Creating the world of the Court through character

ACT 1 SCENE 2

Here are two ways of approaching the first court scene.

In our production we talked about the divided loyalties that might be present in the court at Elsinore.  There may be some people quietly mourning the loss of Old Hamlet and unsure of their standing in the new regime: others may feel confident of their position safe in the knowledge that they have supported the ‘right man’.

Here are ways the Company approached the scene in rehearsal.

Ways into character: from the outside in.
1. Players move round the room, filling the space evenly at all times and not walking in a circle.

2. Ask the players to lead with a different body part as they move round the room.   Suggest they are led by

· their knees

· their head

· their chest

· their hips

3. Once players have explored this way of moving, give each a character and brief (one line) description.  For example:

· Claudius:  a king who has murdered his brother

· A Servant: loyal to the court of Old Hamlet

· A Lord: a favourite of Claudius, confident in his position

4. Each player decides on one of the ways of moving already explored.

5. Ask players to move round the space led by their chosen body part making the movement really visible, taking it as far as they can to get a physical and emotional connection with what it is like to move round the world in this way.

6. Ask each player to say their name while moving at 100% exaggeration.  How does this affect the character’s voice?

7. Then gradually reduce the visibility of the body to 75%, 50% and finally 25%.

8. Maintaining this movement and voice, players create a tableau entitled: The Court after the Coronation.  Ask players to enter the space one at a time to create the picture, starting with Claudius.  Each player decides where s/he should be in relation to Claudius at the start of the play.

Ways into character: age, attitude and activity.

1. Each player is given a number between 1 - 4. All players with the same number group together.

2. Each group is allocated a status position in the court.

Group 1.   servants

Group 2.   lords / ladies loyal to Old Hamlet, unsure of position in new regime

Group 3.   ‘new kids on the block’ 

                 = group of aristocracy favoured by Claudius, feeling confident

Group 4.  Claudius and entourage 

                 (including Gertrude, Hamlet, Polonius and Laertes)

3. Each player chooses an age an attitude and an activity.  For example:

A servant:

· aged 17

· exhausted and resentful

· checking the hall is clean before the new king’s arrival

4. Describe the court of Denmark immediately before the entry of Claudius and give groups a short time to discuss their character decisions.

5. Work with each group, beginning with the servants.  They enter the scene and engage with the action using their character choices.  Work with movement only.

6. Freeze the scene and ask the observing groups to comment on positive images and to suggest one improvement or adjustment.

7. Add the second group and after a short time freeze in the same way.  The remaining two groups comment and adjust.

8. Add the third group in the same way and adjust to allow the scene to evolve with clarity.

9. The final group enter and speak the edited piece of text from Act 1 Scene 2 below.  

10.  Ask all players to think how their character would feel internally and respond externally to hearing these words.

ACT 1 SCENE 2
Edited text

(Enter Claudius, Gertrude, Hamlet, Polonius, Laertes , etc )

CLAUDIUS:

But now, my cousin Hamlet and my son – 

HAMLET:

A little more than kin, and less than kind!

CLAUDIUS:

How is it that the clouds still hang on you?

HAMLET:

Not so, my lord.  I am too much in the sun.

GERTRUDE:

Good Hamlet, cast thy knighted colour off,




And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.




Do not for ever with thy veiled lids




Seek for thy noble father in the dust.




Thou knowest ‘tis common.  All that lives must die,




Passing through nature to eternity.

HAMLET:

Ay, madam, it is common.

GERTRUDE:





If it be,




Why seems it so particular with thee?

HAMLET:

‘Seems’, madam?  Nay, it is.  I know not ‘seems’.

