ACT 3 SCENE 1 The Nunnery Scene

Here are a variety of approaches to playing the nunnery scene.

You might like to use the edited version of the scene.

EXPLORE:

1) Reading it back to back 

2) As a whispered quarrel in a state room into which the King may walk at any moment

3) As a stand-up shouting match in the palace orchard where no one but sheep may hear

4) With Hamlet convinced Claudius and Polonius are listening

5) With Ophelia constantly still while Hamlet is free to move where he will - then reverse

6) Contrasting status: Hamlet high, Ophelia low – then reverse

7) With both wanting to touch the other – but restraining themselves

8) With Hamlet as a very angry and frightened young man just out of adolescence and Ophelia as a disturbed young woman, looking for guidance and support

9) With Hamlet as a highly intelligent and capable young prince and Ophelia as a strong-willed person chafing at the controls imposed upon her – then mix and match 8 & 9

10)  With either character playing an extreme of any one of the following moods: shocked, confused, gentle, depressed, angry, sarcastic, irritated, furious, nervous, frightened, mad, affectionate, joking, mocking, suicidal, resigned, self-loathing – mix and match

11)  With varying intentions, for example:

  - Hamlet wants to punish Ophelia for the hurt he feels at his mother’s choice 

· or he wants to protect Ophelia from any more pain in a dangerous situation.

· Ophelia wants to comfort Hamlet 

· or she wants to be outraged that he denies their relationship 

12)  Choose a simple prop to imply your chosen intention above, and use it significantly in the scene, for example: a mirror; a hairbrush; a dried flower; a scarf; a letter; a photograph; playing cards; a notepad; a glove; a whistle; a book . . .

ACT 3 SCENE 1          Edited Text

HAMLET

Ha, ha?  Are you honest?

OPHELIA

My lord.

HAMLET

Are you fair?

OPHELIA

What means your lordship?

HAMLET

… I did love you once.

OPHELIA

Indeed, my lord, you made me believe so.

HAMLET
You should not have believed me.  I loved you not.

OPHELIA 
I was the more deceived.

HAMLET
Get thee to a nunnery.  Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?  We are arrant knaves, all.  Believe none of us

. . . Where’s your father?

OPHELIA

At home, my lord.

HAMLET
 
. . . Farewell.

OPHELIA’S SPEECH

You might like to explore this soliloquy as Michael Boyd suggests letting ‘the vowels sing out’.  

1. Warm up mouth, lips and jaw – making horse-snorting and car noises,     chewing the cud etc.  Really use the lips and jaw in the following exercises.

2. Say the vowels extending and elongating them, passing them to each other in as many tones as possible as if in conversation – be playful!  Try adding an arm gesture, maybe throwing the vowel across a circle as if it were a ball.

3. Distinguish short and long vowels – play with two short, one long, with an ‘H’ in front: ho (as in hot) ho hooo, ho ho hooo,  etc.

4. Say repeatedly ma may mee mo.

5. Say Ophelia’s speech allowing all the vowels their full weight and value.  Notice how the speech sounds.  Explore the rhythm and sound of the last line alone (O woe is me …). 

6. You might like to read only the first words of the lines.  Which word stands out?  If you read only the last words of the lines how do they differ from the first words?  What thoughts are on her mind? 

Ophelia: 
     

O, what a noble mind is here o'erthrown!

The courtier's, scholar's, soldier's, eye, tongue, sword,

Th' expectancy and rose of the fair state,

The glass of fashion and the mould of form,

Th' observ'd of all observers - quite, quite down!

And I, of ladies most deject and wretched,

That suck'd the honey of his music vows,

Now see that noble and most sovereign reason,

Like sweet bells jangled, out of tune and harsh;

That unmatch'd form and feature of blown youth

Blasted with ecstasy. O, woe is me

T' have seen what I have seen, see what I see!

