The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

Introduction

The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark is a filmed adaptation of one of Shakespeare’s most famous plays, created by A Poor Theatre Company, a Melbourne group. They first performed the play in December, 2004 in an abandoned shop front in an inner Melbourne suburb. The production was very well received by audiences and in 2006 the company decided to develop a screen adaptation of the play they had performed. Director Oscar Redding cut the original text from its four-hour version to a two-hour screenplay.

This film is a strange and exciting adaptation of Shakespeare’s classic tale. Entirely captured in 38 hours of filming, completely shot at night in the alleyways and darkness of the inner city, and using theatre actors specialized in Shakespearian performance, Hamlet comes to screen in a new modern version that draws from French New Wave, Dogme 95 and Experimental Theatre. This filmed adaptation will be enjoyed by anyone interested in theatre and film, both those who are familiar with Hamlet, and those for whom this is their introduction to the play.

The film screened at the Melbourne International Film Festival in 2007 and is being screened at Melbourne’s Malthouse Theatre from February 26th-March 8th, 2008.
Synopsis
Shortly after the death of his father, Hamlet must witness the remarriage of his mother to his uncle. Convinced that his uncle is in fact his father’s killer, Hamlet tragically struggles between moral integrity and the need to avenge his father’s murder.
This modern version of Hamlet has been shot from the perspective of Osric, a relatively minor character in the original play, whose role could have easily been played out by another character. Yet what is special about Osric is that his neutrality allows him close access to Hamlet.

In this modern film adaptation, Osric is the wedding’s cameraman. He is essentially the uncle, cousin or friend that we all entrust with the handheld video camera to capture our special day. Yet, what is often later discovered is that what is sometimes captured from this person’s point of view reveals another side we often never knew existed. It is essentially through Osric’s camera lens that we see the tragic tale of Hamlet unfold. 

The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark was shot primarily in the back alleys and laneways of Melbourne’s central business district, specifically in the cafés, bars, underpasses, car parks and dead ends between Bourke Street and Flinders Street.
Curriculum Relevance

This filmed adaptation of Hamlet could be shown to students studying in a number of humanities areas.  Senior secondary and tertiary level students of Theatre Studies and Performance, Drama, Media and Film Studies, Literature and Shakespeare Studies would find watching and discussing the film engaging and useful in several ways: 

· Developing their understanding of Shakespeare’s play

· Observing the process of adapting a stage play, in this case for the screen, by exploring the relationship between original text, ‘reading’ and contemporary production  

· Understanding how a film version of a drama differs from 

(1) a film of a staged theatre production and 

(2) a film based on a play set in a particular period with costumes and settings integral to both the time and place where the play was originally set.

· Investigating how perspective and point of view can open up a new way of reading and responding to a familiar text.

Student Activity 1
Pre-viewing questions
1. In small groups, discuss how a play is a different kind of text to a novel, a short story or a poem. While both plays and films use a script, how is a staged play different to a film of a play and a film based on a play?

2. How is an audience of a staged theatre production different to the audience of a film? What relationship does an audience have to a performance? 
3. If you have seen a production of one of Shakespeare’s plays, explain to your classmates how it was presented. Was it staged in costume? Was the language as Shakespeare wrote it or was it updated? Were many scenes or characters deleted and/or changed?

4. Have you seen any films, either of staged productions of Shakespeare’s plays, or films based on one of his plays, such as Baz Luhrmann’s1996 film of Romeo and Juliet? Explain how the film created its impact.

5. If you have been part of a theatrical production, explain your role, either on stage or in another capacity, to your class. What were some of your challenges?

6. Is it possible and/or desirable to read a play and study it as a text, separate from a staged or acted performance?

7. How important is the context of the spoken word rather than a ‘reading through’?

8. What opportunities for presenting a range of perspectives does a film director have that may be unavailable to a theatre director?

9. How important do you think settings and costumes are in a production?

10. Imagine you are auditioning for a role in a play for which you need to do some preparation. Which of the following would be most important:

a. Reading up about the play and the author.

b. Looking at how other actors have interpreted the role.

c. Close reading of the original script, including stage directions?

Background information about this filmed performance of Hamlet the film: shooting, sound, lighting
The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark was shot entirely in 38 hours, all at night and set within the alleyways, cafes, underground restaurants and subways of the city of Melbourne, Australia. The style of the film draws on French New Wave, Dogme 95 and Experimental Theatre. The entire film was shot in long continuous takes that reach at their maximum, 32 minutes in length. 

The aim is to capture drama. The single camera position allows audiences to enter different perspectives - to be close to the action with Hamlet as he agonizingly battles through his inner thoughts, to stand in the background as witness while murder takes place and to hide when danger confronts. The entire film is a continual pushing and pulling of the audience, in and out of action and reaction. It is this level of engagement, along with the actors’ specialised Shakespearian training that provides the deep driving power at the heart of this film and the ability to portray a 400 year old play on screen.

Lighting and sound play enormous roles in the film. They are characters in their own right. Set entirely at night and predominantly shot with available ‘natural light’ the darkness and sense of danger that is created in the film are designed to maintain tension and surprise within the audience. The sound has been stripped back and an entire two-hour soundscape created throughout the film. Sound designers Rob Stewart and Arlo Mountford draw on sounds foreign to the film, yet hauntingly familiar. Theatres, when entered, sound like bowing ship hulls smashing through oceans, distorted refrigerators, heaters, industrial lifts, meats searing, flies swarming and dogs howling throughout the night of the city indicate the ominous approach of Hamlets demise.

This is a hidden world of rottenness, darkness, stink and death.
	Dogme 95, French New Wave cinema and Experimental Theatre.

The makers of this film cite some of the influences on their practice as being Dogme 95, French New Wave cinema and Experimental Theatre. Dogme 95 is an avant-garde filmmaking movement started in 1995 by Danish film directors, Lars von Trier and Thomas Vanterberg. The goal of the Dogme Collective is to purify filmmaking by refusing to use expensive and spectacular special effects, post production modifications and other ‘technical gimmicks’. You can read their manifesto and ten rules for filmmaking, which they refer to as ‘The Vow of Chastity’ at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dogme_95
French New Wave cinema is a term coined by writers for a group of French filmmakers of the 1950s and 1960s. Many rejected classical cinematic form and made films that engaged with the social and political upheavals of the time. New Wave directors include Godard, Truffaut, Rohmer and Chabrol. These directors considered themselves to be the ‘author’ of their films, which could be recognized in the expression of a distinctive directorial style. Their approach included the use of long tracking shots, improvised dialogue and a preference for existential themes.

Experimental Theatre is a general term for various movements in Western Theatre that began in the 20th century. Proponents were often reacting against the dominant conventions governing the writing, production and style of drama.  Experimental theatre generally involved a new approach to creating, interpreting and presenting plays, as well as a conscious desire to engage audiences with new approaches to ideas and production techniques.

As you watch this film of Hamlet, consider to what extent these influences are apparent in the production.  




Background information about Hamlet
You do not need a detailed knowledge of either Shakespearian drama or previous productions of Hamlet to enjoy this filmed version. However, it may be useful to know something about Hamlet, one of Shakespeare’s most admired plays, to contextualize this production in the long historical tradition of performances (staged and filmed productions) and the ongoing interest in this play.

Many teachers will acknowledge that despite their students initial reluctance to grapple with the sometimes difficult and unfamiliar language of Shakespeare’s plays, most students find something in Hamlet to engage them. In a very real sense ‘they get it’, whatever that ‘it’ may be for different generations of students, actors and directors. The enduring popularity of the play is attested to by the numerous productions and adaptations, both staged and filmed, that have been created all over the world. More than 420 feature length film versions of Shakespeare’s plays have been produced; some use only the plots rather than the dialogue. Until quite recently, many of these films were of stage productions.  Every age and culture has its own reading of who Hamlet is. In the 21st century, the troubled prince, questioning and reflecting so eloquently on his place in the world, seems to strike a particular chord with readers and viewers as he grapples with the political and personal difficulties of being part of a corrupt world.

Hamlet is a very long play (uncut more than four thousand lines), and a version following the complete text would take more than four hours to perform. This is rarely done. Directors cut whole scenes and characters and focus their energy on what they see as the essence of the drama. Hamlet was first published in 1603 in a quarto volume (Q1).  A text from the following year (Q 2) is slightly different, and the Folio version, published in 1623, is different again. There is no single version of Hamlet and Shakespeare is not around to tell us which one is the ‘real Hamlet’, if any.

Equally, there is no such thing as a single, definitive production or reading, either on stage or on screen. Often when people object to a contemporary production, they are saying, ‘that’s not the way I see Hamlet’, or ‘that’s not how I learnt about the play’. In a similar way, theatre goers often want to see a full costume period drama, more in the style of The Lion King, which incidentally has some links with Hamlet, as does a famous episode of The Simpsons.

What happens in Hamlet?
While this brief summary outlines the action, or plot, it tells us very little about either Hamlet the character or Hamlet, the play. For students unfamiliar with the story, it may be helpful.

	Act I

Prince Hamlet of Denmark returns home from an overseas university after the death of his father. He finds his mother Gertrude has married his uncle, Claudius, who now sits on the throne, presiding over a country in fear of invasion.

Hamlet’s love, Ophelia, awaits the return of the Prince, despite the strong doubts of her father and brother, Polonius and Laertes.

Hamlet’s friend, Horatio, exposes him to a world of uncertainty when the ghost of Hamlet’s father appears to reveal his murderer. Hamlet is challenged to avenge the murder of his father by killing his uncle, Claudius.
Act II

The Palace is filled with rumours of insanity as Hamlet’s behaviour becomes increasingly erratic. Wanting to establish the cause of this, Claudius and Gertrude send friends of Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to spy on him and discover the truth.

Hamlet is tortured by the visit of his father’s ghost, but does not reveal this to his friends as he discovers the purpose of their visit. Gertrude realizes that it was her premature remarriage to Claudius that has caused Hamlet’s behaviour to change. 

Act III

As Hamlet continues his search for proof of his suspicions, his love for Ophelia is shaken. He has become disillusioned with women partly as a result of his mother’s actions.

Tormented and torn apart, Hamlet and Ophelia’s love is one victim of the consequences of the political and moral struggle in Denmark and within Hamlet.

Consumed by his promise for vengeance, he devises a plan to “catch the conscience of the King” (II.ii.606-607). He employs a travelling theatre troupe to re-enact the former King’s murder, a performance that he hopes will prove Claudius’ guilt.
Polonius, advisor to the King and father of Ophelia and Laertes, is killed by Hamlet who strikes out at an unknown figure spying on him as he confronts his mother. This killing provides evidence of his apparent madness.

Act IV

Exiled by Claudius for Polonius’ murder, Hamlet is sent to England to deliver his own letter of execution. However, he escapes and returns to Denmark. His bitter struggle for honour and truth continues as he returns to carry out his task of avenging his father’s murder and his mother’s remarriage.
When he returns, Hamlet discovers that much has changed in Denmark. Ophelia, driven to madness by the death of her father and Hamlet’s changed behaviour and absence, drowns herself. Laertes, her brother, seeking to avenge Polonius’ death, has sided with Claudius in an attempt to destroy Hamlet.

Act V

On learning of Ophelia’s death, Hamlet is overcome with grief. He has become preoccupied with the meaning of life and death. This preoccupation is further fuelled by a discussion with a gravedigger centred on the unearthing of the skull of a former court jester, Yorick. 

Hamlet seems clearer about what he must do - reveal the truth and ultimately do what is right by avenging the murder of his father. When his return is discovered, Hamlet and Laertes engage in a swordfight with poison laced blades, the Queen mistakenly drinks a toast of poison to her son, and the King is exposed for the murderer that he is. Hamlet sees his troubled debate about life, death and moral responsibility put to the ultimate test. Gertrude, Claudius, Laertes and Hamlet all die in the final scene. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are already dead. Only Horatio, Hamlet’s friend, lives to bear witness to the events.


Hamlet and the soliloquies 

Hamlet speaks at least a third of the lines in the play and the other two thirds are mostly spoken about him. He is the central figure revealed to us as much through his words as through his acts. It is the seven great soliloquies that reveal his complexity and contradictions. Soliloquies can be problematic for audiences in the way they are delivered. 

Here are a number of definitions of a soliloquy:

· A speech you make to yourself

· Talking aloud when alone

· Voicing an interior monologue

· A dramatic speech intended to give the illusion of unspoken reflections, generally as part of a dramatic performance.

While we might speak our thoughts aloud when alone, they’re not generally carefully structured, as in a speech. The word ‘speech’ implies an audience or at least listeners.

In Shakespeare, characters quite often reflect on their actions in their soliloquies, and apart from the audience watching, there is sometimes a silent listener.

Orating into the air or to an unseen audience in a darkened auditorium is a challenging task for an actor.

How then is a director to make the delivery of the great soliloquies both believable and emotionally powerful?

Watching a theatrical production of any kind, whether it’s a musical or a play, does presume we will suspend notions of rationality and belief, that is, our expectations that what we hear and see will be naturalistic and/or realistic. Musical productions such as operas and animated features such as Shrek attest to this need for a willing suspension of belief. There are many ways to deliver lines and speeches, rather than in grand set pieces.

Many of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes, including Macbeth and King Lear, and particularly Hamlet, are often alone in their struggles for truth in worlds where they are surrounded by corruption, pretence and deceit. Their words are not always part of a conversation though they often arise from an encounter with others.

· As you watch this film, consider how well the Director and actors deal with this business of the soliloquy. Think about how you would direct them if you were in charge of a production.

Student Activity 2—watching the film

Some students will not find this an easy film to watch; intriguing, intense and engaging, yes, but also demanding of an open mind and a willingness to engage with a dramatic interpretation that may be unlike anything they have seen before. Students could be divided into several groups with different close viewing tasks such as:

· Opening and closing scenes

· How the soundtrack is integral to this production

· Richard Pyros’ portrayal of Hamlet

· The performances of other actors, including those playing Claudius, Polonius, Gertrude, Laertes, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and Ophelia

· Camerawork and lighting

· Locations of different scenes

· Performance of soliloquies

· Changes to text (for students familiar with either the written text and/or other productions they have seen)

· The play within the play sequences.

After watching the film, a student from each group could report to the class on the group’s impressions of their close viewing.  This is probably best done in a round table discussion where different viewpoints can be incorporated into the discussion and impressions challenged and debated.

Student Activity 3—responding to the style and interpretation of this Hamlet
This version of Hamlet runs for two hours. As mentioned in the background notes about the filming process, several of the nine different scenes in this version were shot in single takes, including the third scene in the underground subway/arcade, which runs for more than thirty minutes.

· How are the nine different scenes visually punctuated on screen? Did you find this device distracting, effective or barely noticeable?

· While costuming in this production may look minimal, what does the clothing worn by different characters reveal (or conceal) about them—Hamlet, Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Ophelia, Osric, Laertes?

· Horatio, both in the play and in this version, is Hamlet’s closest friend. He becomes a kind of finger puppet with two bulging eyes on Hamlet’s hand, his words voiced by Hamlet. Why do you think the Director and cast and crew chose to present Horatio in this way and how effective did you find it?

· For contemporary audiences and directors, the ghost scenes where Hamlet’s father’s ghost appears and instructs his son to avenge his murder, can be quite problematic as many people don’t believe in people manifesting themselves as ghosts after death. How do you think the crew and actors in this film deal with this aspect of the text? 

· At several times in the film, the screen goes black and some words may or may not be heard in this darkness. Chaos threatens. At other times, a character who has been speaking to, or in some other way responding to, the camera, pushes it away, much as if it is an intrusive presence. As with much video work, the camera seems not always steady or sure of where the focus ought to be.  Comment on the way the camera as a recording device is used in this film.  Did you find this kind of ‘cinema verite’ an effective technique for presenting and reflecting the darkness and chaos which are such a central part of this play?

· How are notions of spying, concealment and deception imaged in this film? Is the camera, held by Osric, an important element in this prying process?

· Some students may be familiar with the Melbourne city locations where most of the film is shot—the Bourke Street Mall, the Degraves Street underpass, the Athenaeum Theatre. How might familiarity with locations that often seem quite incongruous places in which to perform Shakespeare, affect your response to the production and to these places? Do they take on a new light and offer a contemporary setting that makes period locations less relevant, or were they a distraction from the drama?

Student Activity 4—Creative Responses
In a recent interview with Oscar Redding, the Director of the film, he talked about some of the creative challenges in making this film. After reading his observations, it’s your turn to bring the play to life in your way.

When asked about the challenges in filming in the inner city, this is what he said:

The biggest challenge was time. The scene we filmed down here—{in the Degraves Street underpass} act two, scene 2—is one of the longest I’ve seen in a Shakespeare play. The scene plays for 25 minutes uncut and we had only four hours in the space to shoot it. We got two takes out of it, one of which didn’t quite work, and so we got down to this final take, where we knew it was going to be the last take, and we got it. It’s my favourite scene in the film. Maybe it was because people were completely on edge but certainly there’s an energy in the scene. I suppose that’s what I like about this space…the thing with Shakespeare is to make it exceptionally alive, which kind of gets you past any difficulties you may have with the language or the way it’s being spoken. The premise of this film is that Hamlet is being followed by a guy with a camera…for me, in any filmed version of Shakespeare, when someone just starts a monologue, it’s always a strange moment…but if someone is following you with a camera, it kind of makes sense.

· ‘The play’s the thing…’
In the pre-viewing questions, you were asked to decide how you would best prepare for a role in this play. If you chose reading the text carefully, you would probably be popular with the Director. 

Select a key scene, or even one of Hamlet’s seven soliloquies, and prepare a ‘reading’ to perform for your group. This activity involves making choices about how the lines or the speech should be delivered. It requires you to have a clear view about the play’s central themes as well as a sense of who Hamlet is and what he is really about. Keep in mind that throughout history there have been many different Hamlets presented—the dreamy, indecisive romantic, the heroic idealist, the philosopher, the manipulator and the intensely engaged and conflicted man we see in this production.

What qualities will your Hamlet embody and exhibit? 

· ‘Denmark’s a prison…an unweeded garden’

Part of your job as Director is to decide where the play will be set. Choose whether you intend to stage your drama in—a series of different sets such as a detailed court setting from a particular period, a contemporary place reflecting some of the internal and external darkness and rottenness of the play’s preoccupations, or perhaps an absolutely minimalist set where there is no background detail to distract from the actions and words.
· ‘…like a whore unpack my heart with words’

This production is performed using Shakespeare’s language. There are surtitles on screen during the Murder of Gonzago/Mousetrap play within the play, and you should consider why the Director does this, but there is no ‘modernizing’ of Shakespeare’s verse. The language is both powerful and sometimes difficult, but what would be lost and/or gained by substituting contemporary English?

Rewrite one of Hamlet’s soliloquies in contemporary language. Perform the original and then the contemporary version and discuss what the difference is in tone and emphases. You could do this with his famous ‘To be or not to be…’ speech (Act 3, scene 1) or Hamlet’s speech to the players (Act 3, scene 2), ‘speak the speech, I pray you…’

Student Activity 5—Stage and screen
While one approach to adapting a play for either stage or screen is to update the language, there are other approaches such as changing the setting/period/place or even the gender of some characters. Discuss the following questions about staging and productions. 

· How important do you think it is to your response to a drama, either on stage or film, for the time and place to be familiar in some way?

· Should theatre and filmed drama strive to present familiar stories in a new way, employing new technologies and interpretations to expand our understanding?

The stage and screen—how are they different?

When Richard Eyre—director of the 2006 film Notes on a Scandal (starring Cate Blanchett and Judi Dench) and a successful theatre director in London—was asked how different is it directing actors on stage than on celluloid, this is what he said:

‘There is a huge difference in process. There is a difference in the way an 
actor behaves on stage than how they behave on film but in the end it is a 
similar sort of relationship with the director. As a director, you are always 
talking about how a character moves, thinks and feels and behaves. The 
ways of demonstrating the difference is the difference between stage and 
screen. In film the obligation is to give a performance in that single 
moment the film is running through the camera. That's the hope’. 

In response to a further question about the difference between stage and film performances, Eyre said:

 ‘As a director you are in control of the relationship between the audience 
and the performer on stage. But on film, you're not really in control of the 
way the experience between the actor and the audience is mediated 
between the screen and those watching’.

· Each medium—stage and screen—has its own particular strengths and constraints for actors, directors and audiences. How would you account for the greater popularity of watching films than attending theatrical productions?

Student Activity 6—Reviewing this filmed adaptation of Hamlet
Here are two reviews of this film—The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark 

The first review is by Alison Croggon, a Melbourne theatre critic. It was published in The Australian newspaper on August 8th, 2007 as well as on Croggon’s blog theatrenotes. This review and responses from readers can be read at http://theatrenotes.blogspot.com/2007/08/review-tragedy-of-hamlet-prince-of.html
Review 1

As I left the Melbourne International Film Festival premiere of The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, it occurred to me that I will probably not be able to watch Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet again without wanting to laugh. First-time director Oscar Redding has achieved something spectacular: he’s created a new Hamlet, an interpretation so radical and emotionally searing that it redefines the role.

This is possibly the most tormented Hamlet committed to film: a man so isolated that his only friend, Horatio, is a hand-puppet; a Hamlet who is mad from the start, driven to despair and paranoia by the dishonesty and venality that surrounds him in the corrupt court of Elsinore.




Photo: Richard Pyros as Hamlet.


It’s definitely not Shakespeare for the costume-drama set. Redding treats the play with bold disrespect that reveals a deeper concern with its living meaning, giving us a Hamlet that digs deep into the psychoses of our age. He’s made a demanding, relentless film that invites you into the drama and then hurts you. The emotional realism of some scenes is so painful to watch that you want to turn away. But you keep watching, because you can’t help it.

The great Shakespearean critic Jan Kott says Hamlet is a play that absorbs its times. And there is certainly a dizzying variety of Hamlets: the wan melancholic poet of the 19th century, or the mid-20th century Hamlet, who was the personification of modern self-consciousness in collision with the brutal machine of history.

Peter Brook suggested another take in his beautiful 2001 film La Tragédie d’Hamlet, which features Adrian Lester in the title role. Brook fillets out a claustrophobic family drama of individuals trapped in remorseless passions, and Lester’s Hamlet, lushly framed in luxurious crimson fabrics, smoulders with sensuous loathing and corrosive wit. In Brook’s film, the easy adage that the personal is political is illuminated with new meaning.

It’s hard to imagine anything further from Brook’s exquisite aesthetic than Redding’s grim settings, where Elsinore becomes the Flinders St Station subway, or Gertrude’s bedroom a shabby bathroom. But there are similarities, all the same, in the approach of these two films. Both cut the play heavily, dropping the introductory ghost scene and stripping out all of its complicated political machinations. And both expose the emotional nakedness of the text, depending on brilliant performances to convey the complexity and depth of its passions.

Redding’s cuts are much more radical than Brook’s – Ophelia, for example, says scarcely anything at all, although the pitiable image of her suicidal madness is at the centre of this film. He hasn’t attempted to contemporize the script: the play is performed straight, so that Hamlet, filmed in familiar places like the Bourke St Mall or Melbourne laneways, becomes a nightmare that lurks under the skin of urban Melbourne. And in truth, it’s a little unsettling to walk out into those same streets after watching the film.

Drawing from the Dogme school of minimalist film-making, each scene is filmed in a single take using one hand-held camera. The action takes place over a single night, beginning at 12.15am and ending at dawn. The camera is a character in itself, peeking around corners or through curtains, or zooming up on faces in unbearable close-up.

And as Hamlet’s psyche disintegrates, so does the cinematography, which as the tragedy reaches its climax has something of the quality of live war footage. The screen goes jarringly black, or we are running in a panic, or the sound continues over a sudden still, as if the screen is arrested in shock.

Redding's film began life on stage in 2004, when he directed Hamlet with most of the same cast in a shabby shopfront in Northcote-an inner suburb of Melbourne.  Drawing on the poor theatre aesthetic, which is the theatrical equivalent of Dogme, the actors rehearsed for months in public spaces around Melbourne. What resulted was one of the most exciting Hamlets I have seen anywhere.

This background accounts for the remarkable performances in the film. With the exception of Steve Mouzakis, whose thuggish Claudius lacks the subtleties of the other performances, they give the lie to the claim that Australian actors lack the skills to deal with classical dramatic language.

This cast features the cream of Melbourne theatre actors, with stand-out performances from Brian Lipson as a comically naïve, bumbling Polonius, Adrian Mulrany as the Player King and John F. Howard as the Gravedigger. But crucially, Redding has a brilliant Hamlet in Richard Pyros. There are times when his performance lifts the hair on the back of your neck: this Hamlet might be mad, but the method in it has a profound legibility, and his corrosive intelligence shines through every gesture.

As Aristotle said, tragedy is a dramatic means of calling up within an audience cathartic feelings of pity and terror. That this is difficult to achieve is beyond question: to explore the extremities of the human psyche without descending into Grand Guignol or self-parody requires not only a passionate honesty, but acute intelligence and skill. Redding’s micro-budget achievement is astounding.
This second review is from Alex Watkins who also saw the film at The Melbourne International Film Festival in 2007.
Review 2

Putting Shakespeare on film or video is a very tough ask. I attended the premiere on Sunday and I am impressed by the ambition evident in this film. It is very much an actor’s piece, with long scenes rendered in a single shot. If you can tolerate the violently unsteady hand-held camera work then many of the shots are thoughtfully and dramatically constructed. Use of locations in inner Melbourne is well done and engaging, especially in the Degraves underpass. The verbose nature of Shakespeare certainly drags out some sections but I do not underestimate the difficulty of reducing Hamlet to a digestible 2 hour format. You can certainly tell that thespians made this film. The acting is very good, led by an intense eye-balling depiction of mad Prince Hamlet. The technical aspects to the film are raw, no-doubt delibertately so. The audience was divided as to whether the repetitive, distracting and dislocating cut outs were deliberate, especially in the final climactic fight scene. Certainly the people behind Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of Denmark display their own vaulting ambition in attempting to tell this story on a low budget in public spaces in the early hours of the morning. It is a production from which you can pick out small gems but for which the overrall allure leaves something to be desired. An admirable effort and something which Melburnians will find intriguing. 

Posted by Alex Watkins on Aug 7, 2007 at 5:57PM at http://www.melbournefilmfestival.com.au/films?movieid=8110&&view=comments#artcomments8110
· Do the views expressed in either, or both of these reviews, accord with your own response to the film?

· What do you think are the major strengths and weaknesses in this filmed performance of Hamlet? Consider both the constraints and opportunities in the use of the camera and the settings for the crew and actors. Assess how these elements may shape the audience response. Write a review of the film, incorporating as much background information as you think necessary for an audience to come with an open mind to the film.
Cast and Crew of The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

	Cast
	Crew

	Hamlet—Richard Pyros
	Screenwriter and Director—Oscar Redding

	Polonius—Brian Lipson
	Executive Producer—George Weebeck

	Gertrude—Heather Bolton
	Producers—Aleks Radovic, Oscar Redding and Richard Pyros

	Claudius—Steve Mouzakis
	Editor—Frank Moritz

	
	Director of Photography/Lighting—Ari Wenger

	Laertes—Torquil Neilson
	Sound Designers— Rob Stewart, Arlo Mountford

	Horatio— Richard Pyros
	Production/Costume Designer—Adam Gardnir

	Ophelia—Beth Buchanan
	Sound—Joel Valerie

	Rosencrantz—Craig Robinson
	Sound Assistant—Steve Bond

	Guildenstern—Isaac Drandich
	Cables—Fabrice Galli

	Osric—Guy Kable
	Make Up—Christine Mananis

	Priest—Steve Clemins
	2nd Unit—Dane Waby, Tamsin Hunter, Richard Z. Starbuck

	Player King—Adrian Mulraney
	

	Player Queen—Mark Winter
	

	Gravedigger—John Francis Howard
	

	Ghost—Merfyn Owen
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Books

There are many editions of Hamlet available, both in the language in which the play was written and in adapted contemporary English. The original version is the place to start a study of the play.

Equally, there are numerous critical articles, essays and books about the play and about Shakespeare’s theatre from Dover Wilson’s What Happens in Hamlet? (Cambridge, 1935) to Harold Bloom’s chapter in his book, Shakespeare: the Invention of the Human, (Riverhead Books- a division of Penguin Putnam, 1998)
which includes a fascinating essay on Hamlet.

As a reading and view of Hamlet is such a matter of varied interpretation, the play itself is really the best place to start to develop a ‘reading’.

A film about acting

In the Company of Actors (Ian Darling, 2006, a Shark Island Production). Documentary film about a Sydney Theatre Company production of Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler and the rehearsal process, culminating in a performance in New York. (ATOM study guide available)
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