned in this play--the word "nature" or one of its

forms appears 35 times in Hamlet (Spevak 784)--and we have

here Claudius' corrupted version of that nature. While the

Elizabethan audience already has good reasons to suspect his

view of what is "right," the ghost's revelation in 1.5 will

prove, as Nigel Alexander writes, "that death is not always

'natural'" (51). These lines constitute well-crafted

dramatic irony. For the first time in the play, significant

"catchwords" of moral order--"heaven," " nature," "reason,"

"will"--are uttered and expounded upon--by a man who either
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does not understand them or chooses to pervert them.

In handling lines 95-106, Olivier comes closest to the

text. He eliminates lines 95-100, but keeps the rest,

beginning with "Fie, 'tis a fault to heaven . ... "

Olivier's cut weakens the speech and his handling of all the

material in 1.2 to this point has removed the irony and,

therefore, the meaning from the speech. Richardson loses

the opportunity to underscore theme by dropping all of the

lines. I think that the resultant loss of irony diminishes

the scene, but Richardson's staging of the rest of the

scene, as noted above, coherently retains Shakespeare's

ideas.

Richardson's film retains the animosity towards

Claudius inherent in Hamlet's reply to his mother's entreaty

that he stay: "I shall in all my best obey you madam" (120).

Keeping with the irreverent tone that the text suggests and

which he has displayed thus far in the scene, Richardson's

Hamlet pointedly accedes specifically to his mother's

wishes, although Claudius has also asked him to stay. The

text and Richardson's film continue to emphasize the

differences between Hamlet and Claudius. Olivier continues

to show a lack of interest in this idea in the play: his

Hamlet meekly replies to Gertrude without emphasis of any

sort as he reclines languidly in his chair. With the

addition of their kissing--an act unsupported by the

text--the attention of the audience is continually drawn to
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the relationship between Hamlet and Gertrude.

In Shakespeare's text, one of. the chief functions of

Gertrude's presence in this scene is to show that she has

willfully become a part of Claudius' moral corruption and

that her and her new husband's behavior sharply contrasts

with Hamlet's standard of moral order, although she seems to

be too shallow to perceive that this has happened.

Richardson follows this concept of Gertrude's character in

his film. His Gertrude is in a celebratory and lusty mood,

always at the side of Claudius; she neither mourns the

recent death of her husband nor understands Hamlet's grief.

Richardon's audience identifies her with Claudius and his

court. The role of Olivier's Gertrude is not at all clear

at this point in the play. Her incestuous lust has an

ambiguous significance because her somber concern for her

son and her physical intervention between Hamlet and

Claudius indicate a close and unusual relationship between

h.er and Hamlet that dominates the part of the scene in which

the three of them interact. An audience is most likely to

identify her with Hamlet, partly because she displays more

passion for him than she does for her husband. The apparent

submissiveness of Olivier's Hamlet in this scene further

confuses an audience's perception of what Hamlet is about.

The departure of Claudius and Gertrude from the scene

is handled similarly by the two directors. In both films

they leave while Claudius speaks his final lines in the
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scene and the cannons boom in "earthly thunder" (128). The

court likewise departs, and Hamlet is left alone to deliver

his first soliloquy.
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CHAPTER 5,

HAMLET'S SOLILOQUY

With Hamlet's first soliloquy (1.2.129-59) the audience

hears Hamlet speak his mind. Without the other characters

around, he does not have to worry about his mother's

feelings or the concerns of the court. Hamlet's comments

are an honest expression of how and what he thinks. The

soliloquy performs three primary functions: it confirms and

strengthens Hamlet as a character who believes in moral

order; it reveals Hamlet's concern with his mother's

marriage to Claudius, a concern born of his morality; and it

displays the strong emotions that accompany his concern.

The conflict between order and disorder runs throughout

the soliloquy. Hamlet, in his grief over his father's death

and his anguish over his mother's marriage, wishes "that the

Everlasting had not fixed/His canon 'gainst self-slaughter"

(131-2). Although Hamlet may seriously desire to end his

life at this time, his religious convictions prevent him

from doing so. His failure to carry through on his desire

does not mean that he is a coward or that he is indecisive;

Hamlet has no one to make excuses to here, and there is much

evidence--in this scene alone--to support the interpretation

that he is a man who believes in an order set forth by "the

Everlasting."

51
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Shakespeare uses one of his standard symbols of

order/disorder in lines 135-7: "'tis an unweeded garden/That

grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature/Possess it

merely." In Shakespeare's earlier Richard II, the garden

symbolizes the kingdom (3.4); Hamlet's reference to "all the

uses of this world" indicates that his metaphor symbolizes

not only the kingdom but all mankind (134). He is speaking

from the despair caused by his mother's marriage, an event

that violates Hamlet's sense of order. We learn that the

elder Hamlet has been dead less than two months (138) and

that "within a month" of his death Gertrude had remarried

(145-56). Her quick marriage makes her a hypocrite in

Hamlet's eyes. He remembers how his mother "would hang on

him [King Hamlet]/As if increase of appetite had grown/By

what it fed on" (143-5); now she cannot understand why the

death of Hamlet's father is anything special (75). Hamlet's

choice of words in the line "increase of appetite had

grown/By what it fed on" suggests an animalistic nature in

Gertrude that accurately reflects her shallow sensuality.

Hamlet, further, says of his mother that "a beast that wants

discourse of reason/Would have mourned longer" (150-1). The

phrase "discourse of reason" comes from the Aristotelian

tradition (Elton 187); Hamlet separates himself, a man of

reason, from his mother and her bestial behavior. He also

separates his father, whom Horatio describes as "our valiant

Hamlet--/For so this side of our known world esteemed him"
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(1.1.84-5), from his uncle, who is of a different "kind"

than that of Hamlet and his father (65; see Chapter 4).

Hamlet is identifying himself and his father, mother, and

uncle with different levels of the medieval chain of being,

a centuries-old concept of order in the universe. He and

his father are in their rightful place, that place that a

man should occupy. (When Horatio says of Hamlet's father at

1.2.186, "I saw him once, a was a goodly king," Hamlet

replies, with some significance, "A was a man, take him for

all in all.) His mother and uncle are identified with the

"things rank and gross in nature."

When Hamlet says that his mother "married with my

uncle,/My father's brother" (151-2), his appositive calls

attention to the incestuous relationship between Gertrude

and Claudius. The soliloquy culminates with the lines, "Oh

most wicked speed, to post/With such dexterity to incestuous

sheets" (156-7). Incest, forbidden by the church, is the

break with natural order that greatly disturbs Hamlet

(Edwards 89).

Hamlet is particularly interested in these instances of

"disorder" because they involve people he loves, but the

personal aspects of this tragedy are always kept in

perspective, despite Hamlet's emotional outbursts. They

take part in the overall order of things. Hamlet's

generalizing references to "this world" and "nature" (134,

136), as well as his references to God (131, 132, 150), and
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his comparisons of his family members to mythological

figures (140, 149, 153), bring a cosmological breadth to the

soliloquy that encompasses all mankind. Hamlet is always

concerned with how his experiences fit within the larger

order. He finishes his soliloquy with "break, my heart, for

I must hold my tongue" (159) because he knows that voicing

his opinions would have a negative effect on the situation.

Although he is angry and disillusioned, Hamlet cannot

dissolve the marriage--nor would he try. While analyzing

the nature of man, Hamlet continues to behave in an orderly

way to protect the royal family and, therefore, the kingdom.

J. Dover Wilson notes that "to preserve the crown as far as

possible from public scandal was an elementary principle of

policy, a patriotic obligation" of which Hamlet would have

been well aware (48-9). That Hamlet was acting as the good

statesman was one of those "tacit understandings" between

Shakespeare and his audience. Later, after he has seen what

seems to be his father's ghost, Hamlet is also performing

the duties of the statesman when he keeps to himself the

knowledge of his father's murder and the appearance of his

father as messenger with that information. He is not

interested in public exposure at this point; only after the

others are dead can Horatio tell the story to clear his name

(Wilson 48-9). The numerous occasions upon which Hamlet

demonstrates his belief in an orderly universe with God at

the head support Wilson's assertion. The doubt and
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questioning on Hamlet's part stem from his constant

comparison of experience to theory, from what E. K. Chambers

calls the "essential antimony between the Christianity that

serves as the official philosophy of the play and the tangle

beyond all ravelling of things that pass on earth" (182).

Hamlet does not quietly undergo the throes of

experience. This soliloquy--the first chance an audience

has to see and hear him unreservedly express his

concerns--is charged with emotion. Harley Granville-Barker

says of the soliloquies collectively that when Shakespeare

"wishes to quicken the pulse of the action, to screw up its

tension in a second or so, the soliloquy serves him well"

(18). The first part of the scene has been a relative lull

between the tension and fear of the first scene and the

anger, frustration, sarcasm, and bitterness of the

soliloquy. The depth of Hamlet's emotions in the soliloquy

contrasts with the business-as-usual atmosphere of the court

and the celebratory mood of Claudius and Gertrude's exit.

The punctuation and the train of thought in the

soliloquy clearly show this depth. Immediately after the

"earthly thunder" of the court's exit (128), the mood swings

to the opposite extreme when Hamlet begins the soliloquy

with the wish that he would either melt away or kill

himself. Then he makes the general complaint: "0 God,

God,/How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable/Seem to me all

the uses of this world!" (132-34). This last is an
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emotional statement given emphasis in three ways: repetition

("0 God, God"), enumeration ("weary, stale, flat and

unprofitable"), and punctuation (the exclamation point).

There follows the bitter metaphor that compares the world to

an "unweeded garden" (135). Hamlet's emotions intensify as

he narrows his "argument" from general to specific concern:

his mother's quick and incestuous marriage (137-57). These

nineteen-and-a-half lines are broken up by eight dashes,

fifteen commas, an exclamation point, a semicolon, and a

question mark; Hamlet's thoughts shift quickly as he becomes

more agitated. He repeatedly interjects fragments of

thoughts that emphasize various aspects of the marriage that

perturb him the most: he is incredulous at the shortness of

time between the funeral and the marriage (138, 147); bitter

in his memories of Gertrude's behavior with his father

(142-5); angry when he charges women with being weak (146);

sarcastic in his comparing Gertrude to Niobe (148-9);

despairing at his mother's display of inhumanity (150-1);

despising when he compares his father to his uncle (139-40,

152-3); and disgusted with the thought that his mother had

remarried "ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears/had

left the flushing in her galled eyes" (154-5).

The soliloquy peaks in a sentence that summarizes

Hamlet's thoughts: "Oh most wicked speed, to post/With such

dexterity to incestuous sheets" (156-7). In these lines the

elements of time and the relationship between Gertrude and
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Claudius are brought together. Emotions also culminate in

this statement; the hard and aggressive "k" sound in

"wicked" and the hissing "s" in seven out of twelve words

give these lines an inherent fire. The following line--"It

is not, nor it cannot come to good"--may either be spoken

with this same degree of emotion, or the line may reflect a

subsiding of emotion in Hamlet that leads into the relative

calm of the last line of the soliloquy (159).

There are three reasons that indicate that in this last

line--"But break, my heart, for I must hold my tongue"--

Hamlet is speaking with a collected voice. First is' the

sense of order in the meaning of the sentence (see p.4 9 ).

Despite Hamlet's dislike for his mother's marriage, he knows

that the best way to help preserve order is to keep his

thoughts to himself--although as his recent conversation

with Claudius and Gertrude demonstrates, Hamlet is not fully

successful in restraining himself. The second reason is

that Hamlet's response to Horatio's "Hail to your lordship"

in the next line requires Hamlet already to be in a fairly

calm state of mind. It would be unrealistic for Hamlet

still to be at the height of his anguish and cooly say to

Horatio "I am glad to see you well" (160). Third, the last

three lines of the soliloquy are end-stopped with periods,

the only place in the soliloquy where such punctuation

occurs. Where punctuation previously in the soliloquy has

indicated a running together of thoughts, here pauses are
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forced into the speech after "incestuous sheets," "cannot

come to good," and "I must hold my tongue." The first two

periods slow the pace of the soliloquy, and the last one

supports the last sentence as being a completion of Hamlet's

thoughts, bringing the soliloquy to a close as Horatio and

the sentries enter.

Hamlet's soliloquy reveals his intellectual basis in

reason and the strength of his reaction to his mother's

marriage, a violation of the order that reason insists upon.

As E. M. W. Tillyard shows in The Elizabethan World Picture,

Shakespeare's audiences were grounded in the concept of

order; they would generally have found Hamlet's revulsion to

be not only understandable, but also appropriate.

Richardson and Olivier have the task of bringing the ideas

and emotions in the soliloquy to the screen.

Olivier's soliloquy is distinguished by its general

lack of energy. To begin with, this part of his film has an

indirect quality to it, created partly by Olivier's use of a

film technique by which the audience is able to listen in on

Hamlet's thoughts. All but a few lines of the soliloquy are

"unspoken" by the character: The audience hears Hamlet's

thoughts via a voice-over. This technique removes the

audience one level further from Olivier and reduces the

energy of the scene as well.

Olivier's movements add to the "indirectness" of the

soliloquy. During much of the soliloquy, Olivier's distance
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from the camera is greater than what seems to the audience

normal for a scene with only one character. The result is

that Olivier's Hamlet appears isolated and small within the

large throne room. Olivier also frequently turns his back

to the camera; in fact, his Hamlet never looks at the

camera. In the close-up camera shots which begin and end

the soliloquy, Olivier, in the stretched-out, languid

sitting position that he had occupied throughout the first

part of the scene, looks off to the side or towards the

ceiling. The result of his movements is an increased

distance between audience and actor. This distance is, in

itself, not a problem; that the audience should see Hamlet

as an isolated figure makes sense. But emphasizing the lack

of immediacy in the medium of film reinforces the overall

listless quality of Olivier's soliloquy.

Olivier's moderate facial and vocal expressions are his

chief means for reaching the lethargic level of his film.

His continual look of melancholy and sadness gives the

soliloquy a visual evenness without the display of emotion

that Shakespeare's text suggests. But the aspect of

Olivier's performance that probably makes the greatest

impression on his audience is his delicate delivery of the

lines. The effeminate voice rarely rises above a soft

whine. He gives some small emphasis in his tone when

mentioning the brief time between the funeral and

remarriage: at "not two" (138); at "yet within a month,"
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which his Hamlet speaks aloud (145); and at'"within a month"

(153). The other two points of vocal emphasis come when

Olivier says, "Must I remember?"--which is also the only

instance of strong physical movement in the scene, as he

turns abruptly towards the chairs of the king and queen,

leaning on them as he does remember--and in the most

demonstrative lines of Olivier's soliloquy: "0 God, a beast

that wants discourse of reason/Would have mourned longer"

(150-1). Because these moments of emphasis are few and

slight, this version of the soliloquy is like a smooth plain

that has only an occasional minor disturbance in its

surface. Olivier's weary calm through most of the soliloquy

falls far short of the vigor in Shakespeare's text and lacks

the text's culmination of idea and emotion; Olivier delivers

the lines "Oh most wicked speed, to post/With such dexterity

to incestuous sheets" with the evenness of tone that

dominates his version of the soliloquy.

. Olivier's and Richardson's versions of the soliloquy

are largely different. Richardson's version is forceful in

idea and emotion. To begin with, the entire soliloquy is

shot as a close-up of Richardson's Hamlet (Williamson), from

the shoulders up. This sustained camera shot provides an

intimacy lacking in Olivier's film (despite its two close-up

shots) and rarely obtained on the stage. Second, Williamson

looks directly into the camera from this intimate viewpoint

during much of the soliloquy. As Claudius and Gertrude
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exit, Williamson turns and stares into the camera for a long

moment before beginning his speech, frequently returning his

gaze to the camera during the soliloquy. This technique of

speaking to the audience is another method of increasing the

intimacy, and therefore the intensity, of Hamlet's lines.

This device of speaking to the audience and the close-up

camera shot support the third element in Richardson's

version of the soliloquy: the intensity Williamson effects

in his delivery of the lines. Williamson's voice is heavy

with sarcasm when he declares "frailty, thy name is woman"

and when he compares Gertrude to Niobe. He hisses the "she,

even she" and the lines "Oh most wicked speed, to post/With

such dexterity to incestuous sheets" in anger and

bitterness. Williamson expresses the multitude of emotions

mostly lacking in Olivier's Hamlet and is, therefore, far

more like the Hamlet of Shakespeare's text. Hamlet's strong

reaction to his father's death and mother's marriage,

combined with the rational control that he is able to

recapture at the end of the soliloquy, indicates a strength

of character in Hamlet that is necessary to the play.

Olivier's Hamlet, by this point, has created the firm

impression in the audience's minds that he lacks such

strength.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSIONS

Several significant ideas key to an understanding of

Shakespeare's Hamlet are, as we have seen, introduced in

1.2. Two major film versions of the play, however, deal

with these significant ideas in very different ways.

First, Shakespeare's Hamlet is upset over his mother's

quick and incestuous marriage to Claudius and the ease with

which others, especially Gertrude, have gotten over the

death of his father. The emotional height of Hamlet's first

soliloquy occurs in the lines "Oh most wicked speed, to

post/With such dexterity to incestuous sheets" (156-7); and

Hamlet's first speech of length in the play is his emotional

reply to his mother's "Why seems it so particular with

thee?" (75).

Olivier's limp, passive delivery and physical attitude;

his omission of Hamlet's initial two lines, which first

display Hamlet's antagonism towards Claudius; and his

staging of the scene so that a distorted version of Hamlet's

relationship with his mother dominates a nearly non-existent

confrontation between Claudius and Hamlet all drain most of

the emotion and much of the meaning from Hamlet's lines.

Richardson, on the other hand, emphasizes the
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confrontation with frequent tight shots in which Hamlet is

on the opposite side of the frame from Claudius and

Gertrude, and by keeping Hamlet's lines intact. Nicol

Williamson delivers his lines with the energy and emotions

that the text suggests.

Second, Shakespeare's Hamlet is a man who believes in

order, a belief he questions, but to which he remains true.

The primary evidence from the text in 1.2 for this assertion

is his disgust with the disorder surrounding him--the hasty

marriage and the lack of grief over the recent death of the

king. In addition, his obedience to God's "canon 'gainst

self-slaughter" (132), his references to cosmic order (see

pp.52-4 of this study), and his understanding of his role in

the social order, displayed in his line "But break, my

heart, for I must hold my tongue" (159), indicate that an

allegiance to moral and social order runs deep in Hamlet's

character.

Olivier's de-emphasis of the contrast between Hamlet on

one hand and Claudius and Gertrude on the other and his

Hamlet's passiveness towards his mother's immorality (in

Olivier's film) undermine Hamlet's moral character. As a

result, Hamlet's soliloquy sounds hypocritical.

Richardson, conversely, closely follows the text in

allowing his Hamlet to show anger and bitterness towards

Claudius and Gertrude; his Hamlet is clearly separated from

the moral and social disorder, the "something" that "is
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rotten in the state of Denmark" (1.4.90).

Third, Shakespeare's Claudius immediately begins to

betray his outlaw nature in 1.2 by his remarks on the late

king. His words clash with the sense of order familiar to

the Elizabethans; his marriage, succession to the throne,

and short and superficial mourning for his brother indicate

a selfishness inappropriate for any man, much less for the

ruler of the state. Claudius' words to Hamlet on the

subject of mourning include references to the cosmic

order--for example, "a will most incorrect to heaven"

(95)--without an exhibited understanding of the ideas that

those words represent.

Shakespeare's Gertrude is a willing member of Claudius'

disorder. The text reveals no evidence to the contrary, and

her cavalier treatment of her husband's death in 1.2 is the

first sign that Gertrude lacks depth of character.

Together, Claudius and Gertrude correspond to the "beast

that wants discourse of reason" in the Elizabethan idea of

the cosmic order (150).

Olivier does nothing in this part of his film to help a

contemporary audience understand these characters as they

exist in Shakespeare's text. The idea that Hamlet and his

mother have an Oedipal relationship intrudes into Olivier's

film to the point that Claudius' words in 1.2 lose most of

their significance; as the scene progresses, Claudius is

shunted to the background as Hamlet and Gertrude's unnatural
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relationship becomes the focus. In this scene, during which

first and lasting impressions are made on the audience, the

ideas in Shakespearet s text appear to be largely irrelevant.

Richardson supports the characterizations in the text.

Claudius and Gertrude's sensual kiss and their merry

behavior throughout most of the scene help the audience

understand the hypocrisy in Claudius' words. Richardson's

emphasis of the antagonism between Hamlet and

Claudius/Gertrude, as described above, helps point up the

differences between them that exist in the text.

My point in comparing these two films to the text has

been to demonstrate that productions of Hamlet that present

themselves as Shakespeare's Hamlet may or may not

accurately reflect the ideas of the text. While my study

has been limited primarily to 1.2, the films' treatments of

this scene are characteristic of the two productions.

Olivier has his own agenda for Hamlet that often has little

to do with Shakespeare's play in the most significant

element in a creative work--its ideas. In contrast,

Richardson effectively renders the key ideas of the text in

his film. Bernice Kliman, after agreeing that "Olivier's

Hamlet is not Shakespeare's," further states that Olivier's

film "fails then to be a substitute for or even an

illustration of Shakespeare's text. But since that is not

the purpose of the film (or of any performance), this

failure need not enter into our evaluation" (35). I
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strongly disagree with her for two reasons. First, Olivier

presents his film as Shakespeare's Hamlet. Second,

Richardson's attempt to follow Shakespeare's text is but one

example of trying to "illustrate" a text through the

performing arts; judging how well that objective has been

accomplished is within the scope of the critical process.

I argue that unless a director indicates that his film

is something other than Shakespeare's Hamlet--that is,

when it means something different from Shakespeare's

play--comparing the ideas of the film to those in the text

is necessary in a critical evaluation of the film. Deciding

that one film is better than another, in part, because it

remains faithful to the ideas of the text is a valid

judgment. A good reason for judging a film on this basis is

illustrated by the misunderstandings created by Olivier's

film. Kliman herself relates having seen his film several

times as a teenager, until she "'knew' certain truths" about

Hamlet which she now realizes, because she has studied

Shakespeare's text, to be Olivier's ideas, not Shakespeare's

(13). Bernard Grebanier writes that "because of the'

popularity and frequent revivals of Mr. Olivier's movie,

every semester I find myself having to disabuse my students"

of those same "truths" (13). Both the students and Ms.

Kliman have the benefit of studying the text. What of the

large number of audience members who have little or no

familiarity with Hamlet outside of Olivier's film?

"Alm-014NOS.-Ma
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Grebanier asks: "Who can calculate the wrong ideas which

irresponsible direction and acting instill in the public?"

(13).

The influence of Olivier's film is proof of the

misunderstandings created by careless interpretation of a

text. On the other hand, Richardson shows how, through

careful management, the ideas of a 400-year-old text can be

presented clearly.
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