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(shouts): Not now! (Pause.) If I had any doubts, or rather
hopes, thdy are dispelled. What could we possibly have in
common except ouultu.eup$? (They separote ancl sit.\
Perhaps he'll come back this way.

*
nos: Right. My honoured lordl

cutt-: My dear fellow!

Ros: How are you?

curt-: Alllicted!

nos: Really? In what way?

GulL: Transformed.

nos: Inside or out?

curt-: Both.

Ros; I see. (Pruse.) Not much new there.

cutt.: Go into details. f)elye. Probe the background, establislt
the situation.

nos: So-so your uncle is the king of Denmark?!

cult-: And my father before him.

nos: His father before him?

cuu": No, my father before irim.

RoS: But surely-
curL: You might well ask.

Ros: l-ct me gct it straight. Your father was king. You were his

only scln. Your falhcr dics. You are r:[ age, Your uncle
bcconrcs king.

cutL: Yes.

nos: Unorthodox.

cult-: Undid me.

nos: Undcniable. Where wcrc you'l

cuu.: ln (iermany.

Ros: Usurpation, then.

Ros gi,lc(thta ,*,P\l'r^y'
cutL: Are you deaf?

nos: Did you speak?

cutt (odmonishing); |rls1 ns\ry-
ROS: statement.

GUIL

,'""" iil

nos: Should we go?

curr-: Why?

Puuse.

nos (slarls up. Snups fingers): Oh! You ,s3n-!ou pretend to
be him, and I ask you questions!

curc (dry): Very good.

nos: You had me confused.

cull-: I could see I had.

Ros: How should I begin?

cutt-: Address me.

They tand und luc'e euch <ther, posing.

ncls: My honoured Lord!

cutl: My dear Rosencrantz!

Pause.

Ros: Am I pretending to be you, then?

cutL: Certainly not. If you like, Shall we continue?

nos: Question and answer.

cutl: Right.
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+ cutL: He slipped in.

nos; Which reminds me.

cutt-: Well, it would.

Ros: I don t want to be personal.

cutL: It's common knowledge.

Ros: Your mother's marriage.

cutL: He slipped in.

Beat.

Ros (lugubriously): His body was srill warm.

cult: So was hers.

Ros: Extraordinary.

cutL: lndecent.

Ros: Hasty.

cUlr: Suspicious.

nos: It makes you think.

cull-: Don't think I haven't thought of it.

nos: And with her husband's brother.

outt-: They were closc.

nos: She went to him_--
cull-: 

-Too closc--_
nOS: _for comfort.

cult-: It looks bad.

nos: It adds up.

cUlL: Incest to adultery.

nos: Would you go so far?
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GUlt.: Never.

nos; To sunr up: your father, whont you love, tlicrs, you are his
hcir, y,u come back to lintl tlrat hartlly wrrs tite c.rpse c.lct
bcforc his young brother p()ppcd onto ltis thronc and into
his shects, thereby ofl'ending both rcgar antr natur't practice.
Now why exactly are you behaving in tlris cxtraordinary
nranner?

curt-: I can't imaginel (Pau.se.\ But all that is well known,
common property. Yet he scnt f9[ us. And we did come.

nos (alert, ear cocketl): I say! t hcard music---
cutt.: We'rc here.

nos: 
-Likc a band--l tlrouglrt I heard a bantl

t;Utt.: Roscncritntz, . .

nos (ubsently, still listenitrg): What'/

Pause, short.

cutt. (gently wry): Cuildenstern . . .

Ros (irrir.rrcl hy the repetition): Whut?

cutt.: Don'1. you discrirninate at all'?

tos (/rrrning dumbly): Wha'?

I'ause.

cutL: Go and sce if he's there.

nos: Who?

GUu.: J'here.

Ros g()c.r lo u, up.\luge f i,rg,lot)ks, relt.rn.\, lornully ntaking
his report.

nos: Yes.

GUIL: What is he doing?
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ROSENCTT.P.NTZ AND'iUILDENSTERN,ARE DEAD

Study guide
L. Why is the vord choice mentioned so many times in the play?

Cle

2.what is the theme of the play? clues to help you find itra. What things are repeated? List them.
3. How do the guotes below relate to the theme?

pg 38 Ros: "J havenrt forgotten - how f used to remember my
owr name - and yours. Oh yes! There vere ansvers every-
rhere you looked..'

b. pg 39

c. pg 47. Guil: "what a fine persecution - to be kept intrigued
vithout ever guite being enlightened, . . .,

d. pg 61 Guilr He cross our bridges when ve come to them and burn
thenr behind us, with nothing to show for our progress
except a memory of the sme11 of smoke, and a presumption
that once our eyes uatered..,

€. pg 63 Player:'Don't you see? vetre actors - lr€rre the oppositeof people'l

f. pg80

Cuil: All your life you live so close to the truth, it
becomes a permanent blur in the cornerhf your ey€r
and when something nudges it into an dutline it is like
being ambushed by a grotesgue.',

Playerr ., wetre tragedians you see. we fo11ow directions.
There is no ehoice involved. The bad ends unhappiryi thegood, unluckEflahat is what tragedy means..,

!t. pg 1oB E,r r vish r vas dead. r could jrmp over the side.
That vould put a spoke in their wheel.

Guilr Unless theyrre counting on it.
ES,: f shaIl remain on board. That witl put a spoke

in their vheel.

h. Pg 121 Guill dl{erve travelled too far and our momentum has taken
overs t.e move idfy towards eternity vithout possibility of
reprieve or -hope of .explanat1on;.,

8E: Be happy. f f yourre not even happy, whatrs so good
about suruiving?

i. pg i25 Guilri'There must have been a momentr ?t the beginning,
where ve could have said - no.or
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R&G Student responses to studl- questions:

Some answers to 2 a ( repeated ideas) :

directions
the summons
ganes
Every body is watching everybody else.
contradictions
title (are they dead?)

1
2
3
4
5
6

Other el-ues to theme: quotes
f . i' There is a divinity that

how we wilI."
2, "The readiness is alI."

from Hamlgt
shapes our ends. .rough hew them

Some student responses to theme:

1. The more man seeks to knov who he is,
2. Man may control his thoughts, but his

3. Reality is what you mal<e it.
4, The existence of man is not important

5. You can never know the truth.
6. The truth is inconceivable so you have

ca1led life.

to the universe only to himself.

to live in an illusion

the more he

actions are

doubts himself.
predestined.

Other notes
Stoppard on R&G: "Rosencrantz and :)uildenstern are the most expendable

people of all time. Their very facelessness makes them dramatj-c; the
fact that they die wi-thout ever rea11y understanding why they lived
makes them somehow cosmic."

Other applicable guotes:

"If this tife be not a real fight in which something is eternally
gained for the Universe by success, it is no better than a game
of private theatricals from whieh one may r,rithdraw at wi11."

Witfiam James
I'When an actor and an audience are united in the last seven minutes of
the p1ay, what they are united to is the universe. Afterwards you
return to dualistic living. But oh how yourve changed for having
had those ferr moments of unity."

wit-tiam Ball (ACT director)



Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead

Play opens with R andG passing time whiLe waiting for some
meaningful task or explanation of why they've been summoned to
Elsinore. I{ho are they! What do they represent?

The coin comes up heads 75 times before any dialogue begins.
Only G. is astonished at this breakdown in the laws of probability.
What kind of a world is this?

(

Act I

I

2

3

4

The audience is not grounded in time or place for a while.
ten minutes before names are used and then theyrre mixed up.
Finally audj.ence realizs they're on their way to Elsinore.
this any different than way Shakespeare introduced them?

J.L 5

Is

R and G seem to be two sides of one temperment (Iike V and E).
They canrt keep their identities straight. ?,ihy not? I.Ihat is
the connection between identity and role? grlhat differences do
you perceive? (Guil is more cerebral than Ros, has greater
awareness of the ambiguity of their situation and struggles with it.
R is more passive, operates by instinct. He canrt be asoonished.
When he does initiate, itrs about death.

5 The tragedians are important. At first the actors are overjoyed
to meet R and G. FIhy? Audience is important and they are a
potential audience.

p. 28 Actors don't offer tragedy; they offer pornography,
"to do on stage the things that are supposed to happen off.,'
This is sexual innuendo but isnt is also what Stoppard is
doing to Hamlet?

7. Coin comes up tails on p. 34. Reaction?

8. Pp. 38-40. After receiving their instructions from K and e,
R and G realize they are caught up in seguence of events
they are pohrerless to understand or influence, much less control
their own destinies. But there is comfort, too, in havi.ng
choices determined inadvance by Shakespeare's p1ay.

Any difference between alternatives but no choices?

Act I ends when Hamlet greets them.

Act II
1. How many guestions did llamlet ask? 27 Answers? 3.

Is this play about questions also? Godot? Is this an age of
guestions? 'Whatrs different about a life framed by questions
rather than answers?

5

2. Why lose a coin? out of their hands? So is their destiny.
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5

5.

7

Save pages 64 to 66 for discussion on relation between life
and art, under generalguestions.

Point out bril-liant exchange on Ham1et I s madness pp e e-Sl znstartk raving sane. " Difference between artist and critic.

b
4

"Life in a box is better than no life at, a11." Who's in a box?
tletaphor for Hamlet which boxes everyone in, even R and G though
Stoppard giveE-tEem new life in his play but limits it with W.Srs.
Are R and G already ina box? already hr:ng--like V and E?

"events must play themselves out to aesthetic, moral and logical
conclusions." Does Ham1et? Does this play? Do our 15.ves?- p 79

P 82. R and G, watching and listening to play within the play
learn of thei,r own deaths. How do they react? Remind .you of
anyone? Us? Guil insists d,eath cannot be acted, pp 83-84.

i

Act III

1. Any idea why R cheated at coin toss garne? Taking destiny into
his own hands? both of them?

2. Irony of Guilts seeing boat as "safe" and "free."
3. Differences in response to order to kill Hamlet? Ros: Hamlet

is our friend. Guil. rationalizes non-interference.
4. trwithin limits."'dhat are some of the limits within wich we and

these characters live? play of ltamlet? play of R and G are Dead?
natural law (spit into the wind and you get it back in your face) ?
between birth and d,eath?

5- Without Hamlet, R and G more adrift and purposeless than ever.
They oPen the letter and see their o$rn execution order. One
critic said, "stoppard's decision to have R and, G see their
execution order and d,r:mbIy accept it makes them fools. " Do you
agree? Why do they accept their fate? Do they have a choj-ce?
Is it more than what they had in Hamlet? tihat effect does this
have on the end,ing?

6. nstiIl, finally, to be denied an explanation." I{hat is so
poignant about these lines? echoes?

7. How does the player denonstrate that art has greater reality
than life? Look alsoat pages 64 and 66. Should we accept
appearance for truth?

8. Talk about the ending. R and G d5.sappear in mid-sentence.
Drana teaches us about dleath.

General stions

I PIay has been called 'profound comedytr add nmeditation on pre-
destinati.on. " Agree with either?

\v2 Another critic called it "second-hand Beckett. " Response?

a
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Still another criti.c cal1ed it na blinding metaphor about the
absurdity of life. We are summoned, w€ come. We are given
roles r w€ play them. I{e are dismissed, we go. Have we ever
been? Has there been a point? If sor what?" Comment.

1

Stoppard, himself, said about R and. G: "Basically, I like them
as people. Shakespeare srggests theyrre black conspirttors in
alliance with theKing. But to me they seem like just men thrust
into a situation they know litt1e about, then killed for reasons
they know nothing about, not having sinned against God or
anyone. . . j ust two blok€s. rr

5. What d,o you think of the idea of having characters exist outside
of literaturei?

6. We no longer live in an age of heroic tragedy. Either study or
look at Prufrock:

No! I amnot Prince Hamletr DoE Tras meant to be;
Am an attendant lord, one that will do
To swell a progress, start a scene or two,
Advise the princei no doubtr Bn easy tooI,
Deferential, glad to be of use,
Politic, cautious, and meticulous;
FuI1 ofhigh sentence, but a bit obtuse;
At times, indeed, almost ridiculous--
Almostrat times, the Fool.

Compare llamlet with R and G. Eow do you feel when they die?
How did their agesdiffer?

CharacterLze the language: puns, Iiterary allusions, in-jokes,
tricks with rhythn and rhlzne, vocabulary of gErmesmanship, even
breakdown of language, our weariness with it in Act fII. How
does language reflect the content?
Stichomythj.a: a formof repartee developed in classical drama
and often employed by Elizabethan writers. It is a sort of line-
for-line "verbal fencing match" in which the princj.pals in the
dialogue retort sharply to each other in lines which echo the
opponentrs wordsand figures of speech. Antithesis is freely
used. The thought is often sententious.

Hamlet: Now, mother, what's the matter?
Queen: Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended.
Hamlet: I'lother, you have my father much offended.
Queen: Come, come, you answer with an idle tongue.
Hanlet: --Go., go, you question with a wicked tongue.

Antithesis: f igure of speech characterized, by strongly contrasting
words, clauses, sentencesror ideas as in "Man proposes, God disposes. "
It is a balancS.ng ofone term against another for emphasis or stylistic
effectiveness. Canbe wretched if poorly done. True antithesis de-
mands that there be not only an oppositj.on of idea, but that the
opposition in different parts be manifested through similar
grammatical structure :

The hungry judges soon the sentence sign.
And wretches hang that j ury-men may dj.ne.

7

Pope
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STI]DY GIJTIDE

Rosencrantz and, Guildenstern Are Ded by Tom Stoppard
(Grove Press, 198L Printing)

Act I Rosencrantz and Guildenstern

L How does the coin flipping game indicate that "the time is out of joint,"
as Hamlet says it is in SfiakEsi'eare's play? What makes this game "boring;'?

2 Guildeustern says, "At least we cau stiil count on self-interest as a
predictable factor I suppose it's the last to go." What does this "faith"
indicate about the quality of the human conditioD. presented in the play? (1a)

3. Guildenstern posits four theories about the meaning of the unusual fall of
the coins What -are they? What are the limitations of this kind of
speculative reasoniug? What is a syllogism? What academic discipiines use
the syllogism? (16)

4. Guildenstern asserts, ''fhe scieutific approach to the examination of
phenomena is a defence against the pure enotion of fear." Do you agree?
What advautage does the bxamination of human phenomena through literature
have over scie-nce and philosophy? (L7)

5. Stoppard satirizes logical reasoning in this scene. In what way does
Hamlit's employment ;f this kind oT thinking help or hinder tiim in
Shakespearet p[ay?

6. GuildetrsterD, reveals that he and his friend are on a journey because they
were "sent for." (1&19) What ironic or abnormal circumstatrces are associated
in this passage with being "sent for'?

7. What double meaning is there in Guildenstern's comment, "'We are entitled
to some direction . . .'2 How is the storv of the man who sees the unicorn
connected to Guildenstern's desire for diiection? How do human beings
determine reality, according to this passage? Are the usual methods
realiable? (2U21)'

The Players

L The player declares, ". . .we grow rusty . . . by this time tomorrow we
might have forgotten everything we ever kuew . . . We'd be back where we
started-improvising." What implication does this comment have for this
play's exari.ination-of the natrire of the human condition? (22)

2 How are "performanceil aad-'latronage'l the .same i"u.this play and iu
Harnlet?

3. What kind of drama do these player's perform? Stoppard, tike Shakespeare,
criticizes the pooularitv of sensationalized drama? What does each writer
imply about ftayers arid their audiences? about human beings in general?
(22-n, $)
4. Why are the times "indifferent" to the player but "bad" to Rosencrantz?

129
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5. The playgrs and Rosencrantz and Guildensterr have in common being out
of control, being victims of fate and chance. Why?

6. Why is Guildensteru angered by the obscenity of the players? What is he
searching for in their performance? Why does Rosencrantz see the times as
"indiffereat'2 (27)

7. The player sayq, 'lWe_ do on stage the things that are supposed to happen
off. Wttich is a kind of integrity, if you look on every exit being an
entrance somewhere else." What does he mean? How is the statement related
to the fact that the play is based on characters who are in a play? to the
fact that both of theie ptays explore the problem of penetratiig illusions
and defining reality? Consider the role of Alfred, who must play female
Darts. How is this iheme of exits and entrances that border cin 6ach orher
icted out in the scene? (W7, for example) How is the theme of Hamlet's
"transformatiotr" connected?

& How does Guildenstern use the coins to trick the Player?

9. What kind of play do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern request?

10. The play they get- is- the iltersection with Shakespeare's .Honlet, Act II. 
-scene i, a scene in which the king and queen interchange their names as if

they are two sides of the same persoE Are they?

Rosencrantz and Guilderutern

Rosencrautz and Guildenstern engage in a sequence of banters that
recapitulates the themes that have been hinted at in the first two sections
of Act L

L Consider the problems of language and meaning: confused cliches,
questions without answers and answers without questions, rhetoric, words
without meanings and meanings without words, language as a game-word
Play.

Z Consider the problems of action: orders and obedience, choice, actions and
their results,. play ac.tint, games of .action, the- spectator who is a viewer of
actions, consistency, illicit actions, the issue of inaction for Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern and for Hamlel

3. Consider the problems of masks and illusions, of family relationships and
responsibilities, of immortality and death- What is the situation in Harnlet
when that play'irtersects'with this'one again at the end of Act I?

Act II
L Act II begins with the continuation of the scene from Hamlet. What roles
have Rosenclantz and Guildeustern assumed in Shakespeare's play by the
time of this scene? What problems are they having with this role in
Stoppard's play? Are their characters different in the two plays?

Z They are playing the question and answer game again. How is the game
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connected ro Hamlet and his problem? Why can they not understand him?

3. Why does Guildeustern suggest that "pragmatism" may not offer any
solutions to their problem? Is he correct? (58)

4. VIhat does Guildeusteru m'ean when he says, "Wheels have been set in
EotioD, aud they have their own pace, to which we are condemned
Each move is dfctated by the previous one-that is the meaning of order. If
we start being arbitrary it'll just be a shambles: at least, let us hope so.
Because if we happeued, just happeaed to discover, or even suspect, t-hat _our
spoutaneity was fait of 

'their 
or'd'er, we'd know that we were ldsr'(60) How

ii memory connetted to the problems of order and foreknowledge?'

5. When the Player rejoins them, Rosencrantz and Guildeustern are
concerued about their -loss of words, while the Player is concerned about his
loss of ao audience. How do these losses undermine. their sense of identity?
What philosophies do they suggest itr order to coPe with the sense of
instability thiy feel? Th.i adiScate trust, but whit is. it they trust? What
attitudes-are ievealed to*ard laoguage, questions, madness, passion, reasons,
deatb, eternity? How does Roseuclantz react when the Hanlet play "enters"
again? (73)

6. What effect is created wheu the Player begins rehearsing the scene of the
play that will be acted before the king and queeo, io, Hantler? Guildenstern
iski a ouestion that critics have often-asked ^about 'The lvturder of Gonzaso'
io, HanlZt-'What is the dumbshow for?' What is the player's answer? yours?

7. Look at the sceues in. Hanlet that are suggested-Hamlet with Ophelia,
the player-king's Pyrrhus and Priam speech, Claudius's determination to send
Hauitet'to Eollanri wtrat themes are'deveioped iu these scenes?

rl

I
lt

I
iI

I
t
t 2 What evidences are therF of their lack of direction? How are they

"slipping off the map'? HoW would suicide "put a spoke in their wheel'?

& Look at the Player's stdtenent of aesthetic values: 'There's a design at
work in all art-surely yorh know that? Events ruust play themselves out to
aesthetic, moral, and logidal conclusions . . . . Between 'just desserts' and
'tragic irony' we are giieu quite a lot of scope for our particular talent."
Whit imolications ar5 susee'sted for Rosencrintz and Griilaenstern's destinies
since they are mere chariiters in a play, or doubly so? What problems of
identity and meaning iu life are suggested by the exchanges about
playacting, death iu playacting, and the intersectioo of this play with
Hamlet? (8G91) 

l

9. As Act II comes to an len4 Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are aware of
change, a change in circud-tstances qnd .a change of the seasons. What is
suggested by ttie autumn leaves and cold weather?

Act III

!t 131
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3. What reactions do thev have when rhev discover the letter orders
Hamlet's death? How do'they rationaiize'their "betrayai"? What are
Guildensteru's arguments for'obeying orders and not'd.ef'ending Hamlet'l (i10)
Why do they feel "on top of it now'?

4. Compare the themes of logic and poetry in the two speeches, p. 111

5. Why do the players appear on the boat? Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sum
uo for the olavbrs and the audience ail the events of Hamlet's circumstances
iri tris play.'Th'en Rosencrantz concludes, "All we get is incidents! Dear God.
is it tob iuch to expect a little sustained actiou?IY What does he mean?

6. When the pirates attack and Hamlet disappears, the despair of Rosencranrz
and Guiideusteru increases. Why? How will they deal with their problem?
Why do they refuse to "act'? What do they disiover by reading the letter?

Z How does Guildenstera analyze their situation? What is the aoswer to his
question, '.Who are we that so much should cotrverge oB our little deaths?'
What uuiversal implications does the question have?

& What contrast does Guildensteru make between the ex
and his own experience? What is the siguificance of the
death?

perience of "actors"
"playacting" of

9. Death is accompauied by darkness aod cold How is death defined by
Guildeastern? Is it true that 'There Eust have been a Eometrt, at the
beginning, where we could have said-no'?

10. With what scene from Shakespeare's Homler does Stoppard's play end?
What is signified by the actors, Rosenctaitz and Guildehitern, bisdppearing
from the play Rosencrantz and Guilderctern Are Dead and this
transformation of Stoppard's play into Shakespeare's?

lL Discuss the similarities and differences iu the themes of Shakespeare's
Hanlet and Stoppard's play. What is his purpose in alluding ro a pl,st work
of literature?
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Purpos
Cuilde"l ",
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A Thin Bearn of Light: T
Playing in Rosen crantz a
Are Dead

ently f inding a slablt'place in our shared opinion. Now ten yeaB
is still vcry much with us. as ils many recenl rcvivals its
reading lists attest. Thc passage o[ another decadc or two
classic.

I wonder, though, whethcr we have yet a[ained a lull

1,,
1'o qq1111" one ol ils own phr.rscs, T6nr Sloppard's {

rvcight .rs il grtl'5 1r1."r Whilc wr: have btcn variously
flrr' Ilr'rrl ltts;rr'rlor Homtl. lwnpcrs, and Trapestit's,
pl.rys are still bcing lormtd. Yet Rosr'rrcrrurtz and Gu

partl mcrcly oflers "a lorm of llcckett without tears."r'
have since appearcd echo llrustein's definition (though
of Stoppard's play in tcrms of Dccketl's. ln this essay, I
livc perspeclive. one groundrd within Stoppard's play
however, I would like to poinl oul lhal, whalcver ils a([

arrivt's early in thc play. A messenger has summoned
heads cighty-{ive limes in a row, and the open space in
lime will shortly be tilled wilh a weller ol characters and
lrasl lo Bcckett's play, the snivcrse in which
lhemsclvcs discloses a manifesl scnse o[ order, plan, and

l{,rlrr,rl flrrr fr Arr,rratr, l'r.tlltrttr ol l)tottrtlic Atl ua tht Ufitttsily ol
tht outhot ol lhtmr Within l)rme' ShrloJrrrc'r Srn* ol llir Arl rtl
ottt.rrl.-,'ilr.,..u

I Thc /uth,rr wirho to crptor hir lraliludt lo lhc ltqtcntr ol lht
rlrrnt whrh cnrblcrl him lo crrmplrlt wor\ on lhir ouy.

t 11rr. 1lw,l Irrddrr..{Niw Yor\. l9o9l. pn. lag-5J:

maior work is
and by

to these

Are is appar-
thc play
collcge'

well find i e modern

of the

Stop-
several of the that

his tive sehse)
be suggesling alterna-

it. First,than
dra-

, a qorn comc uP
lhey are lhe

and resonances. Wc are wcll beyond Roberl Brustcin's charge of
parasilism," his rcchrislcning lht play 'Waiting for to

mn mry bc, Ros.,rtrrartt:. tuul Guilicnslttt Art Dead is recasting
ol }t4rililg lgr Godot in Shakespearcan trrms tsa literary
styh ol playwriting: his scripts arc dense with allusions I his artistic
both by quolalion and parody. And cerlainly, at poinls R

Guitdenstern rt"call Beckelt's two lramps. both in rheir lo another
and their rcsponser to the world al large. Bul lheir world not that o[
Gttrlrrr. To bcgin with. lhe equivalenl oI Godot [or 'anlz an{

and

.tn coh-
tinJand

attl

Sonle Hc ir
&rd [cn-

r clcerchy ol Crlilornie

)
59

lo earlier

)
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Ir
O[ cburse, thcy are no less unhappy and

are Dili and Gogo in lheir vacant waslela

' -l
I

in rheir oidcred *orl.I th"n
anlz and Guitdensterh view

lhrough ihc 
"y"i o[ one charactcr. yel, such a bi

concerns oI thislessay. For the esscnce of lhe pla

ARE DEAD

adtor
ias may helpful to central
ycr's lies in

playing the orded

ldcnslern have loss-

ol Hamlet'r ownolti-
social ', psycholog-

of an opcreting
them wc will"

in the fell of Sparrow"
himsclf lo enacling his

rds everyt\in6 he has sought
villainy , the purging

Hamlet him-arid the quietus of

what dawns on Hamlet as an
a visitation o[ lcrror; lor they

hey qrc caughl up has anything
already know thc plot

herwisc be its closed, fatalis-
onc. having been thaped by .

61 / ON BOSENCRANTa AND G
I

lerprrlnlion thJt toltows derives from a view oI the as seen by

the world ol Hanilel lrom a perspeclive

mate vliio6. Shakespeare's irrdtagonist

are aware thaltheir worst fearj
iced, Shakespeire's tcript is their

, signilicanlly 6(f setting
existence.! Mj perspect

conccpf of play[ and I would hope dral whal t learned in
me a practical hint, at least,.of whal lhal philosophy is.

ical crlsis. and melaphysical cbnfusion lo a

through all things, a "divinily lhal shapes
(V.ii. tO-lf ). With this realization o[ r'special

(V.ii. 219-220). his spiriturl sufferi
given rote in the divine plan. a4d i
lhroughout the play comes to pass: lhe exposure o[
o[ Denmark's throne, lhe'avenging of Hamlet
sel(.

lo do with their desires or welfare. And since we, as

lhat a dark

u
For strnrc lcn minut.:s of slagc lime tlostncianlz and

ing coins and waiting, conlincd "itt u plrct rrrrlfurrrt
rcction, ll)., Cuildcnstcrn, the intellcctual of the

U"J
,r"J,

(stage di-
a(t

by conv ng them-
" 1211. paiable

He does
and the

mself can

thal mounts with each call o[ "Heads." Thcn, "on lhc w o[ a windltss
by degrets sensc its provi- hear "thc sound o[ drunrs and flulc" (t8). Thus, tht musiiof Trage-

dians,sremr to promisc rclief lrom their predicamcnt ldcnstern, ln ct, hopes
ro believefor a myslical cnc()unlcr of somc sorl. When Rosencranlz idly refuses

lhal the music is rral, Cuildenstern rclales a fable in wh a successton men who

ol Hanilcl. we are iustified. As William
Babula has not dest they arc "lrapped in a mode
o[ art, lrapped in a mode of litc."{he script that will in thc apothcosis of

scc a unicorn dcny the lruth of their miraculous cxper
sclvcs lhal thcy have secn ".t horse wilh an arrow in its f,
is lar more applicable to his situation than Cuildenstern
not'oller a moral to his littk: tale; yel in a scnsc, all thal
Tragcdiairs will point up that moral.

betwecn h

Whcn the Playcr and his band finally stragglc onstage
appointed: "lt c{ruld have been-il didn't have to be
bet,n-a bird ouf o[ season, dropping bright-fearhered
have been a tonfueless dwarf standing by the road to

ldenstern is dis-
tt d have

my shoulder It could
was Pfe-Po lhe way

such as the of a ro-
given his ex ons,

of prosli (27); but
constilute a k o[ ob-

fears his and
yer haili

iest.

weights the play what;would
tic perception o[ ive is a slan

my experience ol performing the role o[ the Player.'Conscquently. much o[ thc in-

! The qrroirtionr erc lrom I[e f,irrmL' Srrdl..rrk{r". cd. G. Btrfemort Evrnr (8o*on. 197{1.
. 'Thc Pley-Lifc lrlctephor in Shrltrlxerc:nd Stopperd," Illorlan Drene. t5 (l9Zl-7J1. 179-tl.
t C.l. Ciinel:rir ("Abrurdirm All?rcdr Rot.atriuill .nl Grilrlctu,tcrtt Arc Detl," Dtamo Sunvy' ?

ll96&6,9f, 52-5!l rnd Thomr R. Whitrtrrr lFichh olPloy in Moden DtamclPnnstton, l9fll,pp. 12-17)

both nrtc r tignilicrnl tcnrion in thc pby brtwen rbrurdirt prmircr end en ehcrn:tivc tr]tticciiva o{

rom. rort. Giene|erir larta'thir lettcr lrclor primerily in Stoggerd.r rymprthctic plryfulrnr ed
lighrrn ol rom. r'hilc lYhit.L.. IEanlr lo lhc'l.<it elllrrution" end cclcbntion ol pley implkit in thc

pley'; Jrrlormem.. ,ilt L.y.nton ('1lim From e Rcvolvinj Doorr Tom Stopprd'r C.nm lo D.lG,-

Qr.rnr Qrorterly. 7f I l97l l. l!0-12l rin6,lo out th. Pl.y.r .r rprlr nlint rn rpptotch to crirlcnct el-
tcrn.tiw ro lh.r ol Rctrr.nlr tnd Guil&nrlcrn. rlx-icrlly thror3h ecrin6 ar. "w.y d lilc rnd not

mcrcly I mitto, uP lo n.tut.." Ycl rhc lindr lhir r tlewcrl epprorcli r 'gurtly dcllnrivc mcerurt" lhrt
"rtm norhin6 to ?nrich thc toul it protrtr." Eech ol lhcr vicwr ln prrt tnticipettt my own. thou3h thir
osy 6ricr conrirlcrrbly lurthtr, I btlicvr, in itr cmph.ril on lhc Plqytr tnd llrt Tregcdirnr enrl ltl lntrr'
prcl.liqn ol thcir riinilictn<c. I

. nr ihe Altb:me Sh:kcrpcrrc Fotivrl in leZ7. (x uheltvcr lnpighlr provc ol vrluc in thir oly. I

murr eJtnowic,lse ronrhlcreblc rlrbtr to thc dir?ction ol Mertln L.lFblr tnd lhc pcrlormlncir ril 8ruct
Hoerd Ir Guiklcnrtcrn end Mrrk Verirn l Ro*ncpnrf . 

I

)

unheroic, traveling in a random direclion toward an unk goal, the rans
play out the roles predctermincd for thcm by the gory 'amas o[ repcl-
loirt. Wc immedialcly sense a mclaphor hcre f or thc plight Rosencranlz
denslern, soon lo enact the parts dictated lo them by Sha 's script

lrrrcrl. Dul it's this, isltl" (27!-. He has hpped (or an
mance might receive at lhe outsel of his quest. Bad
lo be confronled by "a comic pornographer and a
worse still is the implication lhat the Tragedians do
sccne anli-omen. a grolesque rellection of Guildenstern's
his fricnd's place in the order o[ things. At lhe outsct, the
lellow artists" (23), and lhis seems to be a kind o[ iecring

slern himsrlf senscs a connection: 'You said something-a
the aclion" (26). The l)layer rcplies by prcsenting them w

in IIrc Rapr' of tlw Subine Wonh'n reflrcls figuratively
cranlz and Cuildenstern as thcy are "caught up in the

'All qu(rl.lronr rnrJ prgc rrlrrcnco lrom Rotatt.rtiltl tui
Prc$ cdrtron (Nrw Yorl, lg6al

and tawdry emblrm of their condition: poor Alfred, role, no mat t lhe
script, musl be that of thc hr:lplcss antl used victim. What toA [iterally

both "as

rbby and

Cuil-
ilderi-

I BettinB up in
an even m .explicit

t will happen
Hnntlel

Rosen-
of

Atc Dmi tn I thc Crovc

the commenls

Hamlet has loreordained them to

and Guilrlenstenr Are Dead not
vacuum. at liberly lo wait for a

is the an ironic account o[ human
or meanin8ful action. ln this my point of focus will be the

his ts the of the Tragedians and
mcaning lhat counter-a of

)

Airifr in lhis same world, StJppard's central
denlial plan moving around and through thein.
epiphany comes lo Rosencranlz and
have no assurance lhat lhe g,rand scenario in

us, lhen, with figures in
does not arrive. Bul neither

without access to hopc.

) )
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Yet Guildenslern. in his aversion to thelrrgedians, misses the [ull significancc o[
what lhey do and what lhey are. For, despite their soiry condition, lhc Playcr and
his trorrpe are thal vcry hint o[ mogic lor which Guildenslern has been looking. OI
Goursc. we as audience are in no way disappointed or disturbed by lhe Tragedians.
For ur, lhey are a welcorhe addition to the show; lheir incessant slapslick and mock
histrionics infuse the stage with playfulness. ln fact.,in all their onslaSc momenl3
they call atlenlion to and celebrate the practicc ol dramatlc play ilself. The Playert
enteri:rg cry. "An audience!" (21 ), not only cxpresscs lhe character's respoirsc to
finding Rosencranlz and Guitdenstern; it affords lhe aElor playing thc Player in op-
porlunity lo voice all the ioy, [ear, and anl accompahy his first step in-
lo our presence n the course of nce, I found lhat Stoppard

63 / ON ROSENCRANTZ AND GUII.DENSTERN ARE DEAD

provides the role of the

PerI intersect in a common testimony ro the nalure of the theatrical experi-
ence.

behavi ior o[ the Tragtdians, howeVer, runs beyond the boundaries of what
consider lheatrical circumstancer; and this perlains to mora than lhe

callcd to lhe powcr o[ play in lhc lheatre: rhrough their
change onc place into anothcr. cnd onc action and begin a

Srreting of "fcllow artists" has in fact been a
hcld out to Rosencranlz ind Cuildcnstcrn, for
valid modc o[ attion and bcing.

more sophisticatcd modcs of play, and in the process
member lheir own names bul lo anticipate and rehearse'
with Hamlet.

limis in play, a

ilt
ln the course of Act 2, the Player and his troupe clarify dem-

onstralc thc approach lo exislence they rcprcsent. Late i lhe first act,
Rosencranlz and Cuildenstern themselves begin to with ttre lo lhat
approach, with play as a means o[ ordering and coping th rcality.' Guililen.
slern puns idly on lhe subiect o[ the King's memory, repeati an
licr line of thr Player's. asks, 'What are.you playing at?" reply
They're dll we have lo go on" (al ). The notion that lanBu itself is a f
a system of artificial counlers lhal can bc manipulated a rd mprgvlse
meanings, leads lhem lo explore its possibilities as such in
"Queslions and Answers." Subsequently, lhey go on to
Guildenstern plays the role of Hamlet while Rorencranlz

he game o[
nother ga in which
inlerrogales

from word-assoriation to dialogue lo dramalic tnimesis, explore

, aclors on can
one. Bul w n Stop-

pard s [iction, the fact lhat lhey have so totally transf, lhe conditi 6f .reality
as llosencranlz and Guildenslern have known it unlil now the ns new
authorily and attaches a special signilicance lo lheir Like lhe Guilden-
stcrn had hoped to find by the road, thc Tragedi:ins do

ln has

"point the
which the

" The

my own
Player wit h such when character and

we

truth' ol thcir siluation, acccTl lrom lhe outsct their dislocatcd and
unfree condilion. lhat they cxist within a dramatic plan over which Of course, thcy lorgel their namcs again momenls laler,
they "have no conlrol. they "takc ltheirlchances wherc ltheylfind them," plrying with l=lamlet is a ihambles (ltoscncranlz scores il lwen
their roles as best can. wherever and whencvcr thcy must Play thcm: thvor l57l). The point is that they are nol yet experienced repea

atlempls break do\,r,n in confusion, and they are lef I lo ask, What's lhe ga

are the iules?" (4{). Neverlheless, lheir vcry lack o[ at meaningfu play pre-
pares them lo recognize lhe authorily of the Player, and their second nler
Cuildenstern pays him lhal recognition, ly,

CUIL; You're cvidently . man who Lnows his

PLAYER, l've been herc beforc. '. .

they are prepa to render. Their playing is all<ncompassing and
Always in cha never out o[ costume, they recognize no limits to the

lime place a
tegri if you look on

M than a prof
tn8 the

runs dceper
and band are

who at recolinize, let blone come lo terms wilh. the

come up heads. lmmedf ately afterward, a lighting chinge lranslorms "a placc wilh-
oul any visiblc charactrr" lo lhe intcrior o[ Elsinore.'and Ophelia runt on, pursued

by l-Iamlel. Thcre is a tivo-fotd implication here. On one level. our atlenlion is being
l!

t Thc tthycr Gvln runr in . th.cntrcth<(nrury v?rrion ol lhc thrrlrua ,nrtt.ri ll(t6. lYhcE lohn
Oab{rrr r .Archrt Rrcc t.unrt .n unroFrnrlvc rpurk hrll eudlcncc wilh lhc plce. 'l)u't <leg tm
herd-ir'r r vtry old buildiry" llhc Entertt|m lr*cw Yor\. le5|1. p. 5e). thc Pleytr, rl r rimiler mo'
mcnt. inioc. Don'l clep trxt lou.lly-it r e vcry old xxltt" llll,

it comes ly to you,

" 166l

being in lhe business 30 lo rp.ak.

Deing in the business, he is a pasl-master ol a theatrical and a
way o[ exisling. and he proceeds to educate
lhelic and a philosophy. Nearly all hir max ndeed

an aes-

hvels,"
since thqy rest on lhe assumplion lhat truth

manage not y to re-
apprbaching nler

their aclual tew
lo lhree i Hamlet's

, their
What

Anrt I know which way lhe wind

GUIL: Operating on two levels, art we? I

is blowlng.

low cleJerl

ims de ir

onsta[c

Io[[stage
It

'ate "on
truth

of play,

Thus,'

dramalic play, and in
an enlrancc

they profess "a kind of in-
exir(beins clse" (2E).'

then, the acting ol the is ln effect a way of liv-
of ,their lo Rosencrantz and Guil-
thi ironic ioke it to be. Like them. the Player

And they do so in
Guildenstern, can

call

lirsl cncounter
The Player aSrees

lhen Iollows
crantz picks

court. Or the nighf .fter. Or lo thc tavcrn. Or not" (25).

thal thelr drama, likc that of Rosencrantz end

tnding only. Dqspitc
I

lor:i rnd comic banlcr, lhcy

arxl r playing area. Roscn'
on and discovcrs lhal il has

)
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I

UII.DENSTERN

I

ol self delense. a ,elreal from reality into emply hislrionics.
gedians in no way insulales lhem from lhe pain and fear o(

fhe playing the Tra-

and Cuildcnstern experience it. On lhe conlrary, playing grcater nds on
lhe Tragedians and rendcrs lhem that much more They must every
aspect of their lives on "the single assumption which Itheirl vta-
ble-that somebody is urotclrirrg" (63). They ,ur1 r'pledge" r "idenl (64) to
the principle lhal every detail of lheir cmot tons, and aclions, howcver

DEAD

lashing out
rmal" (81).

. And
one is
in the

all the
partic-

CUlt: l'd prefer art to mirror lifr, il ir's all
PLAYEIi: lt's all the same to mc, sir.

YER: For all enyonc Lno-s, noihing
only ther which is raken to be

ir.

he samc lo you

lol l

to bc t.lcn on trut!; truth it

inlimate, is worlh making fest with all the style and they can
thcy musl havc the courrge lb do sir in spite o[ lhe constant ity lhat
watching, ttrpt thry are playing in a silcnt, unresponsive "stripped

\
oanr

(rwn s(Trsc ol nakr:dness and vulncrability in performance.)
ing, howcver, lhcy are affordcd thc hope of giving meaninB
mcaning may nol be inhcrcnl. Thus they havc acccss lo a

anynothint bchind it, but il docsn't
Onc ects on :rsunl3tions. Whet

o[ living. Then mey bt
ro lon3 et il ir honortd.

mirJtlh: ol nowherc . , every Scslure, evcry pose, va into the thin.
lalcd air" (63). (The actor speaking thcse lines, too, has lhe

return fpr Play-
n which

kind of
crealion o[ somcthing out o[ nothing.to As the Player puts inast that ex-
prcsses lhe corc ol his credo, "l rxtracl significancc from odrama, a

which it does not in fact contain; bul occasionally,,[rom ou of this matter,
the shell morlali-

It'r thc

about-lhal isn'l whal makes il dcath. lt's iust man [a ing to
all-now you sce him. now you dtln't, lhal's the thing
ule and gnne lhe next and never coming back.
nounccd, a disappearance gathcring weight as it
with rltath" (84). lle dcnies, lhen, that dt'alh can

trlprs a thin bcam of light lhal, seen al lhe right
ty" (83),

Finally, Guildcnsti'rn rciccls what the Player has

Tragcdians rcpresrnt: "Actorsl The mechanics o[
ular, he reluses lo.rccognizc lhe worth and validi
csl talcnl: "No, no, no ... you've got it all wrong
of it is nothing lo do wilh sccing il happen-il's

sibly, oulstrippt'd the prescnl lcnst o[ thc llrutt[',
rtrring ol llosencrantz's and Cuildcnstrrn's [uturc

you act death.
ot and blood falling

exil, nobtrusive unan-
heavyon, ntil, Iinally; it

octed; t il can be
And in ing this,

lity 6f all
t's rdal."

in his
as their dress

tn play to The Lilc Death
"chcap impos-

I and

, can

,p mel
what' claim as r great-

datcd into play and so cndowcd with man-made
hc denics lhe same o[ life, inrisling upon lhe du
"now you sr:e him, now you don't, that's the thing

llut Cuiklcnstcrn has failed to grasp whal has

Tragcdians' sccond maior slroke o[ stage'niagic.
ol 'flp 1i11rrrr1.'r ol Conzogo has metamorphosed
ol llosrncrunlz ,llul Guilir,trstcnr. Tlte action o[

etic mir-
their ulation by ius to

'Srr l.evtn',u. pp .llb 17. lnd Whitaler. pp. l{. lo-
lo ll rr hrrr, lxrhlpr, thal lhc play rrwtr tlr trurtl .ft'lrl I

tronr l)iJi lnd (,116rr hlvt tn thctr linrlrrr rlalt. lrritlt tht ur

thtrr rpoll.lrt ahrlrly trr rtrrprrtvr{'6rnrcr. lhtrrby ltmporerily qnllowinS t}r'rr

consola-

ertil iciel

)

The option lhal the Player resenls is nPl, as some crilics have suggesled, r form *nrt rrl lolm anrl mrlntnl In (rtrrr.r. r.r'rl! orrrl (rrrrllrrrrlrril yltc Dt*I. lhc lcnuour'
hoJr rrprcxnttJ hy lhtr x'n* ol plry lxromcs r mrlor ch.r.Ilanrl e rtrlmatirtd'lhil

nolc ol

real:

One ol thr
trl onc

t
I

Acl nalural. You Inow why you'rc herc
We only know what wc're told. end cnough. AnU for ell wc lnow it
isn'l cven lruc.
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escort Hamlet to England.

67 / ON NOSENCRANTZ AND

Ycl, once again, antl this lime irrcvocably, Cui
play has oflcred him:

CUIL: Wt art' littlt mcn, we rton't know ihc ins and
within whcels, el cetera-it woultl be
.dcsigns of late or even o[ kings: All in
alone. Tic up lhe lcttt'r-lht'rt -ncally-likc I
*.41, lssuming you were in characler. ;

llul wh.rl's the point?

l)rtn't ;pn;, 1,t*..
llc's rlrrnr nolhin6 ro us.

Or juslice. 
l

It's awlul.

Dul il could hlvc bcrn worsc

gocs along wilh him; nromcnts laler, he dcclares
lcllcl" (l l2): Thus both (t[ them specifically opt ,

ERN DEAD

the op ioq that

sof matler, there wheels
uouJ us lo i{ith.thc

I rhi wc'd advisdd to well
won'l nolide broken

uo-rrrI

shown
Jvilh

ntz

ially their dealhs at thc hands o[
[ic thal the Player describes has

the rulet. ar they did in lhe lirsl act

tnd beforc eilhrr of them rtal-
his pcrformancc, has lorn opcn
{r09).

the' English king (61 -82).

preParalory discussion or aSretement on

Their improvised scene quickly 8,al hers moment
ircs'whal has happened, Rosehcrantr. in hcat

sea voyngE, and fi;
the vcry sorl of ma

ROS:

(;tJll.:

l{os,
CUIl-:

Iros:
(;dil",

Cuihl:nstrrn dclibr:ratcly look5 1s11, from what he thin m of light
him.' llc dcnies that hc is capablc o[ knowtcdgc lhe ity that
it. l{c insisl} on bcing a littlc man, without choice signiI nce. And

they 't know in the
a mode life without ning,

evcn if at lhc cxprnst o[ somcone else's illogical a uniust th. ln a sense all that
lollolws is anliclimax where Roscncr!ntz and rna concerned have
passcd lheir crucial moment and they have lo be lors-mtlch 'to
thcilscl vrls lhan lo Hamlct. Thcy will play out tn nd
otti lo discovcr lhal in dcnying thcir signilicance s actors

realizes thal,
ir,
orsignllicanl dcalhs (l2l-1221. 0ut prior to that,

alive, they have willed thcir own nonbcing: "l[
il r21.

slopped n8 we'd

V

One morc signlfiq.rnt cpisodc remains. l[ lhc ton and
Cuildenstern is cfi ccliv rly over, the ongoing ic belween Cuil and the
['laycr slands unresol vcd. Anrl so, Inr a linal

more,
to

Thrpu6h their repeated conlacls with the Tragedians. lheir playing has grown to bc
a spontanmus and intuitive aAlvity. As rhqy @nder'what lo say upon erriving Ror-
encranlr inslinctively assum€:i ihe role of the English kin6,. and thc dialogue begin .

and' rea<i
I

Thus,

aloud Claudius's Ior

Rosencranll and Gu
effecl, they have managed lo duplicale sorl o[

Rosengrantz and
tter lliat scali

and dcmonslrated. Through the encrgy
have crcated "a thin bcam ol lighl" that
workings ol thr scripl containing thrm

lheir ol crisls as prol.Bonists. ln

com

lhe Tragr:dians. A[lcr rcading lhe le lheir deaths,enc(lunlcr
Cuildcnstc rn once more prolcsts thcir helpl an{ beJvilderment as li le mern

miraculously. lhcy have whel
thcy had despairt'd o[ havins: choicc and t ly to acl, Perhaps lhey are nol
l)rincr llantlcts n()r w(re mcanl ltr bc; do lo lurn aside lhe
coursc ol cvcnls will provc lutilc, and lhe to Engiand and death
in any case. Ncvcrlhclcss, thrlr playing ha made availablc lo lhr:m lhe opporlunity
lo define signilicanl vcrsions of sclI a concrele moral dr:cision and a subse-

scripl has predcslincd lhem to obscurc
ims ol the gtxls than as lrailors hoist by

quenl JCti()n. even il a uselcst oclion. ll t

tltaths. lrtllt'r lo perlornr those de.rlhs.rs
lheir orvn pet.rrtl

l

Was it all {or this? Who art we that so uch should converge on r. li I tle
rutSlrdslt to r[r'Phyr'r:) Who are u'c?" 22l. ts nt lo bc
bul thr l)layer will not lt'l il 80 una

Yrtu arr l{ox.ncr.rnlz anrl Cuildcnsttrn. 's cnough. '

ruch en end-arid still.No-il is not enough. To bc told so littlr lo
be denicrl En crplanllion-
ln our r1[t31*acc, mosl lhings end in

CUll., (/*rrr r.r'rrlr'orrr'... Jrrtr[]:Yourcrpcrienct -Aatr)rrllr.. rrrrrrrrr', a 4r.q.r1.'r lnrnr tht lrr'lt anrl ftolrls tfie

"l\ut why?
deaths? (Ilr
rherf,rical.

l'llAYtR,
c(rrt.,

I

t'dAYEtt,

)
Pl.f.v.,l'r ,rrr.xrr: lllr Playu lrrrlr ar,t Cril ,pr'.ll'ilt ,rro'

I al lhe

come lo pass. He and his
light" and trained it on the
ing lo "crack ihe shell" of its

victims of thc gods?"
of lheir dealhs. '1y'ictims

which some vcrsion of self or
has bcen erprcssed, lhe alternalive

ol

potentialhis
dignity or imporl.
dcath in a contexl

a dcalh. can be. Th[

indicates an ironic death,
with a dramatic vision of

denies that such a vlsion, or
will become crucially clear inof rhal

J

as bt
lh

act. Irteanwhile, to face wilh a unicorn, hc insisls that he sets only a

Guildenstern lhe o[ th
Act
boal

l,
I

: Playcr's advice, he and Rosen-
3, in fact, they play their most
to England and moving lrrevcr-
bout lheir approaching deslina-
Lt a blank (108). We, o[ course.
rl lor lhem England will be thc

do not ceasc to play.

an

fully
undiscovered
!i[e-script. ln

counlry from
the face ol

I rav( ler returns, lhe ending of thcir
/ rcsorl once again to play. thislhe

the Player hrs spoken o[
of their play-acling. lhey
illuminalcd lhe shadowy.
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I'm lalking aboul h-and never erpericnced t[at, And you cannol
arl il. You dic e cleathr-with none o[ thet intcnrity which
rquG?26 out lilc .. no blood cold enywhcrc. Bcceusc cvcn er you die
you know that you come in a tliflerent hat. Bu! no ona tetr up .tlcr

sccond-hend
clolhes. and that's
Ani he puslns llrc

Again, Guitdenst6ln dcnies t

or rendcred legible by human
having foregone the chance
inlendstrot only to prove thc
by inflicting on the Playcr a

Yet. far from putting a statc for thc
Player's besl pcrformance. to his knees
and then to thell oor, suflcrs lence passes.
the Tragedians "start to
bounces up lo receive lhe
course. The Player has nol
strales lhe relracting knil,
play's ultimate strokc o[ stage
actcr of the Player, apd the
and the meaning o[ lhis lies lo a considerablc extcnt in its dimension
as perlormance.'There's more unconyincing," the Player has elrlier con-
fided, "than an unconvincing dealh" (77), and he'might have added rhat therl is
nolhing morc difficult than a

rlr'arlr-lhcre is no applausc - thfre is only silencc end lomc
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and in
brings

oul lhe poetry in him. lt's commonplace, he says, but he expresses thal
place lyrically. And the commonesl lact of all, enacled "tragically,
becomcs somcthint rich and slrange, a miracle of art. Guildenstern's reply ually
characleristic: 'No ... no ... nol for rs, nol like that. Dying is not and

nnntically.l5o there's an end lo thal-it's commonplace: light goes with lit
lhe wintcr'of your years thc dark comes early .., " (1241, As atways, dea

said, has to bc;fkcn on lrust-whcrcas Cuildcnstcrn's
promrslnB .lmprrrcrsm.

dcath is nol a game which will soon be over .., Death is not anything .,..

not ... lt's lhe abscncc of prescnce, nothing more.,, the endless time
coming back ... a gap you can't see, and when the wind blows through it,

t3

nevet
makes

nd

no sound ... " (124), Cuildenslern, too, retains an eloq uenc€ ot the end, as asa
sad, stubborn insistcnce on the trulh as he sees it. Stoppard d not undu weight

followthr crse againsl him. lt is plain enough that if we side with the Player
much more in the wry of (aith than of reason-everything, as he Play'er h has

lhe onslage carecr o[ thc l'lay,
the rolc. Thc actor musl give
[tar. waves o[ physical pain;
breath. Hc must lax lo the f u

s()nal cxper'cnccs), as rvcll as

lI the monrcnt makes suprc

rw,itrcncss on lhr. same lrul
death and accommodaltd il i

ly possible-by rendcring il

Sttrppartl docs nol provide
the l'layer. At thr: cnd. thcir
trrrce thcy rcprtscnt. .tre rec.r
gathcring darkncss on a.chara

iving {ornr to all he knows o[ death: bewilderment,
' lading ol speech, o[ consci<,usners. and linally oI
s own obscrvations (and thus his most painlul per-
p()rvcrs Ol imaginalive proicclion.

demands. on thc aclor, it can also evoke a pcak of

o lht rcalnr o[ hunran exlicrien(e-nr far as is human-
lo arlislic [orm.

I

lormal rtsolulion 1, 15u drbalc ol Guildrnstr.rn and
ng virlvs, anrl lhc opporile approachcr lo eris-

by sidt. Thc l'layer tlirappcarr into thc

At lcast
one. This. lhen, is the most crucial point in
, I lound it lhe mosl eracling single lask o[

is born o[ an

Yct it sccms to mc that the play's ending is suffuscd with unmisla , if un-
stalrd, scnsc o[ rr:solution. Ultimatcly, Guildenstern docs die deaih he

{or. His rr:pcated insislence on the meaninglessness o[ (and thus of
c6mcs a sclf -fulf illing, prop hen

dis-
the
life

thc light uncercmoniously
appearsl" (126). ln every
l)layer has shown us thcrcsponse Irom the audiencc are n(,1 duped to lhe extcnl lhal Guildenstcrn is; wc

do not aclually believe that a
char.rcter called lhe Playt'r is

on is dylng onslase. l't e do. however. assumc thal a
ng and that lhe actor playing him is bending all his

abilities toward portraying t dcath. ll lhe per(ormancc is a successlul one, we pay
it thc lribute o[ our mosl allcnlion. When thi ttlayrr iumps to his [ect a13ain.
rve are shocked-nol so muc by lhc unexpeclttl as by the suddrn af(irmation of

tantously, both performer and character locus our
Through pl.ry, each has cncountrred thc reality ol

rvhit we already know. Si

through play. He has insislcd lhat it is "enough" to be Rosqncranf
interchahgeable

and
slern; lhat one's given namc, even if a choice between and
ly meaninglcss names, is cnough with which lo create one'C own meani Final.
ly, thc play oplion is vindicated not only by the words and actions o[ the Player but
also by lhe accumulaled expcrit'ncc o[ the play itself in performance. The actors
playing tloscncrantz and Guildcnsttrn, loo, have acted deat\ and lile; and we our-
srlvts. by our prescncc in lhe lhealre anrl our assislanc€ as addiencq bear ah aclive
rvitnr:ss to the validity and ct'ntrality ol play as an indispensa\lelperhaps tle indis'
pcn5rbh-hunranskill. 'r I

" ( Dyiry tnil t he dyirr.g -trrgic ull y : ro.

lo sel
a3

to all

lrl Utr aO hilt.

death can acted, can in any way ,.....i';'"'r:j
point he nlrsl dcny such a possibility,

death inlo meanin6. Now. however, he

be-

. l-lc is, in fact, cchoing an of

with

is much more sig,nilicancc to this, the
il was done with mirrors. Thethar.

playing characlqr, [aue, literally, acted death.

)

tcrisl ic
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Ihe Strate$r ol lfl,or,eneranlz and
Gutldenttern Arw lDcad

aoilG fivc ycars ego, I witnessed r production of Tom Stoppard's Rosenctantz and

l'errildcoitern Are Dead * dre Alvin Thertre in New York Ciry. I left the theatre

YO O. scnse that I had just attended a production which had "worked." To say this of

]i*.* production (or perheps eny work of art) is to express a feeling that the event

]"I'..t fving in ways which escape immediate or concrete explanation. Evcn when I

Irrmined dre script of Rosenctantz and Guildenstern Are Dead the reasons for the
.J..rlr.n*t of Stoppard's play seemcd elusive. The script is, after all, blatantly

IJrrrir., not only in its reliance for framc on Hamlet, but in its collage of thcmcs and

fcrricrl devices so clcarly drawn from tn essortrncnt of major modern playwrights.

Ir.n , no, reading of the play reveals its concern with such issues as the absurdiry of

Iumrn c*itt.nce, alienation, the rediry end illusion of theatre, the significance of history,

,a O.r. conccrns and their modes of expression readily call forth Pirandello, Brecht,

tcclcn rnd manY others'

Muy ptayr, of course, succeed despite the absence of any claims to originality or

nnovrrion. Broadway has bccn filled for decades with Xerox-copied productions. My

ouuUing over the rcsponse to Rosencrantz ond Guildenstern Are Dead is both a concern

ridr drc effcctiveness of dris particular play and with how and why one makcs judgments

&out one's rcsponses to rny drama. Thc term "worked" is hclpful to these explorations

Dcruse it cmphasizes the activity of the play as opposed to a perception of a play as I
frtiC Object whoSc meaning or thcmc wc scarch out. The tcrm, howerrcr, can bc too

limircd if we do not eugment it with a prcpositioni that is, I am not as much concerned in

my criticism with how the internal pars of a play fit or work in relation to each other,

br widr how the play works at, towards, or on an audience. Although I believe it crucial

to consider cvery artif.ct in terms of its workings on en audience, in drama (and certainly

rn music urd dance as wcll) thc physical movemcnt through timc and space before an

ldience whose physical presence asserts itself pressures us constandy away from

ryndretic stetements about tDe nature or tbe ida of the piecc.

I bclieve drat what we mcan when we say that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead

"rot*s" is drat it has r potcnt and appropriate dramatic strategy, a lucid and meaningful

,r$p on thc relationship of every moment of the play to an audience. t borrow thc term
rrrtcgy from Kenneth Burke, who speaks of focusing on thc srategy of a work as the

Hclcnc Keyssar-Frunhe receiaed ber Pb.D, from the Unioersity of lowa in 1974, and is
.uu an Asistant kofessor in Theate Arts at Amberct College. Sbe bas taught at a
tvmbcr of otbet institutions, including tbe Unioersity of Pittsbwgb, Canegie Mellon
Univcrsity, Monis Broun College in Atlanta llnioersitlt, and Nepark Coltege of
Eryinccring. Her dissertation, "Tbe Aadicnce Relationsbips and sutegies in Blach
Dtlme," is soon to be pablisbcd,
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center of critL . and demonstrrtes this vividly in the brief essay, "Antohy in Bchalf of
the Plry."l Burke's crucial insight is his perception of the script as manipulatorof both
acto6 and rudience. The playscript not only thus hrs a discerniblc meaning, but a distinct
task or set of tasks.2

The event of a play, botlr for actors rnd audience, is not only one of acknowlcdging
ccrtain ideas or feelings, but of experiencing them in a unique sequence and rclationship.
lf the rerder can discover the sources and expressions of the playiitight's control over
drat sequence, he will have discovered what I am calling the dramatic stretegy of the ptay,
and with this insight the reader will own the play in such I way that it exists for him as

performance, in his imagination, if not finally on srage.

To search the script of a play for its drarnatic smategy necessitates that we approach
the play in an obvious way: that we look at what happens and at the given sequences in
which events occur. We look at meaning, at sounds, at visual imlges, of courrc, but we
cannot be satisfied with describing these, we must ask what thcse suggcst in terms of the

stance, of the actor and the effect dn the audience, ateach moment. "Whathappens?" is

only initidly and superficially a question about the script. It should immediately become

a qucstion of how its lines makc thb ectors pcrform and the audience rcact Distinctions
between performance and audience reaction are often subtte and difficult to determine.
Even more problcmatic than determining the difference between what is happening for an

actor and what is happening for ari audiencc is distinguishing beween the spectetor's
spontancous reections and his reflections about thosc reacdons. Further on in this paper,

for example, I speak of the young tragedian, Alfred, es "winsome" which is a conctusion
6n my part about the apped his vultrerability has had for me, rather than a description of
my immediate reaction to his lines.

Therc is evidence in Rosen*antl ora Guildenstern Are Dead thatTom Stoppard is

himself not only aware of a play as being a set of strategies, but is overtly concirned that

the audicnce have this ewareness. Ftom the tide of thc play and its obvious relationship
to Hamlet, through the emphasis on the Player and the number of speeches about theatre,

Stoppard strcsses thtt Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is a probing of the nature

of the mcaning and experience of theatre, past and presenL This interest in the

relationship of the play on stagc to an audience is emphatically and provocatively
expresscd in a passage in Act Two. Guildenstern responds in "fear and derision" to the

Player's declaration that what actors do best is to die and to kill,

I Kenncth Eurkg "Litereture rr Equipmcnt for Living" rnd "Antony in Behdf of the?lry,"'fit
Pbilompb,y ol Lit*ary Forzr (New Yorh 1957), 9p. 216262 rnd pp. 2?9-290. I rm indcbtcd dl

Oscrr Brorrynstcin for bringing both Burke rnd thc notion of strrteg:f to my ettention. My thenks dro

to Trrcy Strong, Timothy Gould, Miriem Gilbert, Drrwin Turncr, Thomes Whitakcr end Kcnnctt
Burkc for helpful conversetions end criticisrns rs I sought my oJrrn 3tr.tcgy.

t Burkc is, of coursc, not the only critic to hrvc rddresscd himself to thc strrtcgics of drrmr ol

litcrtture, but few drame critics hrve focuscd their rttcntion on the relrtionships bcrwcen eudicncl
end script which t urge in thir pepcr. Among thosc writcrr who heve bccn concerncd with thc

stretcgier of dremr, t havc found thc worlc of t. L. Styrn, Herley Grenville-Berker, Elir KrztG
Stenlcy Crvell end Thomer lilhitekcr prrtictldy hclpful.

Since writing this pepcr, I hevc elso discovered thc "Appendix" to Stenlcy Fish'sSclf{onsumi4
Artifucts, (Berkclcy, Celifornie, 1972), which is en cxceptionally rrticutete discussion of r strategc
mcthod.
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OU SCf€a.,r rnd choke and
catch them unawares end
" (Hc svoigbtcas np) You

This passage, read with I sense of the entirety of Rosencruntz and Guildenstern Are

ntad. urd wirh dre acknowledgment that Stoppard's strategy must begin with the
-*"irion to lse Hanler, suggcsts his overdl strategy for the play. Stoppard wishes ro start

Irr.n, prrti.ular whisper in the "skulls" of thc audience, and to do this effectively hc

lrur,'.ir.h drem "unawares." Part of the effectiveness of Shakespeare's play lies in

-rrrinc thet "The play's the thing wherein we'll catch the conscience of the king,"

ili,ir,- the haunting whisper of the penond redity of death, both forClaudius and for

Irc rudien"c. But the quotation from Rosencruntz and Guildenstern Are Dead ilso

.gqcsrs why Stoppard chose to rewritc end recmphasize Hamlet ' for him, er least, rhe

-i .gy ol Hamlet works in a different way than he would wish, or simply does not work

for r- mid-rwentieth-century eudicnce. Stoppard turns from the grand hero to two

opcmumeraries, from the historical setting to a barren no-placc, from a specific time to

narime. The essence of why he makes these changes, the core of his strategy, is there in

thc p.ssage just quoted, but to perceive the how and the more elaborate what of his plan,

ir ir nccessary to turn to the events of the ptay itself.

Rorncrantz and Guildenstern go through the motions of waiting to play their parts in

Hamler, playing those roles and avoiding plrying those roles, If they have a primary desire

ir b ro cscape dcath; if they have an antagonist, it is one of whom they are not fully
to6cious, the playwright or the "director" of that which forces or dlows them to play

drcir rotes This implies that what they need, what they should be striving forris freedom

of will. What Rosencrantz and Guildenstern discover during the course of thetplay is thar

drcy rre not free, that they cannot escape their roles, and that they therefore cannor

crcrpe death. The essence of Stoppard's strategy is to juxtapose scencs in which

Roscncrantz and Guildenstern operate outside of their roles in Hamlet to scenes in which

rhcy do cnect them; this creates a sense of the possibility of freedom and the tension of
dre improbability of escape. For both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and the audience it
rppcers through Acts I and ll that they may be existing or can exist ouside of their roles
in ttamlet; if this is true they may be free to escape the deaths implied by their
Shrkespearean roles. The trap for both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and the audience
comes in Act lll: there they appear initially to bc outside Shakespeare's script but,
ddrough the script has been enriched, the sccne on the ship reveals that they are servants
of thet script, and that the ship can only sail in one direction.

Stoppard knows from thi first moment where he wants his characters and us to go,

but he does not dlow his characters and audience that same knowledge. His control of
bofr audience and actors begins, even before the opening lines, with the title itself. The
rudience for Rosencrantz and Guildensten Are Dead can be presumed to have at leasr
heard that Rosencrane and Guildenst€m are minor characters in Hamlet who die near the
md of the play; the audience may even know from its own experience or from that of
Clrudius and Gertrude that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are constantly confused, each
with the other. How much more thc audience may know about Hamlel will, of courre,
very considerably from spectator to spectator and will affect the complexiry of response.

t Tom Stoppard, Rosencrantz and Gaildenstem Are Dead (New York, 1967\, p.83. Hereafter
cited parenthetically in the text.

rhc mcchrnics of chcrp mclodrrmri That isn't leathl (lttorc quietly) Y

."a ,o trrr knees, but it doesn't bring dealh home lo anyone-it doesn't

l"i rrt. whispet in their skutls that says-"one day you are going to die''

iI - rrny times; how csn you cxpect them to belicve in your derthPr
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The knowledget .h dre spectator brings to the theam secms to mc morc important for
Rosencrantz and Guildensrerz dran for many plays, but Stoppard's stretegy does not

Prcsumc an exceptiondly sophisticated audiencc. He does prcsume rh* Hamlet h$ ,,

myfiical place in our culture and will thereforr function for an audience in much the
srme wey thet the trtes of the gods did for a Greek audience.'

An eudhnce is expected to come to this play, then, in r state of inteltectud dertness,
curiosity, urd perhaps even nostdgia, and tfie actors know this about their audience.
When dre curtdn opcns, two actors appcar on dre stage, do not revcal for some time rheir
identitics in narne or nenrre (ddrough we probrbly essume drem to be Rorncranrz and
Guildenstern) but commence to play what apperrs to be rn absurd game of coin-tossing
witlt strikin$y improbaHe resuls, and an equdly absurb word game. The audience is not
ennoyed or lost, but curious end erter and immedietely involvcdr on at least a simple
level, widr drc problcm of identity. The acton certainly cxpect ttris and trkc r stance of
confidence and self-indutgence.

Once thc play hrs commenced, Stoppard's strategy is not to satisfy the audience's
curiosity but to enlarge it. We are tolil in the initid notcs that Rosencrantz is not at all
mrprised that the coins dways come lp heads (his gain), that Guildenstern is not rcdly
concerned about the loss of money bui aware of the peculiarity of the "luck." How is the
rudicnce to feel rbout these strangc odds? Curious ccrtainly, bafflcd too, but also

incrcasingly ready to eccept thet the world on stage is not like any world we know, and

drat itr this wodd, almost "anything can happen next," es Rosencrantz will assert at the

end of Act ll.
f
The effecs of dre gamc on Roiencranrz and Guitdenstern, both materially and

intellecnrdly, also give the audience afiandle with which to rpproach the play's constent
problem of discrimination between il,o.en.r"nt, and Guildenstern. Each character is

appealing but in dbtinct weys. Thus, crrly in the play we can begin to seperate the two
characten even if we cennot narne thetn. We envy Rosencrantz's winnings and admire his

ability to lcceptr to take things as they secm to be; but our sronger sympathies are with
Guildenstern, who not only toses his coins, but this eerly in thc play is revealed as a

"loser" because of his ewareness of the problems in his identity and situation. Awareness
breeds pein; the intcnsity and extcnt of that pain are not apparent in the first scene, but
dre signs are planted on dte road.

The audience will sce that both arc seduced by games of chance, but we must leern

dret Roscncrantz will play with whimsy and blunt acceptence, whereas Guildenstern
participates widr incrcasing rescntment and horror. Rosencrantz is too consistently the

victor over his friend. but wins with much kindncss and some embarrassmenti

Guildenstern recognizcs and accepts the oddity and perhaps deccit in this but worrics
over its mcening. Rosencrantz questions and finds given answers momentarily sufficentr
Guildcnstcrn is a skeptic for whom the only enswcns are intolerable. For Roscncrantz, thc

' lthethcr thic ir indeed tnrc, rnd how this might complicrte or simplify our rcections to

Roscttc?antz and Guildcnstetn Arc Dead, rre intriguing qucstions but ones which go bcyond thc scopc

of this pepcr.
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I1esc ways of distinguishing rre notable because it is r mattcr of what happens to

6em, ls well as whet drey do, which separates cach from the other. It is dso cruciat that

ire rudience dbcowr some initid sympatlry for Guildenstern since it is his whisper which

must findly dtunder in dte cars of those before him.

Ihir initid sccne is r sclf-consciouJ gune, rnd the rudience is to be made aware both

of drc drama's playfulness end is self-consciousness. When Guildenstern says in his first
linc dret "There b an art to the building up of suspense," or when Rosencrtntz sugges6 r
few speeches later that it's "Getting a bit of a bore, isn't it?" each is clcarly talking about
drc plry and drus forcing us to look et dre pley as e play. Stoppard wants ro establish

iniridly, and he will rcemphasize repeatedly with lines and events of similar effect, that
hir pley is not drc same kind of experience as the witnessing of or participation in an

atcnq cvcn a dramatic or histrionic cvent in our daily lives, and that we are not to lose
arrdrrcs in the world of dre play and becomc one wid'r ir From dre beginning, stoppard
rrcrts strongly that drcse men on stege are actors playing characErs, distinct in their
chrrecten end worlds from us, drat the play is a conscious creation, an illusion (or at 1east

r scp.ratc reality), and a play. The cue which he gives the audience tt a'l *ris game is
rndogous to sporg when dre score is tdlied as'seventy*ix-tove," which suggcsts a very
rtrrngc game of tennis, clarifies further how thc audicncc is to perceivc the cvents on
rtrgc. Tennis provides an aPt metaphor for thc verbd volleying which occurs berwcen
Rorncrentz and Guildenstern, and for our expericnce of continually turning our
rtlcntion from one to another with only moments of reprieve. No matter how absorbcd
onc mry become in the witnessing of a tennis riratch, it remains an cvent at which we
rrtch . display of skills.

Once thc sPcctator has become awarr that she is srpposed to sit back in her scat, she
crn begin to Pey attcntion to the quasi-philosophical banter, to the cosmic epigrams and
to drc almost casual, fordrright cxposition of previous evcnts. Initialty, moreover, the
chx.cters on stage arc givcn no graspable emotionel life. We can listen to, laugh at, deny
or rcept Roscncrantz and Guildenstern's conyersation about Fate, probability, the
indbtinctness and illusoriness of time and memory, without e sense that we are missing
romc hidden emotional tension, and we need not respond in a direct or intense emotional
frshion.

tf dre message appcars to be that the characters on stage are, because they are ..onty" 
!Srtors playing perts, without clear or intense feeling, emotionally barren as well as it

rirurted in a barren no-place and no-time, we must eventually feel something about this ty
ulry emptiness My initid response ro emptiness is anxiety, discomfort, but the
chrracters'reminders to us that they are pl"ylng roles modifv these feelinps ro, (,'n(e



90 / ttrur;.tT'roNAt- 'rlrEA'rRE JoURNAL

(
drrt, "Thk b on\, - phy-it's notreal," That such e response on my perq or on the prrt
of any spectetor, is not accidental ir made clear nelr the end of this first scene.s Aftcr a

lengthy, complicated speech by Guildcnstern concerning the fortuitous, the ordained, and
dte "unsurprisingness" of preceding evcnul, Rosencranrz, who hes been cutting his
fingernails, intemrps, as if he had heard nothing of Guildenstern's mqnologue, and
comments "tfiat thc fingernails grow after deadr, as does the beard." This stimulates r
brief exchenge benrreen Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about beards, toenaits, fingernails
and deadr, which is notable only for the intense irritation it causes both characters, The
mcre mention of the word death ceuses a momentery intensiry; Rosencrantz end
Guildenstern are becoming uncomfortably aware of the death-like qualiry of their
charactcts and situation, but are able to put aside thrt anxiety because their real selves

seem scperete from dre roles they play. For the audience and for Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern it is dre fist moment of awareness that the two characters may not indeed
be frec, but it is a moment to be recaptured tater, not sustained now. Without murder or
screarns, Stoppard has started the "whisper in [ourl skulls that says-'One day you are

going to die.' "

At this point the audience's responies to the play on stege are not so much rcections
to dre character as concurrcnt with'those of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Stanley
Cevell's insight into Beckett's plays and thcir relationship to an audience suggesrs thc kind
of expcrience which Stoppard creares:

tt fu not thet our reletionrhip to Bcckctd! chrrectcrl is morc intimtte, but there ir no distance rt
fl or no rccognizeblc distence betwcen thcm tnd ur. . . l{c clnnot scc ourselvcs iz his cheracterr
bccrure they rre not morc chrecterr then rrtist portrrits ere prrticuhr pcople. Thcy htvc the
rbstrrction, rnd thc intimtcy, of figrres rnd words end objects in r drcem..

This is clcarly a different experience from drat which we feel when, in classic modern
dreatre, we speak of "identifying" with a character, if we mean too facilely 6y that

Process "being one widr." ln Hamlet, we do not precisely identify with Hamlet for we arc

not onc with Hamtct, and wc do not die with him. Rether, Hamlet is "present" to us, we

must "acknowledge" him and thereby admit our kinship and our separatencss.? As Cavell
says of our relationship to srch charactes of classic modern drama, "Whar is rcvealed is

my scperatcness from what is happening to them; that I am l, and here. lt is only in this
perception of them es separate from ine thar I make drem present That I make them
othet 

^nd 
face them."t

ln Rosenctant , and Guildenstern Are Dead, however, both because of the continud
assertions drrt Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are acto6 and because of the minimd

t Although Stoppard dividcs his script only into Acts, I occaionelly refer to scenes in thc Frcnch
scnsc, rs delinertcd by thc cnrtncc or cxit of cherecterr

'Here end in thc forthcoming footnotcs I cite perticuter prslngEi from Stenley Cavell's "The
Avoidencc of Love: A Rcading of King Lcor," a,nd "Ending the Weiting Game; A Reading of Beckcttl
Endgamc" in Must Wc Mcan What Wc Say?, by Stenlcy Cevcll, (New York, 1969), but t .m indebtcd
not only to thc cntircty of thcsc two csi.yi but to dl of Crvell's writings conteined in Must Wc Mcan
Wlrd, Wc ScyT rpecificelly for my understending of the terms "prescnce" rnd "tcknowlcdgemcnt,"
end for e fine comprchcnsion of e strategic epproech to dremr, Crvell, p. I 3 l.

' lbid., pp. tl2-rir.
t rrr;,, D. tll.
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6d derdr, but is forced to the extreme of that absence by thc play's assertion of its

a,stence as theare. We rcach a point where we must acknowledge this very state of

rbsence. "In such circumstances, a purpose of tragedy remains unchanged: to make us

Drrcricrl, capable of acting. lt used to do thet by slrowing us the natural limitations of
Lrion. Now is work is not to purge us of pity and terror, but to make us capable of

fccting drem again, and this means showing us tlat there is a place to act upon them."lo

1tc discovery of dris place, for both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and the audience,

begins in the second scene of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. We already have

onc rudiencc watching the performance of one set of players; now new characters

identified as playen enter the stage creating an audience on as well as off stage. What this

b ro accomplish is suggested by Stoppard through a tde which can illuminate the episode

tur may dso confuse the spectator. lmmediately prior to the enrance of the Playcr and

drc nrgedians, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern hear music (a tongue'in-cheek refcrence to
fic birtlr of tragedy out of the spirit of music?) which inspires Guildenstern to relate a

rcmingly irrelevant story about the appearance or vision of a unicom. frn"t is

nmrrkable in dre story is that many mcn cncounter each other and rclate that they have

ren thc same vision. That this occurs, Guildenstern comments, means that

r dimension is edded thet mekes the expcriencc rs rlarming rs it will cvcr bc. A third witness, you
understend, rdds no futther dimension but only spreads it thinncr, end e founh thinner still, end
rhe morc witnesses there are the thinner it gets end the mote reasonabte it bccomes until it is as

thin es rcality, the nemc we give to the common expcrience. . , . "Look, look!" recites the crowd.
"A horsc with an arrow in its forehead! lt must heve been mistekcn for e deer." (p. 2l)

For the audience of Rosenctantz and Guildenstern Arc Dead the situation seems to be the

rrmc as for thc witnesses of the vision of the unicorn: the more the stage is peopled with
chrracters who have shared and will share the experience of Hamler, and who can
rtcognize Rosencranrz and Guildenstcrn, the less abctract, the less fantastic, the less

birrne appears the scene on Stoppard's scene. Witlr the entrence of thc Player and
Trtgedians, Stoppard Segins the process which will eventually allow the audience the
partid understanding which is part of the psychic trap. "Look,look," we will be tempted
urd rclieved to say, "Roscncrantz and Guildenstern arc notelusive ghost figures after all,
drey ere ordinary men easily knowable in the "real" world of Hamlet."

I tbid., p. ,46.t' th;d.. o. 347.

ct
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Rosncnntz rnd Guildcnstern's encountcr widr dre Pleyen dso extends for thc

audiencc dre illusion of dre possibility of frecdom for dre centrd chancters. Comparcd to

dre Player, Roscncranrz and Guildcnstcrn eppcar frec to act: the lrtter arc now in drc
position of an audience, but not e ceptivc onet they cen attend or not attend, deman(
rcqucst, rcict. Thc Playen, howcrrcr, hevt r repcrtoirc of scencs to pctform. Thcy crn
only morrc from perform.nce to performance; at this point in the play Rosencrantz and

Guildcnstern arc functioning outsidc dre script of Hamlet even drough thcy ere connected

to thrt script by the very prescnce of dre players from Hamlet. Thus drey appear not only
to bc "frec" as an eudicnce is frec, but frce as actons to extend, dter, rccreate theirgivcn
roles.

The frrst effect of the entrance of tlle players, dren, is ro, to crcate in dre eudience an

even mone bcwildering scnsc of rcality then previously; Stoppard's purpose is very

differcnt from that of Pirandello in Six Cbaracters in Seorch of an Autbor, or for dret

mrtterr from Shakespeare's in Hamlet. We ere drewn back towards dre comfortable, the

old familiarities of theatricd entcrtainineng of "blood, love, and rfietoric" rs the Player

asserts. Thc audience is cven ellowed,. in this first sccnc with the players, a moment of

old-feshioned, scntimental pity, when tte winsome young Alfred reveds that he has bccn

sexually and professiondly ebused by bodr comprny and eudience. Thc slpcrficid
familiarity of dre melodramrtic roles.expresscd by drc players fuomHamlet allows thc

audhnce to respond morc openly to tfle harsh, setiric portrlit of drcetr€ and its memberr
which dre Player asserts in his speechcs and the Tragedians substantiate in their very

appcarancc. Yct thc audicnce is being fed a dclusion; it is not prepared at dl for still
an$rer dimension in our dready bturred perception of whet is real, a dimension which

wlll trc crucid to Act lll.

Immedietcly upon rfie dcperore from the stage of drc Players, Stoppard moves hir

andience furdrcr into the "real" world of Hamlet. tn the initid pantomime of Ophelia'r
cncounter widr Hamlet, as well rs dL subscquent sccnc of Rosencrantz and Guildcn
stcrn'r introduction to Claudius, both Gertrude and Poloniur arc humorous end

informatirre. ln essentid action and in words drese sccnes ere as thcy ue inHamlet,brtr
drey function in a manner similar to i crrtoon. Our response to a cartoon has to do with

both rccognition and dbtortion. ln drb instance the audience is presumed to recognizc rt
least drat these are Shakespeerean characters, if not precisety who they are orwhat thcy

ere doing. The distortion lies in the contexg which may dter meaning but docs not

apparendy dter contenL The scene then proceeds to clarify for the audience earlicr hinE

of a confusion of identitier between Roscncrantz and Guildenstern, alr wctl as drcir

relation to Hamlet and thcir task in Elsinore.

We arc not allowed, howcvcr, to remain in dris increasingly recognizablc alld

comprehenrible world. The whisper of deeth is still inaudible; we arc not yct rcedy to tr
"crughL" To remind his eudiencc dlat dris plry is not Ha mlet, thart a gern€ of a diffcren'
kind is still being played oug Stoppard remrni to Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn, who r,t
once again done rs drcy were at the beginning of tlrc play. We end they are left waitin$

cxpectent of the next intrusion, since we once again are left without the impact of cvcnt

or pesonality or ploc To wait here is not to ect, so our ability to believe in the freedod

of Rosencrantz end Cuildenstern turns to discomfort and uncertainty, Stoppard
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his strrtegy by hrving Rosencrantz say: ' 't feel like 
" 

rp..,r,oJ rppalling
business Thc only thing thrt mrkes it beerable is the irrationd belief thet somebody
intercsting will come on in e minute. . ." (P. 4t ).

Lcft done, Rosencrtntz end Guildenstcrn c.n only play, this time with words atone.

The cmptiness, the eurr of deadr which surrounds them is unbearable for them and
unberreble, too, for dre rudience. To fill this void, Roscncrantz and Guildenstem decide
to r€herrse their interrogation of Hamlet by playing r gamc of questions. As in the first
rcnc, drene is no question but drat we lrc to be spectatots et e sporti not only is the
rrminology of tennis agrin used, but the exchanges are brief, fast, cleverly and skiltfrlly
mmipulated. The game is a parody of Oxford philosophy, but white satirizing the forms
of thrt approach, cannot escape calling ettention to the seriousness, the ...ningfuln.r,
nrfrich the questions of that school assume. The rule of the game is that every question
must be responded to with another red questioni no rhetorical questions or non-sequirurs
rrt permittcd' One loses when one answene e guestion. This is crucial to the appreciation
of frcedom in Rosenoantz ond Guildenstern Are Dead, because thc sense conveyed is
rhrt an answcr is a box' an enctosure which stops action and creatcs the death of the
qreakeri questions are vitd, freeingi answers ere dead and enslaving. This is true for
Roscncrantz and Guildensternr it is dso true for the audience. Many of the questions in
dris rcene are provocative, important philosophicd questions, but if the spectator
tncmPts in her own privacy to enswer these questions, she witl lose the sense of the
grme. she can only participate by foltowing the seguence of questions and trying to
formulate her own. 

r
As in the first scene-, stoppard's principal strategy is tike tlre seductive cape of a

bullfighter, including within its folds odrer concerns and dependent for the complixiry of
its cffecs on dre knowlcdge the audience brings to the theatre. Thc guesiion game
cntcrtains by is shecr brilliance; it calls forth respect for inteltigence but also awaneness
drrt intellectud games are loncly sport, often seeming to l"ad nowhere tangibte or
srfficienc Thegame also increases the audience's ability to differentiate inteilectually and
cmotiondly between Rosencrantz and Guildenstern; Roscncrantz is able to get into the
game, enjoy it as a space filler;Guildenstcrn is not abrcrbed by the game formorr than a
momcnt because he is repeatedly thrown into meditation or distresls by rhe content of a
question and because he is constantly aware of the difficulties in the meaning and
intention of the game itself. As the question game becomes mone specificaly a rehearsal
of the encounter with Hamlet, the iudience becomes increasingly aware of Guildenstern,s
differcnce from RosencranE in that the nature of the former*is to discriminate, initiate,
contemplare, and imagine, whereas thc habit of the ratter is to describe and respond.

It is both ironic and appropriate that Act I concludes with the first and much-awaited
cncounter between Hamlet and Rosencranz and Guildenstern, and that the essence of
dris encounter ties in Hamlet's confusion of the identities of his old school chums. The
final note at the end of Act I is ligh t, for all three characrers laugh at Hamlet,s mistake: it atis an otd joke. For the audience, it is a new and better instance-of ,h. j;:.';;';;;:;";; Idre experiencc of confusion of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern', ia.riir;.r. b;;; il r!point we may also feel superior and somewhar separate from Hamret b.;;;;, rritii r,l-, \
1e 

hlve begun to discriminate: we already know Roscncrantz and Guildenstern better
dran he does.
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That dre begil 3 of Act tl ir a continuation of the closing scenc of Act I not only

indicatcs rn unintemrpted flow of cvent, but a strategic continuity and evolution as well.
Act I setr up thc worlds of Rosencrantz and Guildcnstern Arc Dead nd Hamlet u
distinct and seprretel the rudience has distinct and distinguishrble rcactions to each. ln
Act Il fresc worlds ane more intensively end intimetely juxtaposcd. Scencs between
Ro$ncrentz rnd Guildenstern in isolrtion aie again interspesed with kenes in which
drey interact with characters from Hamlet, but Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are elonc
for much briefer periods, and when they rre left to themselves their c.onversetion is far
morc concerned with the evens of Hamlet than in Act l.

For dre eudicncc, Act ll of Ros errfiantz and Guildenstern Arc Dead briogs no sutprise,
no demand for a ncw kind of rcactioti, but rafiei a settling into a pattem of rcactions
with a devefoping case which erises out of a double sinse of familiariry: we see more and
more of Hamlet and thet is ground we know how to view or feel confident that we arc

being provided e perspective on. The ntort eppercnt Shakespeare's Hamlet bccomes, the
more comfortablc we feel. We have also experienced the uncertainties surrounding the
identities of Rosencranu and Guildenstern sr.rfficiently to acccpt es "nanrrd" the opaciry
of their convcsation and thus we are more direcdy entertained by their wit and satire. By
dre end of Act Il, we can asJume that we know dl we can know of the purposc, situation,
and desires of Rosencrantz and Guilderistern. A continuous thread of ambiguity has been
confirmed and in this confirmation rEsts e certein security. As Guildenstern says in
anodrer of his reveding fables:

?
A Chinemen of the T'tng Dynrsty-rndl by which definition, r philosopher-dretmed hc wrs r
buttcrfly, rnd from that moment he wls ncver quite srre thet he wes not e butterfly dreaming it
wrs r Chineesc philosophcr. Envy him; in his two-fold sccuriry. (p. 60)

Like the Chinese philosopher we cen be secure in our ambivalence, and sit back,to enjoy
drc vicissinrdes of the games.

Simitarly, Stoppard stills our "nii.ry about dre frcedom of Rosencrantz and

Guildemtern. The centrd characters seim to move easily in and out of Hamlet; there is

no rceson not to fiink drat they cannot continuc to do so. We can overlook that when in
Act ll drey are playing their roles in Hbmlet, those roles remain exacdy as Shakespeare
wrotc drem rnd if Hamle, is to continue ineluctably, then Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn
will have to allow their roles to conclude their lives or theirlives to conctude dreir roles.
What we do not know in Act tI is if the lamer is possible; what Roscnc(antz and

Guildenstem will not accept is that the former is necessary and inevitable.

Stoppard's manipulation of the audience into repose is, of course, another of his

strategic tricks, and once again he tells us our proper response when, in a convenation on

how to handle unceneinty, the Player says "Rclax. Respond. That's what people do. You

can't go through life questioning your sinration et cvery tum" (p. 66). Hc does not yet

went to "catch us unawarcs" but he must prepene us to be caught, In repose, we ctn

absorb the increasingly frequent allusions to death and the definition of human identit,'
without reacting strongly at each mention. We take in notions inteltecnrally which

become a fund to enrich our emotionel response in Act lll. When, towards the middle of
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Ac. ll, Roseilcrantz rnd Guildenstern discuss their ebil ity to conceivc of their own
derths, when they suggest drrt we cen only imagine ourselves dive in r box or coffin, the
intensity and concreteness of dte focus push us, too, into visualizing death. Yet it is

because deadr seems rcmotc drat Rosencrantz and Guildenstern can discuss it so vividly
rnd thrt dre rudience can contemplrte their converrtion becruse it sees itself as distant

from dre cvents on thc stage.

By the end of Act ll there arc numerous hints thet the remotcness from the rctuality
of death is ebout to be dtered. Rosencrantz, Guildenstern and Hamlet are, in fact, going
3e "change ground"; they are being sent off to England. The summer is coming to a close,

drert rrc no leaves, "lt's rutumnal." If the audience has settled into any form of
comptecency, Rosencrantz warns them clearly that this will not continue. He concludes
Act Il: "wc'vc come this f*. (He mooes toaa?d exit. Guildenstern follows bim.) And
besides, anything could happen yet." He, at leest, still sees the future as opcn, frcedom as

r possibiliry. The tension for the eudience is that in calling atrenrion to the furure,
Roscncrantz rcminds us of what we know happens in Hamlet, and although we may want
to eccept hb naive asscrtion, we must recdl that in Act It we have witnessed the essential
eyentsof Hamlet exacdy as they were originally written.

tf the closing lines of Act Il seem somewhat self-conscious, they are purposefully so to
prcpare the audience for the immediate and significant changes in Act lll. Although the
drrkness and emptiness of the scene when the curtain rises on Act lll may recalt the
commenccment of the play, the setting is not now no-place but very specifically a ship in
dre night carrying Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, and Hamlet to England. And, althougtrwe
uc rgain witnesses to a long, isolated conversation between Rosencrantz anfiGuilden-
stem, the substance of their dialogue reveals that thcy no longcr exist at any point in a
scparate or ebstract world, but have been absorbed entirely into the setring of. Hamlet.
They cannot get off this ship.

Throughout Acts I and ll of Rosenctantz and Guildensten Are Dead drere is, for dre
rudience, always the will to believe in thc possibilityiof escape. Stoppard could change
dre story line. We have given Rosencranu and Guildenstcrn an hour's attention, and to be
prescnted in the last act with the old storyline would seem an insufficient return upon
our investment of interest, In Act Ill,. however, Stoppard double-crosses the audience,s
cxpectation drat he will change evens. Thc openness of possibility, in which Roscncrantz
rnd Guildenstern trusted at least tentatively at the beginning of the play, and to which
dre audience has tenuously clung, has now been abolished. As Guildenstern seys, "We are
brought round full circle to face again the single immutable fact-that *., Ror.n.rrnr,
rnd Guildenstern, bearing a letter from one king to anot}er, are taking Harnlet to
England" (p. tol).

Tlre movement of events in Act lll reveals just how completely Rosencranrz and CJGuildenstem ere now limited or cntrapped. They are not only unaule ro escape roy"$:l time, enother place. but they are being manipurated in.r,o.ru|'to|f,,rilffi: !1ft
And dris deadr is no longer an abstract or inteilectuai notion, but dre real and physical
tcrmination of each of dreir lives. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sense the rurn evenrs
have takeni they are increasingly anxious during their cncounter with the pirxr(.s an6 r6r'
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dbapperrrncc l. {amlet rnd troubled by drcir ncw confinemenL lt is not until I

Guildenstern rrads the letter which they arc to prcsent to the King of England, however,

that dre totdity of their imprisonment is rcknowledged. It is not someone clse's death,

nor the klee of deedr which he is reading eboug but the cnd of his own existence.
Roscncrrntz rnd Guildenstcrn cannot recognize drat they are nothing morc norless than
characten creatcd and controlled by Shakespeerc to act out specific roles in Hamlet. As

charecter they cannot escape dre playwright's plotl rs actos they cannot remain on stege

and escape dreir roles; es mcn they cennot stay in this world and escape death. This
acknowledgement affects Guildenstem so intensely that, for the first time, he becomc
passionrte. Not only does he reved anguish and terror, he is dso provoked to his first and

only persond act of the play: he attempGs to kill the Player. But this final attempt to act

out of character, and thus teke ori another character whose end would perhaps be

different, necessarily fails. Widrin a life, within r play, there is space/or play, but the end

is set before wc begin: "There's a divinity that Crapes our ends Rough-hew them how we

will." lHamler, V.2.10) ln acknowledging this, in knowing that they must and will fulfill
dre derdrs plenned for drem, Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn must eccept dreir identities
as Roscncmntz and Guildenstern; there can be no doubt as to who they are. If we, dre

audience, acknowledge our mortality, dren we begin to know what it is to be man, end

drat what freedom we mey have must be worked out within the parameten of this

acknowledgemcntr not in ignorance of or denid of drem.

The idcntity of man is defined by his mortdityr the morc profoundly one accepB thc
knowledge of one's finitude, dre perlond acudity of death, the fuller is one's identity,
dre morc fully human one becomesi wittrout deadr, man is amorphous and uncertaini
withinfderth, men must take on chirecter, feeling, and meaning. This is the dramatic
outbust of Act tll; it is dre undcdyidg essertion of the entirc play.

Rosncrantz and Guildenstern's discovery of their Fate not only crcetcs e new

self-image for them, but deeply dters ttrc way in which the audience cen respond to

drem. The specific knowledgc of the deatlrs of Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn means that
drcy will "dbappear," and we cenndt ignorc that condition or respond to it coldly. wc

must feel something at drat loss of presence, we must feel something at their loss of hopei

dre anguish and terror which we feel at the loss of presence is precisely what we must fccl

personally about death. If Rosencrintz and Guildenstern have to die, so do we. Less

obviously, rnd more to Stoppard's particular purposc, if, in a world where odrer

probabtities rre radically dtered, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern cannot dter their endg
we in our ordinary worlds can do no morc. The entire thrust of Tom Stoppard's strategy

has been to make this undentanding whole, profound and red for his audience, by

capntring us in r world strange enough that hope and immortaliry seemed viable, only to
reved this world as no different from our own and thus unable to contein either hope or

immortdity. We are forced to acknowledge the wey we wish to see ourselves end our

world, and to acknowledge dre find absurdiry of that dcsire.

Whedrer or not thb stratqy works bccomes the probtem of the director, ectors end

designes who producc Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Arc Dead. To realize Stoppard's

srrategic conception, or that of any pleywright, the dircctor and his compeny shouldgo
much further than I have here before commencing to translate that strategy into
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drcrtricd terms of casting, movement, voice, images, sounds, lighting, make-up, ctc. The

iric oudine of strategy must be deteiled in every line of the play. This mey seem obvious

io rrny directorsi I wonder, howcver, if thc slighting of this approach to a script is not
d,. .rrr. of many of the diseppointmenB which occur in simply rcading r play or in
6oving e play from page to stagc. How oftcn have performenccs occurrcd where

flrywright5 decry the production because it has not "been true" to their script or where,

&rpire rn excellent cast' ePpropriate set design, and the asserrion of central themes, the
oii.r*. remains unmoved in any direction? These are rhetorical questions, of course,

bccrusc stch failures do occur and most frequently, t drink, when working with modern
dnmrs in which stretcgy is often obligue or complex or simpty new and yet where
dircctors-bccause the material is modern-sometimes take forgranted that ttre theme will
-rg;ke home."

widr a few exceptions, plays are constructed to be expressed by actors to living
odienccs. To ualyze a play, therefore, through the traditional paths of literary criticisri
urd 6en to seek out theatricd metaphors for literary discoveries is to ignore until too
lrrc dre csscntial cxistence of an audience. tf we wait until opening night io acknowledge
lnludicnce,wcerenottrulyacknowledging that audience at all. This is not to say that the
onty vdue in a production lies in iis success with an audience, but certainly failure to
pcrccive the strategy of a play is a failure to understand the dialectical function of drama.

ts4.
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lnatance, rllth a happy, Nell Stnonlzed endlng, or a verelon of ,,The
Harrlage Propoealr' ln shlch Looov and Natalla reraln alngle. Uhy
trould the play be the eorae for lt?

4. For studenEa eapeclally lnterested ln televlslon: select
a play you have read that you bell.eve rpuld lend lteelf partlcularly
sell to the uredlun of televlelon. Dlecuae hor you vould go about
adaptlng 1t. lthat changea, tf any, uould you have to nake? l{hat
probleus uould you cncounBer ln produclng it? SuggeeElon: A play
uhoee actlon la conflned to a sDall apace ulll probably be noat
readlly adaptable. ("The l.torkhouee lJard.,r Oedlpue Rex. ,,The
Harrlage Propoeal,'r Cone Blos Your Horn, the Ounrb Walter, The Glaes
ilenaEerle, The Zoo Storv, or The neal IneplEior HoundJ 

-Toplce for Hore Extended Papera (600-1.000 sorda)

l. In A Doll House, Othello, Hother Courage, or sone other.
full-length Ela[I.Gcun EtriEratf6'i'e'fir.pa berrreen rhe Dain charac-
ter or characeera and the nlnor charectere. ahoulng hou the ulnor
characters help lllunlnate the naJor onee.

2. Coupare the role of the chorug ln Oedlpua Rex ulth that of
elther Tm, uho cormenta on Ghe action ln The-EllEi-Ilnagerle, or
Blrdboot and Hoon ln The Real Inspector Hou;a;-;f,;-F;;mk1nd
of chorua corrmentlng on the t{uldoot t{anor Delodraoa.

3. Conpare and contraat tno characters (or tso aliuatlone) to
be found rrithln the aarne play: for tnetance, the charactere of
AIan and Buddy ln CooETlos your Horn; or Alf Doolittle, Duaroan,
and Alfred Dooll!tle, Gent.--Llzare father tn pvBmallon, before and
after hls lnherltance.

!. An aaalgnuenc ln creatlve vrltlng: Hrlte a ecene of your
oen thaB olght be added aoueghere to a full-length play 1n Bhe text.
A play sllh an eplaodlc atructure, auch as llother Courage, nlght
better adult such an addttlon than a tfgntlyllottedlfa] e,rch as
Cone DIou You! Horn. Irltate ae best you cen the playvrlghrte
fanluage ana-itd-dlrectlona; keep the charactera conalarenr slrh
the rest of the play; try to caEry on, lf you can, tlE playsrlg,ht.E
.central theoe. (None buB your finest sEudenta should be encouraged
to teckle thla one.) ;
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3. For at leaet a Donth. keep a peraonal Journal of your ex-
perlence ln rracchlng draoa on stage, tovle acreen, or televLelon.
Try to nake use of nhatever skllls you have learned fron readlng
and atudying playe, and deronatretc hos you have bccooe a .ore
crlflcal and perceptlve relber of the sudlence.

The Glaee HenaSerle and Nllht of the lRuana. (For eooe
offer gtudenta, aee the dlacuselon of llenigeile ln thle

Dead.
Play
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The theoe of reallty alaBe 1n tso
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Rogeacrantz & GuLldengtern Are Dead csBat

Ia hlc uaat oa tThc Blrth of Tragedyri l{letzache argucc that Eaolettt
faablllty to act ltcol frm hle loss of llIuslon about tbe vorld.
Iladcrgtsldlng kllls actJoari bc iontcuda, nfor la order to rct uc rcqulrc
thc vell of l,.llualon.i f,l.ctzachc bcllcveg Eanlct bas ilookcd dccply lato
tbc tnrc laturci of crletcnce aad uadcrstaade thst he can do aothlag toiuorl aay chaage tn tbc ctcrad coadltlon of thlage.i 0ucc thlc itryth and
ltr tcrrorn la rec!, lltetzachc coacludea, Eao,lct bccoaeg auarc of nthe
gbeatly abeurdlty of c-lstcoccrtr ald nDlutea lovadcs hLu.i (Taklag thls
rlcv, thc ghoat ln Egg!g!. bccooee a fagclaatlag ftgurc-lltcrally aa
Llluaton urglag thlt Eadet ect rcaal'agfirlly ln a vorld rhoac nean<ag ls
cnnbllag arouad hfu.)

In ea, Gycot,, To Stoppardta @1g3 ! Gulldenstera Are Dead playa
lngcnloualy oa thlr profound crlatcntl^el percrptlon. Idkc Eao,let,
Stoppardta rcluctent bcrocg arc cal.lcd oa to act reatrlagfirlty, but ftad they
crlaot, or at bcgt cen oaly blundcr lato rctloa. lnd yct clcarly thcy
lhuc aoae of the aguscatcd dlcflluclonncat f,lctagche aacr{'bcs to Eaolet.
Oa the coatrtrT, Roacacrantz aod Gutldcnstcra ecelc tiroughout ttrc play a
reaaoaablc, rcl1ablc baclr for ectloo-! ltartlng polnt thrt vould glve
structurG aad c-agc to thclr d.ggloa. Ibcy bclleve vholcheartedly la tie
l11uslon that they can relcc a dlffercace by thctr actloo. fct at1l1 they
..irrot tct.

Is a 3-l PagG Gasty, I raot tou to dlacucs uhy Boaeocrrotz aad GnlldeustcrD
caaaot act cffcctl,"c1r. Eov do tlcy go about preparlag for actlon? Eov are
tbey coaarltly dlaappolatcd? In the abanrd rorld of thelr play, rbo
can act! and vhy? _ Turalng l{lctzecbc around, bor cra undcrsteadlag tbe
rc.nlaglcsaDcra of crlgteacc be tbe only baals for actloa? -
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Introduction

Tom Stoppard
Tom Stoppard was born in Czechoslovakia in 1937, the younger son of
Eugene Straussler, a doctor employed by a leading shoe company. Two
years later the family moved to Singapore, and from there, in order to
escape the Japanese invasion, Mrs Straussler and hcr sons were
evacuated to India. Dr Straussler, who stayed behind, was killed. In
1946 Mrs Straussler married Kenneth Stoppard, who was scrving with
the British army in India. Thc Stoppards moved to England whcre Tom
continued his cducation. From 1954 to 1963 hc worked as a journalist,
first for two West of England newspapers and then as a freelance.f

Although Rosencrantz and Guildenstern ore Dead (1966) was
Stoppard's first major success, hc had already tried his hand as a
dramatist by writing plays for both telcvision and radio; he has
continued to writc for both these mcdia, oftcn producing work of the
highest quality. In 1966 he published a novel, Lord Malquist and Mr
Moon, which in its intcrests and imagery is clearly a closc cousin lo his
early plays.

Stoppard is now firmly cstablished, on thc strength of Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern are Dead, The Real Inspector Hound (1968), Jumpers
(1972), and Travestias ( 1974), as a dramatist of wit, inventiveness, and
technical britliance. All of these plays, as he has himself recognised, arc
broadly similar in structure and rcveal the same concerns (with, for
cxample, thc physical naturc of the stagc, and with stage illusion).
Rathcr than rcpeat these early successes indefinitcly Stoppard has
recently sought, taking thc lead from his portrait of Lenin in Travesties
and prompted by what he saw and hcard during a visit to
Czechoslovakia ln 1977, to treat overtly political themcs from the
vantagc-point of an expatriate East European dramatist sympathctic
towards the sufferings of dissidents (including dissidenr dramarists) in
Eastcrn Europc. Every Good Boy Desenes Favour (1979), Professionol
Foul (1919\, and Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's Macbeth(1979)ateall, in their
tstoppard's cntry in who't who providcc r brsic outlinc of his carccr. Rcfcrcncc shoukl
rlso bc madc to: Ronald Hayman, Tom Stoppard, Hcincmann Educational, London, t977
(third cdition, rcviscd and crpandcd, 1979); Jim Hunlcr, Tom Sloppard,s plays,Fabcr &
Fabcr, London, l9t2; Fclicia Hardison Londr6. Tom Stoppard, Frcdcrick Ungar, Ncw
York, l9El.
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very different ways, cxamples of this new political explicitness. (The last-
named is a pair of linked plays. The strange se cond half of thc title is an
allusion to thc Czechoslovak playwright Pavel Kohout who, prevented
by the authorities from staging plays in public, has adapted
Shakespeare's Ltacbeth for performance in private homes. In English
slang'to be in cahoots' with someone is to be in collusion with him: thus
Stoppard punningly suggests both thc name of the disside nt playwright
and the atmosphere of secrecy and conlide ntial co-ope ration in which he
is forced to pcrform.) Night and Day ( 1978), though its setting is Africa,
is similarly explicit in its political reference; in it Stoppard has drawn on
his cxperience as a journalist iir order to producc a serious discussion of
press freedom. Dcspite its el{borate stage-set and its harking back to
carlier work,+ Night and Day ls much closer to the standard 'well-made
play' than anything clse that he has yet writtcn.

Stoppard, as will surprisc no one who rcmembers his habit of grafting
so much of his bcst work od to plays that are well established'in the
standard rcpcrtory, has also pfoved himself a spirited adaptor of foreign
plays. Undiscovered Country (1979) is his version of a play by Arthur
Schnitzler (1862-1931), thc Austrian dramatist and controversial man
of letters. On the Razzle ( l98l) is a rcworking of anothcr Austrian play,
this timc by Johann Ncslroy (1801-62).

I

Literary backgrouhd: Shakespeare's Hamlet
William Shakcspcare (1564-1616)-is thc singlc grcatcst influcncc on
Rosencrontz and Guildcnstern.ore Dead. Without, at the vcry leasl, an
clemcntary knowlcdge of Shalcespea re's The Tlagedy of Hamlet, Prlnce
of Denmark (c.l60l) Stoppard's play cannot be understood.

In broadest outline Hamlet ls the story of two brothers (one dead, thc
, oth€r living), of thc woman who is wife to both, and of hcrson. Hamlct,

king of Denmark, is murdcred by his brother (Claudius) who marries his
widow (Gertrude) and ascends his throne. Prince Hamlet, son of King
Hamlet and Gertrudc, is sickened by his mother's incest. (The marriage
of a woman to her deceased husband's brother was considered to be
incestuous in Shakespeare's England.) His fathcr's ghost informs
Hamlct of the murder and commands him to exact vcngeance on
Claudius without harming Gertrude. The rest of the play, the longest
that Shakcspearc wrote, is an intricate and in places obscurc battle of
wits bctween Claudius and Hamlel, in which Claudius tries to discover
his nephew's intentions, while Hamlet seeks first to provc his uncle's

tln Albert's Eridga ( 1967) Albcrt sings a broken version of'Night and Day', a popular song
lhat providcs bolh titlc and undcrlying symbolism for Stoppard's later play. Cross-
refcrcnces of this sort abound in Stoppard's work, as they do in the work of Thomas
Stcarns Eliot (1888-1965) lo whom Stoppard has acknowlcdged an indebtedncss.

tl ,t-:Ulr k /: r'''r-'''" t' /
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guilt and thcn to punish him at the right momcnt and in a fitting manner.
Somcthing morc detailed than a broad outline is required if we arc to

judge propcrly the use which Stoppard has madc of Shakcspcare's lext.
In the followingsummary of Hamletitalicisation indicates those parts of
Shakespearc's play in which Roscncrantz and Guildcnstcrn aPPcar.

Throughout lhe present work reference is madc to, and quotations are
laken from, the new Arden cditionot Hamlet,edited by Harold Jenkins,
Methuen, London and New York, 1982. Thc Arden cdition is very full
and goes beyond the nceds of all save the most advanced students.
Other, less elaborate editions include: Hamlel, edited by Gcorge
Rylands, The New Clarendon Shakespeare, Clarcndon Press, Oxford,
1947 (and frequently reprintcd); and the New Penguin Shakespearc
edition, cdited by T. J. B. Spencer and with an introduction by Annc
Barton, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1980. Students who reguire
step-by-step guidance of an elementary sort through the difficulties of
Shakcspeare's language may find helpful the Ncw Swan ShakesPeare
(Advanced Serics) cdition, cdited by Bcrnard Lott, Longman, London,
t969.

Act I

Officcrc of thc watch, togcthcr with Horatio, Hamlct's closc fricnd, mect
at midnight outsidc thc castlc of Elsinorc to discuss a spcctral
appcarancc that has twicc becn witnessed. Horatio thinks the witnesses
mistakcn, but bcforc discussion is far advanccd thc ghost, who looks like
thc latc king, cntcrs. Hc rcfuses to spcak lo thcm, and thcy lcavc in order
to summon Hamlet. (I. 2) Claudius is sccn dcspatchingvarious affairs of
Etate. Hc takcs action to stave off a thrcatcned invasion by Fortinbras,
son of King Fortinbras of Norway who was killcd in battle by Hamlet's
father, in thc ycar of young Hamle t's birth. Claudius greets Lacrtes, who
is the son of Polonius, his chief minister, and then by rneans of hearty
commonplaces seeks to rcconcilc Hamlct to his father's death, his
uncle's rule, and his mother's remarriage. Claudius leavcs satisfied that
he has succecded, though Hamlet's soliloquy which follows makes it
clear to the audience that he has not. News is brought to Hamlet of the
spectral appearancp which he prepares to cncounter at lhe next
midnight. (I. 3) Laertes, who has come from France to attend Claudius's
coronation, is aborit to return. Hc warns Ophelia, his sistcr, against
ptacing trust in Hamlet's declarations of love, since, as heir to the
throne, he is unlikely to be allowed to marry as hc chooses. Polonius
repeats the advice with all of the wordiness that is the mark of his
character. (L 4) Hamlet sees the ghost, follows it, and (I. 5) engages it in
convcrsation. The ghost dcclares itsclf to be indeed the spirit of the late
king, murdered by tllaudius. It charges Hamlet to rev€nge the murder

) )
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C\
without in any way harming Gertrude. Hamret agrees, returns to his
companions, whom he swears to secrecy, tclling t[.m ihat he may, in
order to furthcr his plans, assume a disguise of iradness or ecccntrlcity
(the famous 'antic disposition' upon which so much discussion hai
centred).

Act 2

ophelia tclls her father of [Iamlet's distraught behaviour. polonius
hurries off to tell claudius. (ll. 2) Rosenuantz antl Guiltlenstern,
childhood companions of the prince, hove been hurriedry summoned by
claudius who asks them to discover the cause of Hamlet'sitronge conducl.
Polonius tells claudius that Hamlet's madness has been laused by
ophelia's rejcction of him and invites craudius to eavesdrop on
Hamlet's ncxt conversation with her. All, save polonius, leavc rhe siagc.
Hamlct cntcrs and has a riddling exchange with poronius, which
convinccs the lattcr of the correctness o[ his diagnosis. He then leaves,
snd Rosencronrz and Guildensrern enter, in obedience to claudius's
requesr. In the conversotion that follows Hamler gers the better of them,
leornt that they have been sent for, and in relurn letts them nothiig. ihey
announce rhe imminent arriial of a troupe of trovelling players-jusr os
Polonius hunies on stage lo mqke thi same onnouncement. Hamlet
arranges for rhe players t, include in their own performance a speech of his
own composing. once Rosencranrz and Guildenstern have left, Hamlet
announces in soliloquy his plan of proving the king's guilt by me ans of a
dramatic surprise.

Act 3

Rosencrontz ond Guitdenslern report their lack of success to cloudius,
who detcrmines to spy on the next mccting 6etween Hamlet and
ophelia. IIc exits in ordcr to do so. Hamret inters, speaks his most
famous_soliloquy ('Tg bc, or not to be.), and, upon'mecting Opt.tia,
spcaks distractcdly to hcr. Claudius, who ovcrhears him, rhinis t'hat his
madness is politically dangerous rathcr than thc consequencc ol'
unrcquitcd lovc, and decides to pack him off to England. (ltt. )y Hamler
plans his e xposurc of claudius: hosencranr, snd c;tildenitern o're sent to
fetch the ployers; Horatio is instrucred to watch claudius carefully. ihe
court asscmbles to watch the play. claudiusrs murder of King Hamlet is
enacted in dumb-show and is then rcpealed in a spoken ,"rrlon. Seeing
his crimc thus represented, and rearising that Hamret is threatenin! hi*,
claudius hurriedly rushes off-stage, caling for lights. Rosencrainiz atncl
Guildenstern are once more senr by aauaiuito rcsr Hamlet,s modness and
to plumb his intentions. once again they faL7. polonius tclls Hamlet that
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his mother, Gcrtrude, wishes to speak to him. (III. 3) Cloudius tells
Rosencranlz ond Guildenslern thal lhey must accompany Hamlet on his
voyage to England. Polonius decides to hide behind a tapestry in
Gertrude's apartments so that he can overhcar her intervicw with
Hamlet. Claudius, frightcned and consciencc-stricken, tries to pray.
Hamlet sces him and decides to kill him, but is deterred by the thought
that Claudius's soul will be saved from damnation if he is killed at
prayer. For this reason Hamlet sparcs him. Claudius, unaware of the
great danger that hc has so narrowly escaped, declares that his attempt
at praycr has been unsucccssful. (III. 4) Hamlet visits his mother. IIis
conversation frightens her, and when she calls out, Polonius, hidden
behind thc tapcstry, is mistaken by Hamlct for Claudius and is killed.
Hamlet tries to convincc his mother that her actions arc wicked, and
appcars to be succeeding. At this point the ghost, visible only to [Iamlet,
cnters. Hamlct's convcrsation with it is interpretcd by Gertrude as

cvidcncc of his insanity. The scene ends with Homlet's declaring his
distrust olRosencrantz and Gulldenstern ('my two schoolfellows, /Whom
I will trust as I will adders fang'd') and hls determinalion to wotch them
carefully on his voyoge to England.

Act 4

Gertrude tells Claudius of Hamlet's actions. Claudius sends Rosencrantz
ond Guildenstern to recover Polonius's body and convey it to the chopel.
(lV. 2) This they attempt to do, but farl. (lV. 3) They bring Hamlet ro
Claudius, Hamlct tells him where Polonius's body is to be found, and it
told that he is to voyage to England, altended by Rosencrantz snd
Guildenstern. In an aside Claudius lcts the audience know that he
intends to have llamlet killed in England. (IV. 4) Hamlet, accompanied
by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, watches Fortinbras and his troops
passing through Denmark on thcir way to attack Poland. He reflects on
Fortinbras's ability to act in a crisis, superior to his own. (IV. 5) Ophelia
is drivcn mad by Hamlet's treatmcnt of hcr and by hcr father's death.
Laertcs returns to cxact vcngeancc for Polonius's murder. (lV. 6)
Hamlet scnds a letter to Horatio, tclling him of what happened during
his voyagc to England. The ship carrying him thcre was attacked by
pirates with whonr he has joined forces. (lV. 7) Claudius tells Laertes of
the part that Hamlet has played in his fathcr's death and Ophelia's
madness. News bCing brought of Hamlet's unexpectcd return, Claudius
and Laertcs plot his dcath. Laertcs is to challenge him to a fencing match
but is to equip hirnself with a poisoned blade. Gcrtrude tells them borh
that thc grief-strir:ken Ophelia has killed herself.
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Hamlet meets a gravedigger at his work, and exchanges jests with him.
The corpse of Ophelia is broughr in for burial. Hamlet and Lacrtcs
engage in an unseemly fight in her grave, an incident which stiffens
Claudius's resolve to havc Ilamlet killed. (V. 2) Ilamlct tells Horatio
how, suspecling lhot the rcaled orders which Rosehcranlz and
Guildenstern carrled bore him no good, he conlrived to open the orders
secretly, and change them so as lo bring about the deoths ol his former
schoolfellows, He expresses no remorse over thelr deatfu ('Why, man,
thcy did makc lovc lo this cmploymcnti/They arc not near my
conscicncc'). Ncws is brought of Laertcs's challenge, which Hamlct
accepts. In order to cnsure that Hamlet is killed he is given a blunted foil;
Lacrtcs is givcn one which has becn dippcd in poison; and Claudius
poisons a cup of wine from which he expects Hamlct to drink. During
the excitcment of the cohteslGertrude, ignorant of what has happened,
drinks from the cup. Laertcs wounds Hamlet, but is himself wounded by
his own blade. He tells Hamlel of the death that awaits thcm both.
Hamlet, at last stirred into action, kills Ctaudius. Thc play cnds with
the arrival of thc ambaisadors from England, anxious to tell Claudius
that his orders (which they do not know rhat Hamlet has changed) are
carried out, and lhal Rotencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Fortinbras,
who has accompanied the ambassadors onto the stagc, views the general
carnage, claims Denmark as his own, and orders that Hamlet be buricd
with full military honours.

A note on the ,text
During thc pcriod frorrl May lo Octobcr in 1964 Sroppard attcnded a
coursc for young dramatists, hcld in Berlin and sponsorcd by thc Ford
Foundation. Onc of his contributions to thc coursc \f,as a onc-act
Shakcspearc burlesquc Rosencrantz and Guildenstern mect King Leor (a
slyle of titlc modelled on Amcrican comedy films of the 1940s and
t950s). Though onc of lhe course assessors thought the work'a lot of
academic twaddle',r Stoppard kept the piece by him. Extended and
refined, with King Lear removcd, and with a change of titl e, Rosencranlz
and Gulldenstern are Dead was performcd at the Edinburgh Festival

'Thc asscssor wrr charlcs Marowitz who discusscs rhc occasion lnhis con/cssloas o!o
Counter/eit Critlc, Eyrc Mcthucn, London, 1973, p. 123. Marowirz incorrcctly plaics
sloppard'r visit in thc summcr of 196i, somc monrhs aftcr thc lirst pcrformanic (in
January 196J, also in Bcrlin) of Marowirz's own vcrsion of llamlet. Scc also charlcs
Marowitz, The Marowitz Shakespeare, Marion Boyars, London, 1978; and parr j ofthcsc
Notes.

Act 5
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Fringe in 1966.r The interest which it aroused there was so great that tlre

National Theatre offered to stage it, and did so in April 1967 in a slightly
modified version.

In May 196? rhc London publishing housc Faber & Fabcr published

the ptay, in a text which reproduccd in the main that of the National
Theatre's April production. In 1968 the same publishers brought out a
revised vcrsion of the play containing numerous minor changes and a

differcnt ending. This 1968 vcrsion, though strictly a separate edition, is
frcquently listcd in library catalogucs as if it wcrc mercly a rcprint of the

1967 text,
Thc notcs in thc prcscnt volumc follow thc 1968 tcxt (thc only text

with which rcaders today arc likcly to bc acquaintcd or which lhey are

likely to see performed) though from timc to timc rcfcrence is also made

to the 1967 vcrsion.

.Thc Fringc is;thc scmi-official adjuoct to thc ennual Edinburgh Fcstival. Scc Alistair
Moffat, Thc Edinburgh Fringe , Johnston & Bacon, London and Edinburgh, 1978,pp.71-2
for a dcecription of thc first pcrlormaocq of Stoppard's play and for cxtracts (not always
favourablc) fro:m lhc rcvicws.
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Summaries
o/ ROSENCRANTZ AND
GUILDENSTERN ARE DEAD

A general summary
Rogcncranlz and Guildcnstetn arc inslructcd to rcport to Claudius, king
of Denmark, by a mcssengcr who rouses them from thcir bcds by his
ficrcc banging upon thcir shuttcrs. On thcir way towards thc court thcy
mect a group of down-at-heel actors who arc also travelling to thc court
whcrc they hopc to entcrtaih thc royal party.

Claudius lclls Rosencrantz and Guildenstern that they arc to watch
his ncphcw, thc young Princd Hamlet, carefutly and are to try to find out
why he is bchaving in a strarlge and thrcatening manner. This task they
undertakc with commcndable pcrsistency but without cnthusiasm, skill,
or success; cvents move rapidly and are bcyond their control. The
cntertainmcnt, rcwrilten foi the aclors at Hamlet's insistencc, both
outrages and frightcns the king, who is further alarmcd by Hamlet's
killing of Polonius, one of the principal royal advisors. Claudius sends
Roscncrantz and Guildcnstcln to bring Hamlet to him and decides that
thcy should accompany Hamlet to England bcaring sealed ordcrs that
will bring about his dcath.

In part Claudius's plans succecd. Hamlct is put on board ship with
Roscncranlz and Guildcnstctn as companions. They unseal thcir ordcrs
and learn that Hamlct is to be killed but do nothing to warn him. He, in
his lurn, sccrctly altcrs thc wording of thcir ordcrs so as to bring about
lheir dcaths. Thcn, during a pirate attack, Hamlet escapcs, lcaving
Roscncranlz and Guildenstern to travcl alonc to England and to thcir
fated cnd.

Detailed summaries

Act I (pagcs 7-12)

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sit spinning coins and betting on the
rcsult. Rosencranlz calls 'hcads' more lhan nincly timcs, and cach time
wins the bet. Guildcnstern is greatly puzzled by what is going on, while
Roscncranlz is largely unconccrncd and uncompreherrding.

NOTES AND CLOSSARY:

stlds and all: (colloquiol) sticks and evcryrhing elsc rhat is
appropriate

Summaries ' 13

Sevenly-slx lover Rosencrantz has won seventy-six times;
Guildcnstcrn has not won at all. Love (a corruption
of Frcnch toeuf,'lhc cgg') is a term used in tennis
scoring to indicatc nought. Stoppard's rapid
qucstion-and-answer dialoguc, which lends itself to
analogies drawn from tcnnis, is dcrivcd from similar
dialoguc in Samuel Bcckett's Walting lor Godol.'
Compare thc following words in Bcckett's play,
spokcn by Vladimir: 'Comc on, Gogo, return the
ball, can't you, once in a way?'

The law of probrblllly: which would lcad us to cxpcct that, in an cxtcnded
series of bets, the coins would be likely to come up
lails as oftcn as they do heads

exemlnlng thc conJines otlhc stogez this stage-direction, the significance
of thc wording of which would be lost in
performance, nevcrtheless alerts thc reader lo one of
thc play's lhemcs

slx monkeys: Guildenstcrn, who fancies himself as a bit of a
philosophcr, alludcs to a humorous illustration of
thc belief that the most complicated physical
slructures can be built up on thc hit-or-miss
principle provided that the principle is allowed to
opcratc over vast spans of time. If six monkeys are
seated in front of six typcwriters they will
cvcntually, by a mercly rahdom process of prcssing
keys, produce a text identical to that contained in
thc complctc works of Shakcspcarc. Vast spans of
limc may bc rcquircd bccausc thc monkcys will also
producc many millions of millions of copies that
will diffcr, somelimcs massively and sometimcs
minutely, from the tcxt of Shakespeare's works

Game?: Rosencrantz asks: 'Have I won the game?'.
Guildcnstern interprets him as asking; 'Were the
monkeys game [that is, sexually willing]?'

rewardlng speculatlon, ln elther sense: 'speculation' means (a) an
intercsting line of thought, and (b) a financially
profitablc deal

law of dimlnlshlng relurns: a law which statcs that the first item that
makcs good a lack is more welcome than the
second, the sccond more welcome than the third,

i

'Samuct Bcckctt was boin in Dubtin ( 1906) but has for many ycars livcd in Paris. Hc wriles
with cqual distinction in both Frcnch and English. Ea attcndant Godot (19521, translatcd
into English by Bcckctt himsclf, is a major influcncc upon Rosencrontz ond Guildensrcrn
are Dead. Scc Part 4 of thcsc Notcs, pp. 55-6.

)) )
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and so on. Thus, when one is thirsty, the first glass
of water is more welcome than the tenth, and the
hundredth is not welcomc at all

You spun lhem yourself: Rosencrantz seeks to counler a charge of unfair
play. It is not the possibility of being cheated,
however, that is pressing upon Guildenstern's mind

ls that what you lmagine?: Rosencrantz uses the word'imagine' loosely;
his 'I imagine' equals 'I suppose'. Guildenstern,
worried by their descent into a world in which the
law of probability no longer operales, accuses him
of a more serious lack of imagination.

I'm afrald-: Once again Rosencrantz uses an expression in a
common, cesual, not very intcnsc way. Guildenstcrn
takes it more seriously and admits that he is afraid

redlstributlon of wealth: because Guildenstern has had to hand over
money eighty-nine tinles

essence of a man. . . untemembered pas[: deep down, unknown to
himscif, Guildenstern is willing his own losses as a
punishment for sins that he can longer remember
havint committcd

chlldren of Isreel: whom God, as rclated in thc Bible, in Exodus, lcd
safely out of Egypt, lhrough thc descrt, and into thc
Promised Land

Lot's wlfe: who, in fleeing from lhc citics of Sodom and
Gomorrah, which God was dcstroying, looked
back and was, as a punishmcnt, turncd into a pillar
of salt (see the Bible, Gencsis 19:26)

sylloglsm: a logical structurc in which two propositions,
known as premisses, lead lo a conclusion. Thus, if
all men are mortal (first, or major, premiss), and if
Socratcs is a man (second, or minor, prcmiss), we
may safely concludc that Socrdtes is mortal

One, he had never known anylhlng llke lt: refcrcnce to the 196? edition
suggcsts that 'had' is a misprinl for 'has'. Thc 1967
rcading prcservcs thc scquence of tenses better

lhe llrst lhlng you remember: Guildenstcrn is asking about Roscncrantz's
earliest mcmorics. Roscncrantz misintcrprets him
as asking about thosc memorics which first entcr his
head in response lo the question. Rosencralnz then
says, nonsensically, lhat hc has forgoltcn lhe first
thing which he remcmbers

I've forgollen lhe quesllon: in the 1967 edition this exchange continucd:
'cutL: 'How long have you suffered from a bad
memory?' Ros: 'l can't remember'
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Act I (pages 12-16)

Rosencranlz and Guildenstern have becn .sent for'by the king, though
they do not know for what purpose. The sound of distant music is hcairl,
and a small troupe of wandering aclors appears.

NOTES AND CLOSSARY:

We were senl for: the first reference to Shakcspearc's text, where (II.
2) Claudius greets Rosencrantz and Guitdenstern
with the wordsl 'The need we have to use you di<I
provoke/Our hasty sending'

Sylloglsm the second: Guildenstcrn's syllogism is valid provided thar we
interpret his initial premiss as meaning that
'probability is a factor wh ich always operates within
natural forces whether or not it operates elsewhere'
(that is, from its non-operation a conclusion
follows, though none follows from its operalion)

the probablllty of lhey'rsr part: Guildenstern is asking Rosencrantz to
assurne that probably the laws of probability do not
apply 'within un-, sub- or supcrnalural forces'. But
in saying that probably thcy do nor appty the
assumption is bcing made that lhcy do. Howcvcr, if
thcy d! apply .within un-, sub- or supcrnatuial
forccs' lhen Rosencrantz and Guildenstirn are not
undcr thc influence of such forces since thcy now
live in a world in which rhe taws of probabiiiry no
longer apply. Much of the humour of the passage,
which is more cvident in performance ihan -in
detailed reading, comes from Rosencrantz's being
quite unable to follow Guildenstern's contorted
argumenls

the forlultous and the ordalned: thc individual coin is ,frcc' to fall on
eithcr its hcad or irs tail; which way it falts is a
matter of chancc (is .fortuitous'). But over an
extcndcd run coins will falt as often one way as the
other, and this cquitablcncss is ,ordained', et rnis
point thcre cxist clcar parallcls bctwee g Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern and Sloppard's only, and very
nearly contcmporary, novel Lord Malqutsl ond Mr
Moon (19661. Whether rhings happen by chancc or
because lhey are part of a grand Lut as yet
undiscovcred design is a question which obsesies
Moon, the novel's hero, who wants to know if ,there
is something going on besides a lot of accidents,. He
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plans (p. 139) to producc a wall-chart (a'diagram of
everything that counls') which will enablc him 'to
discovcr the grand design, find out ifthere is one, or
if it's all random - if there's anything to it'. Both
Moon and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern run up
against the fact, which they never wholly recognise,
of their being characters in someone else's liction,
condemned to make their way through a script over
which, thcy have no control and to discuss thcir
frccdom or lack of frccdom in words which thcy did
not clioose and which thcy arc not frcc to rcjcct

lhe wlnd of r wlndless day: Stoppard is fond of reminding w that his
charadtcrs arc aclors upon a stagc. This stagc is
lixed tvithin an encloscd building in which thcre is
no wind, but which r€prcscnls an outdoor location
wherer thc wind freely blows

the loenalls on the other hrnd: thejokc, which did not figurc in thc 1967
tcxt, {cpcnds upon taking a colloquial cxprcssion
litcrally. lnThe Reol lnspector Houndthe inspector's
rcqucst that Lady Muldoon put hersclf completely
in his hands is similarly misinterprcted ('Don't,
Inspector', she rcplics, 'I lovc Albert') leaving the
inspector to protcst stif{ly that she has not grasped
his mcaning. Jokes of this typc have long becn
stead/ favourites in English comedy. In W. S.
Gilbert'sr Foggerty's Fairy (1889) therc occurs thc
following .ycry Stoppard-like piece of dialogue:
'rALBor: Then thcre's the breakfast, and the
carriales, and a ngw pair of trousers bought
expressly for thc occasionl MtsssprrF: Don't distress
yourself, I'll take thcm off your hands. rALDor:

But then he called our nsmps: these words arc significant in terms of thc
ovcrall devclopment of the play; see below, p. 33,
lhe nole on the play's final stage-direction. 'That
man, a foreigner, he wokc us up'is Stoppard's sly
allusion to himsclf

We belter get on: (colloquiol) we had bctter start moving. In thc 1967
cdition, in response lo Rosencrantz's 'You might

rWilliam Schwcnck Gilbcrt (1836-19ll), a prolific dramatist, is now principally
rcmcmbcrcd as thc librcttist of thc Savoy opcras, for which Arthur Scymour Sullivan
(1842-1900) providcd thc music. Gilbcrt's Shakcspcarcan burlcsquc Roscnuontz ond
Cuildenstern (fi.st staSrd l89l) is a possiblc influcnce upon Stoppard, and is discusscd in
Part 3 of lhcsc Notcs.

)
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well think', Guildenstcrn says: 'Without much
conviction; wc better get on'. Thc words also recall
'We're gctting on', spokcn by Hamm, a characler in
Samuel Beckett's play Endgame (1958). There is a
certain appropriateness about having Hamm's
words recalled in a play based on Hamlet but
indebted to Beckett

We are entltled lo some directlon: another of Stoppard's theatrical jokes.
In addition to thc obvious meaning this is also a

referencc to thc work of a thcatrical director
A man brcaklng hls Journey . . . mlstaken for a deer: Guildenstern means

that an unusual expericnce, when confined to a
single pcrson, can easily bc explained away. When
the cxpcricncc is confirmed by a sccond Person,
howcvcr, thc first pcrson acccpts it as bcing both
'rcal' and unusual. With cvery subscquent confir-
mation it bccomes lcss and lcss unusual. ln Jumpers
(1972), Stoppard's first full-lcngth play after
Rosencranlz and Guildenslern are Dead, Dolty, lhe
female lead, protests that sceing photographs of
men walking about on lhe moon would be like
seeing a unicorn on the television news-
programmes. Neithcr thc moon nor unicorns can
have thcir former emotional impact after thcy have
becn madc common by tclevision or the press

Act I (pagcs 16-251

The players, anxious to make money in hard times, offer the full use of
thc members of their company to Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn.
Eventually, aftcr repeated misunderstandings, the offer is declined.

NOTES AND GLOSSARY:

we grow rusly: 'Do they grow rusty?', Hamlet asks Rosgncrantz
(Hamlet IL2.335) who, in Shakespeare's play,
assures him that thcy do not

We can glve you a tumble: the first of thc Player's long series of sexual

, 
innuendoes

plrrted from the ltalian: Italian novellas (short novels) were a rich source
of material for Elizabethan dramatists. The Murder
of Gonzago, thc play with which Hamlet tests
Claudius's guilt, is, he assures Claudius, based upon
a story that is 'extant, and writ in very choice
Italian' (H amle t 111.2.256)

I

)



6 18 ' Summarics

iis nlme's Gulldenstern, rinil I'm Rosencrenlz: in llamlet 11.2.33-4
Claudius says: 'Thanks, Rosencrantz and gentle
Guildenstcrn.' Gerlrude adds:'Thanks, Guilden-
stern and gcntle Roscn$antz.' The changing of thc
order of the names is most probably an example of
the Elizabethans' love of formal patterning in
language or is perhaps Gertrude's way of rcgistcring
that neither Roscncrantz nor Guildenstern has
priorir.y- over thc other. It has, however, been
interprcted by some dircctors as cvidence that
Claudius addrcsses cach by the othcr's name. It is
this interpretation which Stoppard chooses hcre
arid elsewhcrc (especially pp.27-8) to devetop

I recognlzed you at ohce-: either Rbsencranti interrupts the Piayer
bcfore he has had time to finish his compliment, or
thb Player quickly adds 'as fcllow artists' whcn
Rosencrantz challenges him to make good his
flattery. In either case the humour depcnds upon the
fact that most senlences begin in ways which allow
mbrc than one conclusion to bc reached

performrnce . . . palroftage! thc Player is saying that thc work of art (thc
play) rcquires somcone lo pcrform it, and someonc
to: pay the performcrs. Both the ptayers and thosc
who pay thcm ('gcntlcmen') arc thus 'fellow artists'

Don't clap . . . old world; iDon't clap too hard - it's a vcry old building'
arc words spokcn to an unenthusiastic audiencc by
Aichie Rice, as a part of his comic routine, in The
Entertainer (1957), a play by John Osborne
(b. 1929). Therc is also a recollcction of Miranda's
specch in Shakespcarc's The Tempest (16l l):
'O' wondcrl/How many goodly creatures are therc
heret/How beautcous mankind ist O bravc new
world,/That has such people in'tl' (V.I.182)

lransvesllle melodrama: women werc not allowed to appcar upon the
Elizabcthan stage. Young boys, dressed in womcn's
clothes, impersonated them

Getllng wsrmt am I?: (a) 'Am I describing what you wish to scc
pcrformed?' and (b) 'Am I becoming scxually
titillating?'

A nest of chlldren: in Hamlet II.2.336 Roscncf,antz tclls Hamlet that
the travelling players havi lost popularity to 'an
eyrie ofchildren, little eyases, that cry out.. . thcsc
arcnow thcfashion' ('cyrie',= nest;'eyases' = young
hawks). Shakespeare is alluding to a company of
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young actors established at thc Blackfriars'(indoor
or 'private') theatrc in London in 1600

There's one born: alluding to the proverbial saying: 'There's a fool
born evcry minutc'

stoop . . . benl: words which indicatc that thc Playcr is offering
Roscncrantz the scxual use of his company. 'Bent'is
slang for 'homosexual'

I have lnfluence yet: 'yct' mcans 'still'. Thc player takes it to mean 'but'
and thinks it bcgins a ncw clausc; hcnce his
queslion. A similar jokc occurs in The Real
Inspector Hound whcrc one character says, 'll's
wonderful how you country pcoplc really know
wcather', only to receivc thc reply: 'Know whether
what?'

Rape of the Sabine rilomen: Romulus, legendary founder of Romc,
peopled his city by detaining in it by force the wives
and daughters of the ncighbouring Sabine tribe.
This cnforced detention becamc a popular subject
in pictorial art, but what the Player is offering
Cuildenstern is clearly a very seedy presentation of
thc same. In vicw of thc bawdy doublc-meanings
that herc abound 'uncut' is probably mcant to
suggcst that Alfrcd is uncircumcised

laklng elther part: adopting cithcr thc activc or thc passivc role in
homosexual love-making

It could havc been . . . . rabble ofprostltutes: Guildenstern belicves that it
is fatc, not chance, which is controlling their lives.
Hc is looking for a Portent, for somc occurreocc
that will indicate to him what he is supposed to do.
Of the fated and significant encounters that hc had
imagined this mecting with the sordid players is thc
least dignified, thc lcast suggcstivc ofa high course
for him carvcd out by his controlling fatc

trade: I cant term for (paid) homosexual activity
every exlt belng an entrance somewhere else: partly a sly allusion to the

slructure of Stoppard's play, and also the grossest
of his play's homosexual innucndoes

Ile pr,ryen spits . . ,lrom where he stonds:in the 1967 cdition the Player's
disdain had been madc vocal. After spitting at the
coin he says: 'Lcave it lying there . Perhaps when we
come back this way we'll be that much cheaper'

we could creale a dramrllc precedenl here: once again Stoppard plays
around with his audicnce's awareness of itself as an
audience and of the play as play (Guildenstern is

)
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Matrl, petrl.. .:

vlce versq:
/

we'll let you lnow:

directed to look 'at lhe audience'). Guildenstern
says that Alfred and he could commit an indecency
ncver before seen upon thc English stage, and could
thus regard thcmselves as innovators
matricide, patricide (or parricide) . . ., the killing of
a mother, father, brother, sister, and wife
gods aspiring to maidenheads. There is also a pun
on'vice'
thc established phrase used in casting sessions as a
tactful indication that the applicant has been
unsucccssful. Guildenstern thus indicates, using
appropriate theatre language, that he does not
require Alfred's scrvices

Act I (pages 26-39\

As thc playcrs are about to perform the ir play they are interrupted by the
I-rrst of the cxtcndcd extracts from Hamlel. Claudius, aftcr displaying
unccrtainty as to which of them is which, sets Rosencrantz and
Guildcnstern thc task of finding thc cause of Hamlet's increasingly
strange behaviour. Oncc left alone thc two plan how the y are to proceed
(without cver proceeding). To help them in thcir task they play a trial
gamc of qucstions and answe rs, but manage only to confusc the mselves
furthcr. Hamlct enters and, as Act I ends, they arc about to try out their
non-existent skills on him. 

I

NOTES AND GLOSSARY: ]

opHELr^ runs on . . , followed Dy urruler: thc 1967 text added the
followirrg: 'Note: Thc rcsemblance between HAMLET
and the pf,AyER is supcrficial but noticeable'

opnELrA has bcen sewingz this stage-direction closely paraphrases
Ophelia's speech (Hamlet II.l). The rcst of this
section should bc compared with Homlet ll.2

We'll soon be home and high: this, and the nonsense which follows, is
intendcd to indicate that Rosencrantz and Guilden-
stern are nearing hysteria. Rosencrantz, in parti-
cular, is upset by Claudius's inability to remenrber
his name

why don'l you mrke up your mlnd: Roscncrantz is pr.par.d to be known
as either Rosencrantz or Guildenstern, provided
that he is thereafter known consistently by which-
ever namrischosen -'

Nor did we come all this way for a christening: a half-refe rence to'The
Journey of thc Magi' (192'l) by T. S. Eliot
(1888-1965): 'were we led all that wa1'for/Birth or

Summaries 2l

Death? There was a Birth, certainly,/We had

evidence and no doubt' I had seen birth and

death,/But had thought they were different" (The

Magi we re the wise men who visited thc Christ-child
in the stabte at Bethlehcm. Christening, or baptism,

is thc first and greatest of thc Christian initiation
ceremonies, at which - though it is not an essential

part of thc service - candidatcs are formally given

bhristian names.) That Stoppard has Eliot's poem

in mind is made clearer a few lines further on when

Guildenstern mentions both birth and death'
Thcre is also a possiblc allusion to The Importance

of Being Earnest (first performed in 1895) by Oscar

Wilde (1854-1900) in which much of the comedy
involves changes of characters' names and in which
the two male leads independently arrange to be

christened Erncst. There are extended allusions to
Wildc's PlaY in Traveslies.

Al least we arc presented wlih allernatlves: each knows that he is either
Rosencrantz or Guildenstcrn

Glve us lhls day our daily mask: a refere nce to one of the petitions of the

Our Father ('Give us this day our daily bread'), thc
prayer taught by Christ to his disciples (see the

Biblc, Matthcw 6 and Luke I l). The theme of
disguise is Prominent in Homlet

a dylng latlz another Shakespeare allusion: 'That strain again! it
had a dying tall'(Tltelfth Nightl.l.4). Compare also

T. S. Eliot's 'The Love Song of J' Alfred Prufrock'
(1917): 'I know the voices dying with a dying
falllBeneath the music from a farther room'

Elephantlne: like an elcphant, an animal that traditionally never

forgets. It is not in the length of Claudius's me mory
but in what it will prompt him to do that
Rosencrantz is intcrestcd

a royal retrlner: a royal retainer is (a) a paid scrvant to a king, or (b)
the fec paid to such a s€rvant in order to sccure his

services
A short, blunt humrn pyramld: in Jumpers Stoppard makes his actor-

acrobats construct a human pyramid
I feel llke s spectalor: Stpppard's playing around with our usual notion

of thcatre (so that, for instance, a theatre becomes a

building into which audiences go to be watched by
actors) is taken much furthet in The Resl InsPector
Houttd, in which we watch two people watching a

) )
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play. They arc scated on thc oppositc sidc of thc
stagc from us, as though we were backstage

lVe could plry at questlons: play a gamc in which the playcrs are allowed
to ask cach other onty queslions, and in which they
arc penalised for statemcnts, exclamations, repeti-
tions, ctc. Rosencrantz ond Guildenstcrn k a play
about playing; about actors playing parts, and
pcople playinggames, andabout people whoarc the
playthings of forces which they do not undcrstand

One-lovc: onc, nil. The scoring system is loosely bascd upon
that used in lawn tennis

Whose serve?: 'lo servc' is to propel thc ball into your opponent's
part of thecourt at thc start ofeach unit ofplay in
tennis, table-tennis, and rclated games

Grme polnt: Guildenstcrn m€ans that whocver scorcs thc next
point *ins the game

aon scqufiursz (l,atin, it does not follow) a staBe in an argumcnt, or
thc conclusion lo onc, that is not deduciblc from thc
prccedlng stagc or stagcs is known as a non sequltur

Mrlcb polnt lo rne: thc maich consists of thrcc games, cach containing
thrcc points. Thc first playcr to reach thrce points
wins thc gamc; thc first to rcach two gamcs wins thc
match

How rhould I begln?: J. Alfted Prufrock, in T. S. Eliot's'Thc Lovc Song
of J. Alfrcd Prufrock' asks: 'And should I then
presumc?/And how should I begin?'. Eliot's poem
contains many allusions lo Hamlel

Slatement: failing to understand thc play-acting which
Guildenstern is suggesting that they undertake,
Rosencrantz reverts to the game that they were
playing carlier

IIe sllpped ln: Shakespeare's Hamlct accuses Claudius of having
'popp'd in between th'election and my hopes'
(V.2.65), by which he means that Claudius has
ascended the Danish throne in defiance ofapproved
constiiutional procedures and has thus deprived
Hamlet of a position that rightfully belongs to him.
Stoppard's Roscncrantz intcrprets'slipped in'
bawdily

Would you go so frr?: Rosencrantz asks: 'Would you go so far as to
suggest that your mothcr is guilty bf incest and
aduhery?' Guildenstcrn, in the charae tcr of Hamle l,
assumcs lhat thc qucslion is: 'Woukl you go so far
as lo commit inccsl and adultery?'

Summaries ' 23

Good lads, how do you bolh?: oncc a gain Hamlet lI.2 should be consulted.
In thc 196? text Stoppard indicatcd that the scene
should cnd 'overtaken by rising music and fading
light'

Act 2 (pages 40-45)

The attcmpt to discover the secrel of Hamlet's melancholy has proved
unsuccessful.

NOTES AND GLOSSARY:

S'blood: an oath; an abbreviatcd form of 'By Christ's blood'
tlourlshz fanfarc
Gentlemen: that is, Roscncrantz and Guildenstern. Hamlet tells

thcm that they are welcome and thcn offers to shake
hands with them

The appurtenance .... thrn yours: Hamlet says that there are aclions
('fashion and ceremony') appointed by good
manncrs to accompany a spokcn welcomc. He
obscrvcs these customary actions, by shaking hands
with Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn, so as to assure
them that thcy arc not lcss welcome than the
playcrs, whom hc intends to grcct cnthusiastically

ln lhls grrb: in this manncr
hawk from s handsaw: perhaps Hamlct is claiming hc can distinguish

between two birds (handsaw = hernshaw, or heron)
or between lwo lradesmen's tools (hawk = a squarc
board used by plastcrers) or perhaps his words are
to be taken as they stand as a mark of his feigned
madncss. Stoppard's Rosencrantzand Guildenstern
have no clearer understanding of Hamlet's precisc
meaning than have modcrn commentators

swaddling clouls: clothes in which babies werc tightly wrappcd
Rosclus: Quintus Roscius Gallus (d.62 ac) was lhe most

famous comic actor in ancicnt Romc
close lo lhe chest: an imagc from card-play. By holding his cards close

1o his chest a player lesscns the chances of their
being overseen

all down the !lne: bncc again thc imagcry is takcn from tennis, in
fvhich a ball struck into thc opponcnt's court so as

fo land as closc as possiblc to thc boundary linc is
likcly to provc a winning shot

on the wrong fool: ln tcnnis parlancc, to calch one's opponent on lhc
wrong foot is to havc him prcparcd to move in thc
'wrong dircction and unprepared in conscquence lo

)
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IIe murdered us:

movc to where thc ball lands. Tennis (though not in
its modern form) was a well-liked game among
Elizabethan courtiers, but it is its highly formalised
character, dcpendent oo rules and conventions, that
appeals to Stoppard
a humorous exaggeration of a kind much used in
modern sports reporting, but ironical in view of
what the audience knows is going to happen
rcliancc upon experience and practical possibility
ralhcr than upon piinciplcb workcd out in advancc
of, and used in order to decide upon, aclion

He sludlcs tho,tloorz this stagc-dircction is morc otrictly such than most,
sincc it dirccts thc audicncc's attcntion to thc stagc.
Taken tolcther with the earlier rcferencc to the
draught it'scrvcs to cmphasisc that though Roscn-
crantz and Guildenstern's position is unlocalised
('You seem to havc no conccption of whcrc we
stand') thcy are all the time on the stage of a public
thcatre

a shambles: a mess; originally a place where animals werc
butchered

Acl 2 (pages 45-53)

Hamlet orders the players to prcpare a performance of 'The Murder of
Gonzago' into which a speech of his own composing will be inserted.
Rosencrantz and Guildcnstcrn renew their acquaintance with thc
players, who are hurt and verigeful after their lasi cncounter.

NOTES AND GLOSSARY:

Follow lhal !ord: that is, Polonius
So you'vc crught up: Guildenstern means that the Playcr has at last

rcachcd thE court. (By conlrast, such is the naturc of
Stoppard'sstageillusion, Roscncrantz and Guilden-
stcrn have reached it without having had to travel.)
The Playcr's cold reply seems to indicate that he
intcrprcts Guildenstern's words as meaning: 'So
you've got even with us (for not attending to your
prcvious performance)'

eycry geslure, evel:i, pose: lhc rcading'cvery prose', found in sqrmc copics,
is a misprint

peeped through his llngers: in the players' 'transvestite nrelodrama'
(p. 17) Rosalinda is representcd by a rnale actor:
hence 'peeped through lis fingcrs'
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obscene: that is 'obscene' which takcs place off-stage. The
term derives from thc ancient Greek theatre in
which most action was merely reported as having
happened elscwhere

wlth a yengeance: as a figure of speech this means, roughly, 'and no
mistakel'. Guildenstcrn's remark that it is an
idiomatic expression, nol one to be taken literally,
confirms the interpretation of 'So you've caught up'
given abovc

Clrsslcal: thc Playcr mcans, ostensibly, that Hamlet likes
scrious, cstablishcd drama, Roscncranlz, carrying
on the camp badinage which characterised his
earlier conversations with the Player, assumes him
to mean that Hamlet shares thc sexual prcfercnces
of thc pcoplcs of thc ancicnt (Classical) world.
Prcsumabty he has thc Grccks in mind

loslng your heads: (a) making fools of yourselves, and (b) being
executed

We don't know how ao octt one of the poinls in the play in which a word
('act') has refcrence both to the world of the lheatre
and to thc world outside thc theatre

nothlng . . . . honoured: Anderson, the Professor of Ethics in Professional
Foul (1977) - a much more obviously serious play
than Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Deod - holds
to a point of view markedly similar to that put
forward by the Player. Human rights, Anderson
arg,ucs, are fictions which we are obliged to treat as

if they wcre truths
he's ln love wlth tis daughter: Stoppard is here revelling in the notorious

difficulties to which a careless use of pronouns can
plunge the English spcaker. The Player means that
Polonius thinks that Hamlet is in love with
Polonius'r daughter. Rosencrantz thinks that hc
means that Hamlet is in lovc with Hamlet's
daughter. He then misinterprets Guildenstcrn's
explapation, and so supposes that Polonius is in
love with Ophelia

r show-slopper: another verbal tease. A'show-stopper'is a song, or
a dance-roulinc, or a piece of comic business that is
so successful that thc performancc is halted to allow
for applause. But it is not only success lhat stops
shows. Jumpers, Stoppard's first full-length play
after Rosencrontz snd Guildenstern are Dead, begins
with a show-stopping routine of the latter sort

\
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"[Iey you, whatsyernrmel . . . therel": Rosencrantz's words arc likcly to
set up two cchocs in an audiencc's mind: (a) of the
messenger, banging upon thc shutters and calling
out thcir names, and (b) of Christ's words to the
dead Lazarus: 'he cried out with a loud voice,

"Lazarus, come out." Thc dcad man came out, his
hands and feet bound with bandages, and his facc

rappcd with a cloth'(sec the Bible, John I l:43-4)
"Srul of Tarsus yett": atl iarly Christians wcrc Jcws. Stoppard mimics

convehtionally Jewish turns of phrase -'y€t',
'Tarsus-Schmarsus', 'already'. Compare Lord
Malguist ond Mr Moonz 'lackson-schmockson,
thought Moon who somctimes wantcd to be a Jew
but had only the most superficial understanding of
how tb go about it' (p. 28). Saul of Tarsus was

knowd as Paul aftcr his convcrsion to Christianity
(scc thc Bible, Acts 13: 9)

A Chrlstlan, a Moslem rnd a Jew: this jokc follows on from thc rcfercncc
to Saul of Tarsus, onc of thc most famous of all
rcligious convcrts. In thc jokc thc Moslem is a Jcw
who has bccn convcrtcd to Islam. His Jcwish
qucstigner calls him by his prc-convcrsion namc.
The Moslem thcn refers to his friend, formerly a

Moslem but now a convert to Christianity, by tts
prc-cohvcrsion name. A similar, and similarly lame,
jokc occurs in Lord Malquist and Mr Moon:
"'Whal's your name, O'Hara, your Christian
name?"/"Abendigo."/"You're a convert?"/"My
whole life I am a convctt."' (p. 50)

Act 2 (pages 54-9)

Claudius is informed of the players' arrival and of Hamlct's interest in
thcir work. He plots lo eavcsdrop on his nephew's conversations with
Ophelia. While thc players arc rehearsing their play we hear of the rcsult
of Claudius's spying and of his detcrmination to send Hamlet to
England.

NOTES AND CLOSSARY:

o'erraughl: overtook .. !

closely:- prirat"ti G["i is, without making a'rry public fuss)
Affront: meet(compare'confront')-not'offgnd'or'assault'
Why can'l rc go by thcm?z another rcfcrence to the conventions of the

stage. The acting area does not movc, nor do
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern eveir lcave it. We
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agrec to sccept lhat thk fixcd arca rcpresents first

on"li".r, then another' If wc did not do so and

suppbsed instcad, as some classical theoriss have

iniiitca that we should, that thc stage rcprcsents the

samc picce of countrysidc or court throughout thc

pf.i, tf,. cffect would be onc of cverybody's coming

to visit Roscncrantz and Guildenstern and of an

unnatural conccnlration of activity within one

small arca
moklng hls qulcluszthc rcfercnce is to Hamlet's most famous soliloquy

('To bc, or not to be') in which he contemplates

suicidc (Hamlet III'l'56ff' cspecially l' 75).

No polnt ln loohtng . . . *f,ft* of hls eyes: a confusion of two sayings: (a)

'N"r.iioof a gifi horse in the mouth' and (b)'Don't
shoot until yo-' ttt the whitcs of his eyes'' The first

saying instiucts the recipient of a gift not,,to
qu.ttion its valuc: it would bc propcr to asscss (by

inspccting its teeth) the agc of a horsc which. you

*.It it i"ii"g of buying but impropcr to do so.if thc

horsc wcrc a gift' Thc second saying means 'save

youi 
"t.uniiition 

until you arc- 8urc .of your

targct', but can atso bc used mctaphorically

orlsons: Prayers
iii u"irr* lrlts , . .lZapi awayzRosencranrz_assumes that oncc again the

player iJ standing on his drop-ped coin r L

I put my fool down: in patt a literat description of what the player has

aoric, Uut atso a colioquial phrase meaning 'l
asscrtcd mY authoritY'

When Queent . . . pr.t.a aown [n the blooi: a more forthright versio.n of
thc same joke appcars in Lord Malquist.yd lulr
Moon, p.67: 'the-Malquists in common with othcr
fa.ifiei of equal styli and breeding exc-rete. and

p-"t."t. by a cerebral process the sccret of which is

Passed down in the blood'
lvuncular: iraving thc (Pleasant) characteristics of an uncle

Act 2 (pagcs 59-72\

Thc olayers continLc their rehcarsal, watchcd by Rosencrantz and

Crifj*J*" *t o do not understand that their own deaths are being

strown to tt rm. Claudius enlers and scnds Roscncrantz and Guildehstern

in search of Hamlet, who has murdered Polonius. After yct another

inconclusive meeting with Hamlet they lcarn thai thcy are to accompany

him to England.

)
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NOTES AND GLOSSARY:

You're nol gettlng across!: if the players were 'getting across' (making
their point) Guildenstcrn would know what he was
supposed to think

chaos on the night: a comic reversal of the theatrical slogan: 'lt'll be all
right on the night'

"just desserls" and "lragic irony"; the playcrs specialise in death scenes.
There'arc plcnty of these , including scenes in which
thc wicked get lhcir just descrts ('desserts' is a
misprint) and scenes in which the innocent die as a
result of crucl ironies of circumstance

The bad end unhapplly . . . . whal tragedy means: in thc lrish playwright
Oscar Wildc's ( 1854-19001The Importance of Being
Earnesl ( 1895) Miss Prism dsscribes her only novel
as pne in which 'the good ended happily, and the
bad unhappily. That is what fiction m€ans'

a beginnlng, middle and end: according to the Greek philosopher and
litcrary critic Aristotlc (384-322sc) 'a tragedy is an
imifation of an aclion that is complctc in itsclf . . .
which has beginning, middlc, and cnd' (De Poetlca,
Chapter VII). Birdboot, the drama critic in
Stoppard's The Real Inspeclor Hound, says of thc
play that hc is reviewing that 'it has a beginning, a
middle and I have no doubt it will prove to havc an
end.

I'd prefer art to mlrror !lfe: compare Hamlet's speech to the players:
'O'erstep not the modesty of nature; for anythingso
oveidone is from the purpose of playing, whosc cnd,
both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as

'twere, the mirror up to nature' (Hamlet lll.2.20tt.l
Luclanus: Lucianus is the namc of thc characterinThe Murder

of Gonzogo whose murder of his uncle conveys to
Claudius Hamlet's desire to lhreaten him

rrras: a tapestry wall-hanging, used as dgcoration and also
to exclude draughts

ocdlpol embraca Oedipus, king of Thebcs, was, according to ancient
legend, scparated from his parentb as a youngchild.
When he grew up, without being aware of who they
were he killed his father and married his mother.
Thc 'Oedipus complcx' is the nhme given by thc
Viennese psychoanalyst Sigmund Frcud (1856-
1939) to the unconscious male desire to rcpeat the
crimes of Oedipus. One of Freud's disciples, Ernest
Jones (1879-1958), was of the opinion thal

*4@Lr&.
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Shakespeare's Hamlet evidenced the complex' and

tt ut Uoit hated and envicd Claudius (who had done

what hc had himself sccrctly'wished to do)

holst by thelr own petardiUto**'n up byl-heir own bomb' Hamlet uses the

phia.. (III'4:20iff') to .rcfer to his intention-to

dtil;, Ro"nt'"nr' and Guildenstern by llteling
the letier which they are carrying to the English king

A slaughterhouse: a word that recalls 'shambles' (p' aa)

eight corpses: as is pointed 9!! !n the -final 
note in the present

,""iiol (t"" p' 33) the 1967 version ofthe play has a

diffcrent ending' In that version the two

ambassadors list the names of the eight people who

havc bcen killcd, thus recalling this linc

the whlsper ln thelr stulis: itoppard here r-ec-alls the openinglines of T' S'

Eliot's 'Whitp"ts of Immortality': 'Webster was

,u.h- po,t"sied by death/And saw the skull

beneath the skin" John Webster (?1580-?1625) was

a aiamatist notcd for his sccncs of dcath' scnsuality'

and violencc
a sheep - or a lamb: a rcfcrcncc to thc proverb: 'as wcll be hanged for a

shecp as a lamb' (mcaning that' where pcnalties do

not discriminatc betwcen a greater and a lesser

ofi"n"", onc might as wcll be guilty of the Srcater)

lo suspend one's dlsbellef: itre nngtistr poct and critic Samuc! Taylor
Coleridge ( l TZi- tg14) wro le,inBiographia Literariu
(1817), 

-of''thut willing suspcnsion of disbelief for
thc moment, which constitutes poetic faith" His

words, when applied to the drama' suggest that

.p""t"iott are wiiling, while a pe{o1m3nce lasts' to

susoend (but not to dispense with) their knowledge

tt ai wtrat is taking place on stage is an acted

r"ficsentation of reatity rather than reality itself'

Sroppard's Player complains that' when his actor

rcaliy aied, thc sPcctators thought that hc was

merclY acting

Frlends both . . . . heste tn ttrts: th-is speech (comparc Hamlet.lv,l.32-7)
in which Claudius gives Rosencrantz and Guilden-

stern a genuine tasli to do was added by Stoppard at

the req-ucst of Laurence Olivier' director of the

National Theatrc
nos's ,rorrsrru sllic slowly dorr: Stoppard, with characteristic diffidence,

has describe d i?osencrantz and Guildenslern are

Dead as being 'slightly literate music-hall perhaps'

(Hayman, Toh Sippord(19?8)' p' 5)' The vaude ville

) ) )
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clemenl in this comic routine is obvious: the literary
element is dcrivcd from Samuel Beckett. At the end
of Woiting for Godot, Vladimir and Estragon try to
work out how they may best hang themsclves.
Estragon removes the rope which serves him as a
belt, and his trousers fall down. Thus thc end of the
play reveals man's own latter end. Stoppard refers
to Beckett by name ('Wham, bam, thank you Sam')
at thc close of lumpers. Hc also rcfers lo 'thc clown's
indignity of fallen trousers' in Lord Malquist and Mr
Moon (p. l45l

lhey've done wllh us: 'thcy'vc donc with us' = 'lhcy havc finishcd with us',
but, is misinterprctcd by Guildenstcrn who asks:
'What have they donc with us?'

Act 3 (pages '13-96)

It is dark. Rosencrantz and Guildenstcrn, aboard ship bound for
England, open Claudius's letler to the English king and discovcr from it
that Hamlct is to bc killed. Whcn thcy fall aslecp Hamlet replaccs
Claudius's lcttcr wilh ohe of his own, sentencing its bcarers to death.
Next morning Roscncrantz and Guildcnstcrn find that thc players,
fcaring thc displeasurc Of Claudius, havc stowed away. Pirates attack.
Evcrybody hidcs, and Hamlet, undcr covcr of confusion, makcs his
cscape, lcaving Roscncrdntz and Guildcnstcrn once again unsurc of how
to procccd. Thc audicnce, horvever, knows that ahead of them ties
England and dcath. The play ends with thc rcports of the ambassadorc
from England, dclivcrcd as thc stagc slowty darkens.

NOTES AND GLOSSARY:

Are you there? . . .. lilell, lhrt's cleared thel up: thc mistakes that arc
made when onc is unablc to see are humorously
(and appropriatcly) cxploited in Stoppard's radio
play Artist Descendlng a Staircase (broadcast in
19721in which it is the radio audience which is kcpt
in rhe dark

ln out here?: 'somcbody might comc in' suggests the stage of an
encloscd theatre (where the actors who play
Rosencrantz and Guildcnstern really are);'out herc'
suggests thc opcn air and the open sea (where
Roscncrantz and Guildenslcrn ar€ supposed to bc).
'In out hcrc?'combines both suggestions

Nlce blt of plrnklng: Rosencrantz draws atlention to the woodcn stagc
which reprcsents lhe ship's deck l
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game of teg: a children's game in which one child trics to touclt

others who run away from him' Oncc a child has

been louched (or taggcd) it is his turn to acl as

pursuer
Other slde, I thlnk: buildenstern wants Roscn,,a'.tz to vomit over the

side of the boat that is not into the wind' Later (p'

88) Hamlct spits into the wind, with predictable

results
ln perll on lhe ser: words takcn from thc rcfrain to thc hymn'Eternal

Father, strong to savc' by William Whiting
(1825-78)

cue:wordsoractionswhichindicatctoanactorthatitis
his turn to cntcr onstagc or to bcgin spcaking

wllt f,e be there?: Roscncrantz thinks that thc king mentioned by

Guildenstern is Claudius' Guildenstern corrects

him
we're flnlshed: dramatic irony. Thc audiencc knows that Rosen-

crantz and Guildenstcrn are to bc killed
You've gol lt: Guildenstern means: 'You have understood the

situation'. Roscncranlz oncc again misunderstands:

hcnce the confusion which follows
crrlogrrphers: map-makcrs
chtct'ln[ rl straws: to [""p afloat by ctutchingat a straw is a proverbial- illustration ol dcspcratc measures takcn in

cxtremity. Becausc sun'baked bricks wcrc made by

mixing mud and chopped straw Rosencrantz's
mind, which has itsclf bccn clutching at straws

throughout thc play, movcs to a still morc absurd

vcrgio-n of thc piovcrb. The samc jokc appcars in
Lord Malqulst and Mr Moon Qt' 52) whcrc Moon
thinks: 'I ilutch at slraws but what good's a brick to
a drowning man?'

Ae Soc'les .. . put lt: Socratci (469-399sc), an ancicnt Grcck tcacher

and philosopher, was scntcnced to dcath for'
allcgedly, coirupting thc intellects, and-hence lhc

morals, of the young. In the time before his sentence

was carricd out he meditated much upon his own

impending death and upon death in general, though
he scems ncver to have reached thc conclusion

which Guildenstern ascribcs to him. lnhisApology'
written by his disciplc Plato (c'427-348nc), Socrates

argues that 'wc shall sec that therc is grcat reason to

ho-pe that death is good . . . cithcr dcath is a state of
noihingness and utter unconsciousncss' or ' ' ' there

)/
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is a changc and migration of the soul from this
world to another'yentsges: stops: Guildenstern is quoting Hamlet's speech
(Hamlet III.2.350ff.)

All ln lhe srme bosl: this colloquial cxpression which is lirerally true herc
is a typical Stoppard witticism

Are we all rlght for England?: Rosencrantz means: 'Are we on the right
.,, course for England?' The Player interprets him as
' mcaning: 'Are we going to be acccptable in

England?'
a second husband: the Player's allusion is to words spoken in Hamlet

(but not;recorded in Stoppard's play) by the player-
queen: 'In second husband let me be accurst;./None
wed thc aecond but who kill'd the first. . . . A second
lime I kill my hus$and dead,/Whcn second
husband kisses mc in bed'(lII.2.l74ff.)

We can do what we llle: Shakcspcare, into whose play Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are so firmly lockcd, has no scene set
on boarfl the ship carrying Hamlet to England.
Thus, if ive grant Stoppard's basic conceit, wc may
supposc that Roscncrantz and Guildcnstern are
indied free to do and to say what rhdy witl,
unconstrained by the need to follow details of
Shakespeare's play. Of coursc they are also, but
without their knowing,locked with equal lirmness
into Stoppard's texl

deluslons of lmprlsonment: compare: 'Denmark's a prison' (Hamlet
u.2.244)

camels, chameleons: comparc Hamlet IIl.2.370ff.
amnesla: loss of mcmory :paranola: an obsess[ye_ fear that one is being plotted against or

otherwisc persecuted
myopla: short-sightedness
at hls age: hints thrown out by Shakespeare suggest that

Hamlet is thirty years otd
talking lo hlmself: one of the few placcs in which W. 3. Citberr's

Rosencrantz ond Guildenslern (sce footnote above,
p, 16, and see also Part 3 of thc present Notes) may
have influenced a detail in Stoppard's text, In
Gilbert's burlesque it is Hamlet's habit of solilo-
quising that especially distresses Gertnrde

,rt, ptnATEs altack: compare Homlet IV.6.l0ff.
not o plc* up:, Stoppard's dircction indicates that Rosencrantz.s

'Dead?' is not an attsmpt lt supplying the word that

4rl
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the Player is after' Rosencrantz merely wants to ask

whethei Hamlet is dead

Not from his mouth . . . i;;iv';;ii'er: in rhe 195? edition this speech is

p,i"itilf"ir"wing ttre received text of Hamlet' as

blank verse

Polack: Polish
overtaken by dark onA ii''tc'the original ending' as rePresented ?l-ln"

rsiT-ii*i, is lifferent; it was altered du-rtng

t"i"urs"it'"iitrt N"tional Thcatre' Instead'of the

"u'J'--6"ing 
darkened Stoppard 

' 
followed

Strikcspeare[ ttxt thtough to its concluston' lnen

n" alaJo the following sccne' The two ambassaoors

rcmain' alonc, on stage' counting thc corpses

*il;iiv, ;;J'naming ihim (claudius''Gertrude'

H;il' Laertcs' [oscncrantz' Gu'ildenstern'

P;fiil tnJ-iiprttria)' offstage thcrc is a sound'

;;;';;; t"ii't o't' indistinitlv' two names' In

,*on."tothissummons'dclibcratclyrcminiscent
of itrat which aroused Roscncrantz and uulloen-

stcrn. tttc ambassadors lcavc to find out what is

t;t,;; ;;' i-t'i-mutit.that wc associate with the

pl"i!^ is faintly heard' thc house lights come up'

.niiiti pruv cnis with an cmptv' fully lit stage'

I

)
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Commentary

Ttrrnu o., (ou* w,rys of getting to know a play well: by seeing it in
pcrformancc; by discussiru it trirt friends (and,iomctimis bertei still,
with thosc who arc not yout friends); by judging it in thc light of othcr,
relatcd, plays; and by means of a close line-by-line inspection of its text.
Neither pcrformance nor the sort of discussion herc envisaged is
possible in print. What follows is comparison and analysis.

Travestying Shakespeare
Shakespeare's plays, pcrformed straight or in versions adapted lo meet a
dircctor's vision of them, dorginate thc mode rn Btagc, are thc backbone
of commercial, subsidiscd, arid experimental theatre alike, and have an
hortoured place in lelevision, on the radio, and in the cincma.

The many ways in which Shakespeare is brought to the attention of
modern audiences arc bewildering. The re are Shakespearean balle ts and
contemporary-dance versions; Shakespearean operas and musicals;
produclions in all the major 14nguages, inctuding some which 'translate'
his words into modern English; productions in mime (for everyone) and
in sign-language (for those who cannot hear); productions using
puPpets. His plays are pcrformed by vast companici in theatres which
arc relics of thc Victorian ind Edwardian periods, and by scratch
companies on makeshift platforms in schoolrooms, prisons, or outside
in thc rain. Some productions are surpassingly dull, othcrs fill thc stagc
with characler, and action; and colour, but all testify to the central place
which Shakcspearc holds upon the Western stage.

This unqucstioning acceptdnce of Shakespeare's immense worth, so
lhat any attcmpt upon his work, howevcr routine or ill-ionccived, is
assumcd to bc safc box-office, is not somcthing about wlrich those rcally
interested in the theatrc can be entirely happy, for it may simply be
evidence of an uncreative aesthetic conscrvatism (of liking blindly what
onc has been told is good). But it is a [acl, and one which some modern
directors and playwrights have cxploitcd in order to bring into
promine nce their own political or social points of view. Edrvard Bond's
Bingo: Scenes ol Money snd Death (19'14) deliberately sought to anger
playgoers by its portrayal of a Shakespeare who glimpses in his plays a
freer, better ordcr of living, but who in his dealings with the people
around lrint suppresses thcsc insights and reverts lo the crueltics ol'
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conduct that were standard and acceptable in his day't Howard Brenton

in ih,irternth Night, a title which is itself a Shakespearcan allusion, has

riworked Mocieth atmost bur not quite beyond recognition until.it

becomes a commenrary on the state of politics, and in particular on the

future of socialism, in twentieth-century Britain't- 
3uch explicitly political revamping of Shakespeare is trkety. ro be

modern, but it ii wrong to supposl that thoroughgoing adaptations of
iiir 

-""tr 
are cxclusiiely oi- recent origin' one special- sorl' the

:6urr.rqu"' or affectionatc parody, was cspecially popular in the

vi.i;rfi; pcriotl when it hilpcd to counter without in any way

i.ri-ii"gite orhcrwise c*"esiivc veneration in which Shakespeare's

n"n," *"i held.f (Nor was Shakespeare alone in bcing treated in this

""v; 
qri." Victoria herself was ihe subject of humorous' and not

always-affcctionate, music hall songs.) such burlesqucs assume as a

,utt* of coursc that Shakcspcarc'i texl is at least moderately well

[**n. Bccausc of its immenie fame Hamlet attracted a larger than

usual number of comic adaptations, many of which are listed, after

;;;r; iAirionr of rhc play, in thc cataloguc of thc British Library un<lcr

;;;;;;di"t.Travcsties' (iiielf, surcly not by coincide nce, the title of one

of Stoppard's later PlaYs).

A Victorlan burlesgue Hamlcl

The first of the traveslies listed in the British Library catalogue, though a

vcry latc cxample of Hamlet burlesquc' is W' S' Gilbert's Rosencranlz

ond Guildrnstirn, the only burlesque version of Hamlet with which

iiopputo il likeiy to havi been Ccquainted'$ There is not much'

howiver, that suggests any great spread or dcpth of influence' Gilbert's

;i";; ir ;"1;ntt"r-riy triviai 
-and iti distortion of Shakespeare's plot is

lxtreme: Stoppard, by way ofcontrast, leaves Shakespeare's plot intacl'

From Gilbeit''s version the intense emotional pressures that prompt

Hamlct both to rakc aclion and to delay taking action are missing

.Edward Bond (D.t934) ir rlso thc aulhor of Lcar(19721, onc oflhc most ambilious

dramatic rcworkings of r Shakcspcarc play yct undcrlakcn'

igo*nra BrcntonlD.lgl2). His other plays includc The Churchill Play (19741, Epson

bowm (197'll, s]nd Thc'!,omans ln Brttoin (19801'

iil;;;';;,,;;qu*, in"iuaing cilbcrr'r Rosencrantz and. auildensterz, arc besi rcarl iu
'Niiitri-,tn Ceitury Shakup-eare Burlesques, introduced by Stanlcy Wells, 5 vo-luntcs,

bipi.r" pr.r., London, 19i7. Thesc volumci reprinr thirty-threc burlesqucs, ten of which

arc lravcslics of llonilet.
..Rosencrontz and Guildenstern lirst appcared in print in l8?4 but was nol staged until

1891. The most conveuicnt morlcrn tiit for those who cannot consult lhe 5-volttrtrc

iinetcenth Century Shtrkespearc Burlesquet is in Playr by W. S. Gilbert,ed. by Gcorgc

Rowcll, Cambridgc tJnivcrsity Prcss, Cambridge' 1982'

I) )
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cntirely; his dark family troubles are swept humorously away. Claudius
is Hamlct's father, Gertrudc's husbandl nobody's murd"rer, and the
undisputed king of Denmark. His onry faurr is that he is a dramatist, and
Harnlet's strangeness consists of an iriitating habit of ralking ro trimser
at great length and with undue formarity. Gertrude, wishini to reJucc
her son to serviceabre prose, cafls to her aid tris uoynoia-rii.nar,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, rittre rearising that in. roi..i i,
Hamlet's rivar foi rhe hand of oph.ria, and ls prottin! r,ir-ri*r',
downfall. His plan is to persuade llamret to perform a rittle-known and
grossly incompetent five-act tragedy, written by craudius i" tlr ytrtn
and so distasteful to him in his mituier years ttrai he has predged to h"r"
whoever revives it cxecuted. The pran works and Hamlet ir oirgir".a.
Brt instcad of being cxecuted (rhi onry thing which dics is crairdius's;
nlay).h.e is-.ry_nt to England whcrc, Opfielia cxplains to rhc courr, mcnwith his difficulrics of rcmpcramerif are usuaily hcld in rtrc n6rrcst
cstcem' Thus, as is appropriatc in a ligtrr entertainment .t"g",I io?uir"
mgnef.{o1 a good causc, everything cnds happity

.,.,I: X!i:h rcspccts, if any, trai CitUirr inftucnicd Sroppard? Despirc itslrlle' Roscncrantz and Guildcnstcrn are not in thc forifionr of Giibcrr's
burlesque: thc honour stil bcrongs to Hamrei. And yet thc ritrin.ui *"[have suggeslcd to stoppard.t-he possibiliry or moving peffieral ,characlers to the ccntrl- of rhc srige-whili having nimiet,s' ior"prominent characters wheer abour thIm. Here and rh-ere, arso, Gilbert
has a Stoppa.rd-like jokc.(Claudius ruefully admits rt.t i,i. pf uy 

"", ,success only by virtuc of its succeeding the play which preccd.O itj unOoncc or twicc rhere is the odd phrase oiincidinithat,n"y t r* i"Jg"a instoppard's mind. But thc 
-chicf 

respect in which- Gilbert's andStoppard's pieces arc simitar, th.ir heavy emphasis upon tt "ui* unatheatricality, may weil rcflect not the influenci or rn. ioiri;;p;;;"
latter but rather their common origins in Shakcspeare's ptay.' 

-- -'

A modern collage Hamlc,

Gilbcrt's Rosencra*z and Guirdenstern is atfectionatc parody: its being
f"i:-",1._:l.rfrc rtrqnsl which ir has in common with Stoppard,s ptay.
r ncrc rs nothing which anyonc would think affcctionat" ibout a muctrmorc rcccnt. shakespcarc travcsty, chartes Marowitz's H anre t. 1liis1,
1 y:Jk which by a curious coincidence had, like Rosencrsiiz inaGuildenstern are Dead, its origins in Bcrrin in ttr" mioai;-ift-O; (r".
above, 'A note on the text,),

- Marowitz's version cuts ind shuffles Shakespeare's text, sometimcs,
for its own ironical purposes, shifring a spi.ctr from one character totrhe Marowitz shakespcorc, Marion Boycrs. London, r97E, incrudcs a tcxt of Marowitz,sHamlct.
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anothcr. (It is Gertrudc, not Hamlet, who says of thc elder Hamlet in
this vcrsion: 'He was a man, take him for all in alll I shall not look upon
his like again.') But though Marowitz's rccension can look to hostile
cycs like a random affair of violent transitions indulged in for their own
sake, it is really produced according to a plan and in careful support of
its adaptor's moral outlook. Indeed lhere could hardly be a clearer
example of a director's reworking Shakespeare's text in order to give
prominence to his own points of view.

Marowitz admires Shakespearc's play for its energy and its simple
compellingness in the theatre, but hates it ('hate' is not too strong a

word) because it secms to him to have made attractive to us a sort of
personality which in his opinion is contemptible and dangerous.
Hamlet, for Marowitz, is the type of liberal spirit who, when caltcd upon
to act decisivcly in situations which requirc action rather than delicatc
morat argumcnt, cannot do so for fcar of violating his own moral
scnsibility. But thc price which such a libcral pays for holding himself
intact ig enormous: he bccomes a merc puppct, with no part to play of his
own prompling in thc affairs of thc world.

Such a vicw of Hamlct's charactcr, though rarcly cxprcssed with such
forcc, is not in fact new. Samucl Johnson, in thc cightccnth ccntury,
declarcd Hamlet to be throughout the play 'rather an instrument than
an agent'; and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in the carly years of the
ninetecnth century, spokc of a Hamlet who 'finally gives himself up to
his destiny, and, in the inJirmily ol his nature, at last hopelessly places
himself in the power and mcrcy of his enemies'.r What is new is the
ruthlessncss with which Marowitz cuts up Shakcspeare's text in ordcr
both to compel an audicnce to share his vicw and to make clcar his own
contempl for Hamlet's characler. In Marowitz's version thc conlrasts
between Hamlct and Fortinbras and bctwecn Hamlcl and Laertcs (thc
first contrast barely devcloped by Shakcspcare; the sccond dcveloped to
Hamlct's advantagc) both work to Hamlet's deep discredit. At onc point
thc Ghost so despairs of having Hamlet avenge him that he adopts
Fortinbras as son in his placc. And though, in the cvcryday sense of thc
term, Hamlct is unable to act (much of Marowitz's version consists of
Hamlet's imagined aclions), in thc thcatrical sense of the term all that he
can do is act: hc is sclf-cgnsciously the actor, doing in play what hc will
not do in rcality, and not doing even that well, so that his speechcs arc
reduccd to an impotent rhetoric which is booed by his fellows on stage at
the same time as they applaud Laertcs's forceful speech and action.

.Samucl Johnson (1709-84), poca, critic, lcxicographcr, end cditor of Shatcspcarc'r
worts. By ageat Johnson mcans'onc who acts on his own behalf'(not 'onc who acts on
behalf of anothcr'). Samuel T,rylor Colcridgc (1772-l8r4l was thc most cmincnt poct-
critic of thc Romantic pcriod.
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Stoppard's olher Hamlet

Recently Stoppard has returned to Hsmlet and has produced a

reworking so condensed as to make Marowitz's version see m prolix and
conservative. Stoppard's new Hamlet, originally designed for perfor-
mance on a bus, is now the second half of the first parl of Dogg's Hamlet,
Cahoot's Mocbeth (1979), a set of linked plays cvery bit as extraordinary
as its extraordinary title.

Dogg's Hamlet is set in a school somewhere in England; at least an
audiencc will assume that the school is English bccause its headmasler,
Professor Dogg, has ordcrcd building matcrials from Leamington Spa
(which here servcs as thc prototype of a standard British town of comic
normality). It is the school spccch-day; therc is to be a prizc-giving, and
aflerwards thc pupils are to perform Hamlet. Nothing could bc more
English, nothing morc invitingly normal than this: it is thc stuff of a
thousand English comedies. But thc schoolboys, their hcadmast€r, his
wife, and the lady who is to present thc prizes spcak an extraordinary
language (known as Dogg). Dogg and English have a common word-
hoard, but attach different meanings to their shared vocables (for
instancc lhe numbe rs one ao len in Dogg are: sun, dock, trog, slack, pan,
sock, slight, bright, nonc, tun). There arrives from Leamington an
English-speaking lorry-drivcr, dclivering materials with which to build a
platform for the prize-giving: he can neither understand nor be
understood, and there is great confusion and some violence of a minor
sort (chiefly caused by the inconvenient fact that'Useless, git [term of
abuse]' in Dogg means 'Good day, sir' in English). Eventually the
platform is built; the prizc-giving takes place; and Hamlet is
performed - twice: oncc in a fifteen-minute version and then as an
cncore in under two minutcs.

Cahoot's Macbeth, the second half of Stoppard's double-bill, has a

different setting. I{e re we are to watch Macbeth being performed in
someone's living room. (Stoppard, after visiting Czechoslovakia in
t977, learncd that certain actors -among them the playwright Pavel
Kohout - having been prevcnted from acting by the state authorities
had taken to giving illicit pcrformances of Macbeth in flats in Praguc.)
Thc play proceeds nofmally, though in a highly condcnsed version, until
a police inspector bursts into the room. Despite his wise-cracking
manner (by a horrible irony it is this policeman who provides the
evening's comic relief) he threatens the actors with arrest and
imprisonment for acting without authority. Performing Shakespeare
without state approval, he cxplains, is simply a way of ignoring and thus
of undermining the authority of the state. He also makcs it clear that hc
is prepared, with official connivance, to twist the language of the statute-
books to any length in order to get a conviction. (Of the words of one

clearly as a balanced view of Shakespeare's pray Marowitz's versionwill not do at all: to push an audicnce', ,yrprihi., away from the
conscience-stricken Hamtet towards rhe hyperactive Laertcs is to miss
the fact that Laertes too, in his dearings wittr ctauaius, is ralher an
instrument than an agent and blindly r.r"r., purposes whictr in his anger
he fails to divine. But asa professedty unbarancei view of Srrakcipeare 's
play, true in some of its deiairs however wirdry cxaggerated its emihases,
Ma.rowitz's vereion .wi[ do very wcil i"J""a. i6c brusqueneis with
which Shakcsfcare is treated is-matched by his adaptoris dismissive
treatmcnt of his own audience. Any theatre audience, Marowitz
contends, has already scttted into a patiern ofexpectation wefl before aword is spoken on stagc: an audience at a Shakisp"a." ptuy rnuy t urc
had that pattern set for them years in advance and wifl have uougt r ttr"ir
fl:,:1gf occupied their seats in rhe betief rhat thosc 

"xp""tufions 
areto be fulfilled lo rhe letter without ln any way being chafleni"J".,"rir.a

('Audiences know whar to expcci', thi prayer t"'il, Guitdlnstern, .and

lliii: 111 
that they are prepared ro betieve ini - p. 64). Theatre_go"r, o.",

Marowrtz suggcsts, as sensitive to what is passing beforc theiieyes as astopped clock is to rhe passagc of time. Thl reme?y required by borh istlrat they.should be given.a good shaking to r"t th", tickini again.
Shqken,. but- once again in working orj"r, un audience which haswatched the Marowit z Homret wiil bimore acute and much more waryin,its future dealings with Shakespeare,s play.

There is no point in accusing Mirowitz'of urrogan".. Of course he is
arrogant ('dogmalic' is his word),'but trrat is partif a deriberate poricy
of annoying his audience. This hostility towards an audience is also not
new - lhere is evidence of it from the Elizabethan p..ioa fo,
instance - but its theoreticat justificarion is more recent. Suih lrostiliry,
howrver, is hardry to be mer wirh at ail in sroppard's atrogerir"i g;;rt"r
IpTkt: Stoppard conrenrs himself wirlr altowing ttor.n"rini* ir",rrral the inertness of his audience ar thar poinr in trri pray *t.r., r,ioi.t., to
denronstrate l he'misuse of free spoccri', Rosencrantz shouts . 

Fi re!,.'I'he
audience,- naturalty, does not rispon,i. Rosencrantz looks out .with
contempr' and' acknowredging the members of the audience dircctly,
tells Guildcnsrern rhar 'They shourd burn ro dearh in thcii shoes;ip.lnl.But thc cffect of this proreit is armost entirery one of un,ur"n,ori. rt i,worlh rccalling that Stoppard has become a force in the commerciat
th."3lr:, something which Marowitz has never been and something
Yhith lr.pr.obably would not wish to be. crearry, despitc tt ".i.r"".* i",r,rT::: rheir composition and rheir comnron origins in shakespeare,s
:.to:ntlr, Stoppard's and Marowitz's plays are very difl.ere nt wor[s withlittle in common.

) ))
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statute he argues: 'Who's to say what was meant? Words can be your
fricnd or your e ne my, dcpending on.who's lhrowing the book, so watch
your language' (p. 59). These are the crucial words in Stoppard's play
and the key to his purposes.) Having taken everyone's namc and address
the inspector leavcs for a short while, but within a few moments a second
intcrruption occurs when the lorry-driver from Dogg's llomlerentcrs the
room. Once again he has driven from Leamington (his last specch in the
play suggestr that it has bcen a long drive) and oncc again he is trying to
deliver building materials. But therc is a difference: now he too speaks
Dogg and soon all of thc actors performing Macbeth begin to speak it
also. Thc inspcctor calls again, to completc his work of harassment, and
is the only one unable to understand what is being said. In response he
becomes increasingly frustratcd and threatening ('If it's not frec
expression, I don't know what is' (p. 75). This is an irony, since he
certainly does not know what frec cxpression is.) The pcrformance ends
in manic confusion - the lorry-driver building yet another platform; the
actors spouting Macbeth entircly in Dogg languagc; lhc inspector piling
building material of his own betwcen them and thcir audience. The last
(suitably ambiguous) words go to the lorry-drivcr: 'But I should be back
by Tuesday'. Is this the cry of the expatriate Briton seeking to return to
his beloved Lcamington, whcrc police men know thcir place, and where
that place is ncither the theatre nor the best living-rooms? Or are they
words mcaning heaven-only-kriows-what in Dogg?

This is an odd play certainly, but, with Stoppard, it is wise to assume
that thc odder the play is the better it will bc. There are, indecd, solid
rcasons for thinking Dogg's llomlet, Cohoot's Macbeth bcficr than
Rosencrantz ond Guildenntern ore Dead despite thc carlier play's far
greater acclaim. In particulaf the latcr play is much the more
economical, with nonc of that freewheeling discussion ol'whatever
,interested Stoppard at thc time that so much disfigures parts of
Rosencrsntz and Guildenstern are Dead. Yet it is precisely in relation to
cconomy, considered as a dramatic virtuc, that wc need to raise a
fundamental question about Dbgg's Hamlet, Cahoot's Maobeth. Why
are wc trcatcd to a shortcned vcrsion of Hamlet? There is no obvious
answcr. The first parl of Dogg's Hamlet introduces us to Dogg-language;
wc need to know about this languagc in order to follow the last part of
Cahoot's Mocbeth. Thc schoolboys' Ilamlel, however, is performed
throughout in English; a lady in the audience shouts'Marmalade'at onc
point - roughly the equivalent of 'Bravo' - but that is the only irruption
of Dogg into the piece.

When we learn that the shortened Hamlet existed earlier as a separate
projcct we may begin to suspect that Stoppard has simply rough-
stitched it in place in order to makc a longcr play. He is quite capable of
such outrages: New-Found-Lond is an cxtremely long and extravagant
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soliloquy arbirrarily punched into the middle of Dirty Linen,(19.76).

Moreovir, considerld- in isolation, Stoppard's fifteen-minute Hamlet is

not very inreresting; it lacks Marowitz's fire, and perhaps simply

remindJ us that, though you necd talent and energy to write a play, you

need only a puir of scissors to cut one. But if we put.the-shor.tened

Hamlet back into the contcxt which Stoppard has provided for it and

consider it in relation to Dogg',s Hamlel, cahoot's Macbethasa whole we

can begin to see why it is wherc it is and why it must be there-'-

Stop-pard begins our cvening with a lcsson in Dogg-languagc' He then

gives ui a Shaklspcarc play (Hamletl,an intcrval, another Shakespeare

ilay {Macbeli), and a final burst of Dogglanguagc. Our cvcning thus
'has 

a'V-shaped structure; its second part is thc mirror image of its first.

Thc lorry-diiver speaks English in the first half, Dogg in the. second;

ordinary conversation is cariied on in Dogg in the first, in English in the

second half; ShakesPeare is perfomcd in English in the fi-r-st, but
(eventually) in Dogg in the second. These common elements diffe rently

arrangcd 
"ie"t" 

a fii-reaching differencc in mood. The first Part is set in

a school, and Dogg, though aicrious languagc to thosc who speak it, has

io, un audience i[e air Jf an extcnded schoolboy-joke; a tanguage in

which you may safety grcct your headmaster with the words'useless,
git' is every schoolboy;s dream. within this innocent world shakespeare's

[1"y, "r"-p.rformed 
by amatcurs to whom his words are a forcign

i^ngurg..'They perfoim him badly to dutiful applause -but.they
p.r-fori him withbut danger. The onty one at risk in this productior is

bhuk.rp""r" himself, his iongest play despatched in two minutes flat.

ln Cihoot's Macbeth innocence has bcen lost and e verything is darke r
in consequence. Shakespeare is being pcrformed byprofessionals, men

and women to whom an overweening state d€nics access to their

legitimate rcwards. He is being performed, furthermore, by men and

t 6*"n who stand in the very greatest danger. Thcir attitudc towards

what rhey are doing is thoroughly workmanlikc, for putting on

Shakcspcire's plays is their trade. They do not pcrfgrm- his works

bccausi rhey b;lievc them to contain insights without which the world

musl remain forcvcr blind: they pcrform him because they have bcen

told not ro do so. Their pcrformanccs to a frightencd handful of
spectators are acis of defiance that are the essential constituents of
fiecdom. (Their spokesman is forced to say: 'I'm afraid lhe performance

is not open to the public'- p' 56.) But thcir plight, as Stoppard presents

it, and his prcs"ntition humaniscs thcir plighl, is that thcy are workmen
denied gainfut emirloyment, tradesmen denied access to their trade. It is
as though Stoppard is commenting on, and revoking, an earlier
witticism -'We ire aclors, we're the opposite of people'- spoken by the

Ptayer in Rosencr,znlz snd Guildenslern are Dead (p. 47).

Finaing themse tves in their conflict with the inspcctor in a world in

I
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which language is flexible though party attitudes are not, the actors take
refugc in a linguistic evasion, finishing their play in a language (it really
is the language of freedom) which the inspector cannot understand but
whose rhylhms are recognisably those of Mocbeth. Stoppard's play ends
with this small triumph for the actors, bul it also ends, as any play true lo
the facts of state repression must, with the police inspector, instrument
of that repression, ridiculous but still menacing and undefeated.

Comedy or tragedy?
What sort of play ts Rosencrantz and Guildenstern ore Dead'! ls it a
comedy? Or a tragedy? Or the sort of play that cannot properly be
described as either the one thing or the other? Most people who go to see
it do so expecting that they will be made to laugh: by reputation the play
is a comedy, though (as many who have seen it would wish to add) it is a
comedy freighted with sadness.

Judging whether a play is conric or tragic by how audiences answer
simple questions (Did you laugh? Did you cry?) has not seemed to most
theorists of the drama a ve ry satisfactory way of proceeding, and from
the earliest times attempts have been made at distinguishing between
comedy and tragedy on principle. The Greek philosopher and critic
Aristotle (384-322nc), in his De Poetica, sought, for cxample, to define
tragedy as drama in which spectators are moved to pity and fear by
watching enacled before them the mislbrtunes suffercd by a man
(neither vicious nor depraved, and of high social standing) because of
some 'error of judgemenl'on his part.* Though Aristotle is certainly not
denying the emotional impact of tragedy - that it produces pity and fear
is an essential element in his account of it - it is, nevertheless, in his view
lhe fall of the tragic hero which prompts us to fecl these cmotions: plot,
he,says, is 'the first and the most important thing in Tragedy'. Wc decide
whe ther a play is tragic or not by looking at the curve of its plot.

Unfortunately the second book of the De Poetico, in which Aristotle
discussed comedy, is lost, and what he might there have said has to be
guessed at from hints thrown out e lsewhere. He seems to have believed
that comedy shows us men who, unlikc tragic heroes, are worse than lhe
average man through their possession of bad qualities (greetl, cupidity,
unseemly doting upon young girls) which we may properly ridiculc.
Later amplifiers of his account have sometirnes thought thal conredy, in
Aristotle's view, is a moral enterprise which exalts virtue by ritliculing
those vices which are appropriately ridiculed: a play whiclr ridiculed
rnisfbrtune that was unrelated to vicc or that was tar in e xcess ol'the vice
lo which it was rclated, would be cruel rather than conric. At onc point,
|'fhe ll'orks of Aristotle, edited by J. A. Surith, W. D. Ross et a/, l2 volunrcs, ( larcndorr
Press, Oxlbrtl, 1908-52, vol. Xl.
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however, Aristotle argues that comedy may be distinguished from

tragedy by a mechanical cxamination of its plot, for he writes of one

traleAy that it has a subplot which 'belongs rather to Comedy' since it

shows-f he bitterest e nemies 'walking off good friends at the end, with no

slaying of any one by any one'.
Wt it .n,"rg.s witli great clarity from the foregoing account is that in

Aristotelian terms Rosez crantz and Guildenstern are Dead is neithe r a

rragedy nor a comedy. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arc incompetent,
unfirtunate, and all at sea (Stoppard's Act 3 makes this last point in

visual termsj: to ri6icule them would bc cruel. But, on the other hand,

tlrcy do not have the stature of tragic he roes; nor is it easy to see.of what

error of judgement they are guilty. Their view of their condition is

partial 
""itui-nlyt 

they never know that they are characters in a play, nor
(unlike their audienie) do they have any knowledge of Shakespea.re's

Hamtet. But how could they be told that they are characters in a play?

They cannot leave the play in ordcr to look down upon it .from the

orttide, and any,nessage brought to them within the play they interpret,
reasonably enough, as just another particle of experience, indistinguish-
able from th" otlr"r pirticles of experience which make up th_eir lives.

They are, in short, the victims of ine radicable ignorance : but, if the y are

indeed victims, in what sense may they be considered guilty?

In the Middle Ages there emerged a simpler view of the distinction

between comedy ancl tragedy than that given by Aristotle..We decide

whether a play is rhe onC thing or thc other solely by looki'g at wtat
happens at its close: comedies ind in marriage, tragedies in death. Ir is

thi 'view ro which Sroppard's Player subscribes wholeheartedly:
.Tragedy, sir. Deaths and disclosures' (p. l7). on this view Rosencranlz

ond-Gultrtenstern are Dead is a tragedy. This conclusion, however,

conflicts both with the expectation of the modern playgoe r and with his

experiencc.
Perhaps the problem of deciding what sort o[ play Stoppard has

written it .o.pornded for us by our having un{lly restricted.the
number of categorics to which it may be assigned. There is precedent

within Hamlet itself, which can never be far from our minds, lbr a

generous expansion of the available categories: 'tragedy, comedy,

history, pastoral,... tragical-historical, tragical-comical-historical-
pastoial' ttt.Z.fgO). but this list, put together by the gabbling Polonius,

is too gcne rous: it madly divides and proliferates genres until a point is

reached where, though the compound term may describe a play

admirably, it ceases to be able to classify it. If we worked in the spirit ol'

Polonius we should end up having to argue' almost sccne by sccne, thal a
play is tragic here, but comic there, occasionally pastoral (sometimcs

when comic, and sometimes when tragic), and in parts historical as well.

We appear to havc reached an impasse' and yet there is a way forward

)
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along the lcast auspicious path. Tragedics end in death; comedics in
marriagc. Tragedies simply end (they irc, Aristotte says, imitations .of a
complete action'); comedies end in new beginningi.-Marriage implies
children, and children re peat the pattern of rh-eir paients'lives,-begeiting
in their turn children who repeat lhe pattern once again. Comity, ii
short, is cyclical.

.At.one point-in fct 3 Roscn,,anrz and cuildenstern are debating
whether to tell Hamlet of Claudius's plans to murder him:

Ros: Wc're his friends.
curr-: How do you know?
nos: From our young days brougilt up with him.
ourl: You'vc only got thcir word for it.
nos: But'that's what we depcnd on.
curr-: Well, ycs, and thcn again no.

(pp. 82-3)

l.Ygs, a1{ thcn again no': it wilt be to our advantagc if we can acquire a
little of Guildenstern's nicely judged q99p1i9fsp *I.n *"" ry to a;swer
the following fundamental question - how-iiii we know that {osencrantz
and Guildenste rn dic at the end of Stoppard's play? Becausc of the play's
titlc? But how do we know that thc tiric is tetiing us the truth? Betause
they die in Shakcspcarc's play? But stoppard's pliy is nor Shakespeare's,
and Stoppard's Roscncrantz and Guildenstein ire not shakeipearc's
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern precisely because stoppard's Rosencrantz
ond Guildenstern are charocters ii shakespeiri's play whereas
shokespearc's Rosencrontz and Guildenstern ore not. ttrerl.is a paradox
herc, and one which is remarkably difficult to spell out, Lut ir is
Stoppard's founding paradox upon which he constructs the entire
edifice of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead.

. shakespeare's Hamler purports to be a representation ofoccurrences
in the rcal world: whethcr those event$ really happencd or are known lo
bc fictional docs not, in rcspcct of thc prcsint argumcnt, matter at all.
Shakespcare's Roscncrantz and Guildinstern aic presentcd lo us as
though thcy arc real courticrs, set rcal tasks by a r.ai king. Ofcourse in
one sense (it is common sense) lhcy are characters in a play, but that is

1ot..h-ow Shakespcarc prcscnts them. With Stoppard's Rosincrantz and
Guildcnstcrn thc case is quitc diffcrent: doubticss thcy think they are
real human beings, and thcy have not reacl rhe play in which they have
such minor parrs, but neverthclcss it is as charictirs in thar play that
lhcy arc prcscntcd to us. (This point is somcrimes casicr to undirsrind if
we think in visual terms. A piclure of a tree is not a tree, bur ncither is it
thc..picturc of a picturc of a tree. Shakespeare.s Roscncrantz. and
Guildenstern are picturcs of rear people; Sioppartl's are pictures of
picturcs.) stoppard's purport ia tirus raiilatty diffeient from
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Shakespcare's. In the sensc indicated abovc Shakespeare's Rosencrantz
and Guilclenstern are really people, who really die. But Stoppard's
Rosencrantz and Cuildenstern arc characters in a play. Can characters
in a play really die? Consider the following exchangc between

Guildenstcrn and the Playcr:

curr: Aren't you going to - come az?

PLAYER: I am on,
curr-: Bul it you are on, you can'l come on. Caa you?

(p. 25)

A similar argumcnt applies to dcath. You cannot die unless you have

ftrst bccn alivc. Can characters in a play rcally be said to be alive? A
character is only a plan: certain words in a certain order, dclivered in a
certain tone of voice, and with certain accompanying gcstures and
movcments. The plan is rcalised in pcrformance, whether by an actor or
by a rcadcr, and thc charactcr may thcn bc said to'comc alive': once the
realisation is over wc might even aSree to say that the characte r is dead.

This is a highly metaphorical death, however, and furthermore applies
to all characters in a play whcther or not they represent somcone who
dies. And it is a dcath from whose grip the character is resurrected at the

next performancc, By changing the status of Shakespearc's characters,
by making Rosencrantz and Guildenstern characters in a play who
really are characters in a play, Stoppard has denied thcm access to all
savc this metaphorical death. He has made their lot inescapably cyclical.

nos: Is he dead?
PLAYER: Who knows?
cwt(rottled): Hc's not coming back?
PLAYER: Hardly.
nos: He's dead then. 

(p.90)

Guildenstern returns to thc point very near the cnd of thc play: death, he

rcflects, is 'the endless time of never coming back' (p. 95). But that it is a

poinl that does not apply to him is madc clear by his vcry last words:

'Wcll, we'll know better,nexl timc. Now you sec me, now you --(Anddisoppcarsl.' !

In thc 1967 vcrsion thc cyclical nature of the play was still more
obvious: perhaps, indeed, it was altercd bccausc it was too obvious. A
mcsscnger bangs upon a door and calls out two names. Thc ncxt
pcrformancc is about to bcgin (likc Beauchamp's loop of tapc in
Stoppard's radio play Arlist Descending a Staircase (broadcast 1972):

'this entire sequence begins again'). There will be no better luck next
time, for Rosencranlz arrd Guildenstern arc as firmly fixed into their text
as is the coin that comcs down heads ninety-two times. The titlc deceives
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us: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are not dead. Theirs is no
tragedy - the play in which they are trapped is remorselessly cyclical,
and is, as no one has seriously doubted, a comedy ofsorts, though heavy
with inevitable sadness: 'so shall you hear of carnal, bloody and
unnatural acts, of accidental judgments, casual slaughters, ofdeaths put
on by cunning and forced cause, and . . . . purposes mistook fallcn on the
inventors' heafls.'

/

Part 4

Hints for study

)

Getting to know the play
Cetting to know a novel or a poem is so much a matter of reading and re-
reading the text that people oftcn assumc that the text iJ the novel or
pocm. But thc text of a play is not the play itself, since most plays, and
ccrtainly Rosencranlz and Gulldenstern are Dead falls within this
catcgory, are dcsigncd to bc secn in pcrformancc. Of course ptays
designed for rcading rather than for acting havc bcen written by poets
and novelists, but Stoppard is not a poet or novelist who also writcs
plays: he is first and last a man whosc natural mediurn is the
theatre -and a theatre, as the Greek origins of the word put beyond
doubt, is a place whcre peopte go to see lhings. Only in performance arc
the differences betwcen Rosencrantz and Gulldenstern readily appare nt;
in reading the play to yourself, particularly in reading those sections
which consist of the rapid cxchange of short speeches, it is easy to lose
track of who is speaking to whom. Though a part of Stoppard's point is

thal Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are nol easily told apart, their
complete fusion into one which can easily occur in single-person
reading, especially silent reading, does not suit his purposes at all. ln a

stage performance such a fusion and confusion could only occur if a

dircctor had identical twins in his company and were perverse enough to
use thcm and to dress lhem identically. (It will bc worth your
considering hcre whether you agree that a director would be wrong to
use identical twins, identically coslumed. Which arguments in favour of
and which against the practice would you assemble? Consider, for
inslance, the effect ofthat scene, pp. 34-5, inwhich Rosencrantzcannot
remember whether his name is Rosencrantz or Guildenstern, upon
spectators who cannot tell the actors apart. Furthermore, how well
would Stoppard's very slight characterigation, his making Rosencrantz
morc stupid than his friend but also a bit nicer, stand up in suclr
circumstances?)

Rosencrantz and Gulldenstern ore Dead is often performed by college
students (it is a play in which very young actors may take all of the parls
without incongruity of effect) and by amateurs ge nerally. Ne vertheless
the chances are higtr that most people who study the play, and this is very
true of those studying abroad, will not have had an opportunity of
seeing it on stage. What is to be done?

\))
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Though somc study, concentratcd revision for instance, is a solitary
activity most is not, and indeed study of the drama is often best when it is
most sociable. Very few students need to study alone; it should be
possible for most readers of thc play to get together with others in order
to stage, in however clementary a fashion, their own performance.
(Remember that if your performance is a public one you must obtain thc
pcrmission of Mr Stoppard's agents. You will find their names printed
on the back of the title-page of your edition of the play.) Even a simple
reading round the class will servc to clarify matters greatly, but it is
better to try to achicvc a 'proper' pcrformancc, in which actors move
about within a dcsignatcd play-area. Such a performance need not be at
all elaborate: a very basic version can be staged with only three
actors - one will bc Rosencrantz, on€ Guildcnstern, and the third will
havc to be evcryone elsc. If moreactors are available they can easily be
fitted into a performancc (as additional courtiers and atiendants ii no
speaking parts are available: in the play's first professional production
more than twenty-five aclors were useil, many of whom can have had
nothing to say). More elaborate still would be a performance with a
stage-set and costumes. The construction and making of these will also
servc to incrcase your knowledge of the play and make use of the talents
of those students, often among the best, who find acting a burde n.

Abovc all, throughout the process of putting on lhe ptay, actors,
cxlras, and stage-hands should bo cncouraged to talk about what thcy
are doing. If they arc cncouraged then interesting questions, of far-
rcaching significance, will often de raised in the most casua! manner.
Perhaps you havc morc actresses than actors in your class and want to
givc some of the mcn's parts over lo womcn; but should you, as has
happencd in at least one amatcur y'roduction, allow Alfred to be played
by a girl? Whether or not a polished pe rformance is the result of all these
dclibcrations is'of no great moment: what maners is the incrcased
likclihood of cvcryone's sccing thc play not as marks upon a page but as
spoken words, as movemcnts across a stage, as firsl one grouping of
aclors and lhen as another. What lmay well have secmed mercly dull in
rcading (the opening scene, for instance) willsuddenly take on life: what
had seemed insignificant will be found ro have point and purpose; stage-
dircctions, which in a printed version arc a part of the text itself, will
disappear in order to carry out their silent task of marshalling the action.

A fcw stude nts, because of thc time at which they are obliged to study
of becausc of the remoteness of the ir homes, may bc unablc to join with
othcrs in this sort of activity. Even they, however, must not rest content
with a simple reading of the play. At the very lcast they should rcad it
aloud, seriously attending to variations in emphasis and intonation as
lhey do so (Stoppard's stage-directions are useful in this respect). A
better idca is to construct a simple model theatre (it need be nothing
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more difficult to obtain than a table+op) within which ligures can be

moved about. Such a model, though a poor substitute for secing the play
in a performance, will allow it to be expe rienccd as a scrics of happenings
in spacc as well as in time, for it is the spatial aspect of theatre which a

mere readiqg of a text, howcver patient that reading may be, cannot
suggest adequately. If a model theatre and toy actors smack

uncomfortably of playing with dolls, you might comfort yourself by
trying to considcr how wcll this imagc of a doll that is played with by a
force which it is powerless to resist sums up what is happening in
Stoppard's own ptay - itself, as the prcccding notcs will have madc clear,
a work for the thcatre that ncvcr forgcts that a play is a game and that
homo soplens is homo ludens,

A note on examinations
The essential point to be made about examinations, at whatever level
you encounter them, is that they are best regarded as the natural
conctusion to a course of study. A question on Rosencranlz and
Guildenstern ore Dead is designed to test the quality of your
understanding of the play, developed over a long pcriod of time. It is not
designed to allow you to display how much of the text you have

managed to commit to memory in the preceding few days'
Preparing for an cxamination is not a special sort of activity,

undertaken after you have finished reading Stoppard's plays and no

longer have to think about them. Preparation, moreover' is not an

activity that you should confine to the last few weeks or days of your
acadcmic term. Abovc all, those frenzied last-minutc revision stints
which so many students inflict upon themsclves are best avoided' All
save the most aggressively competitive students are likcly to be harmed
by the m, and they frequently destroy all hopc of a student's ever again
cnjoying thc work upon which hc is bcing examined. In English studics
the mere swot is at a disadvantage. There are no formulas to be learncd,
or lists of irregular verbs to be mastered, and committing to memory a

few striking scenes or snatches of dialogue, though sometimes a use ful
revision exercise, is not suflicicnt to Suarantee success in an
examination. i

This last point nleds to be looked at more carefully since many
students think that an examination is designed to tcst thcir knowledge of
an author, and think,in addition that'knowing an author'cquals'being
able to recite the wotds that he has written'. An cxamination, however,
is properly designed to test lhe quality of your understanding of an
author's work, and rnerely reciting his words, however accurately, will
not satisfy the requirements of such a test. What matters is whether the
words which you cite support and illustrate and help to advance your

)
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argument. Ifthcy do not do so they arc irrelevant, and ought not to be
included. It is within the examination room itself that you will need to
recollcct those parts of Stoppard's play that are rclevant lo your answer:
thc danger in learning lists ofquotations by hcart a few days before the
examination is that you will include them in your answer merely because
you know thcm, without regard to their relevancc.

Many studc4ls, who in thc ordinary course of events have no
difficulty in thinking clearly on quite complex matters, are nevertheless
worried whcn thcy are told ttiat they will havc to think during an
cxamination. This worry frcqucntly leads thcm into thc grip of onc of
thc unhappiest of all malpractices: question-spotting. Reading past
examination papcrs in ordcr to see what sort of questions arc likely to bc
set is a wisc use of your timc, but Uo not forget that you are sitting this
year's examination, not last year's, Your examiners have the right to set
questions which thcy think proper and the duty to avoid setting
qucstions which simply rcproduce those of formcr years. Examinations
tcst your rcsponsivcncss to thc gitcstion that is in front of you; your
ability to answer last year's qucstion will imprcss no onc. Neve r preparc
answers in advancc.

What lics bchind qucstion-spotting and answering in advancc is thc
fear which many students have that under examination pressurc thcir
minds will go blank as soon as they put pen to paper. For most studcnts,
howcver, thcrc is no rcal dangcr that this will happen providcd that
prcparation has bcen thorough, relaxed, and of thc right kind. Such
prcparation takcs timc and cdnnot be hurried but since it is
indistinguishablc from a scrious and interested study of your tcxt,
whether in the library or in the theatre, it is pleasurable and rewarding in
itsclf, quitc apart from lhe bcnclitl which it confers in the cxamination
ropm. !

Preparing and presenting an essay
It is probably fair to assumc lhat most readers of Rosencranlz and
Guildenstern ore Dead who are working to acquire academic
qualifications will at some timc bc askcd to write at lcast onc essay of
about fiftcen hundred words. A week or a fortnight will be given for the
complclion of the task and direct acccss to the principal text and to
sccondary aulhoritics will not bc prohibitcd. What prcparaaion docs
such an cssay rcguirc? How is it to be writtcn? What should it bontain?

We may usefully bcgin by distinguishing betwcen gcneral preparcd-
ncss and special prcparations. Having read the play carefully several
limes, having sccn it staged, or having taken part in it (as outlined abovc)
will rcsult in most studcnts bcing gcnerally preparcd to writc an essay.
Somctimcs such gcneral prcparedness is all that is yequircd. Usually,
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however, 8n essay question will invitc consideration of specific aspects
of the play that may have escaped the sttention of cvcn a wcll-preparcd
student. In thcsc circumstances it is bcst to read thc play once again, with
the question firmly in mind, carefully noting incidents and speeches and
turns of phrase that will be relevanl lo an answer.

Many students havc great difficulty in distinguishing what is relevant
from what is not, and yet, in thc vast majority of cases, all that is neede d

in making the distinction is a littlc common sense' The clue to what is

rctcvant is usually containcd in the qucstion itsclf. For cxample:'Asscss
thc influcncc of Samucl Bcckett upon Stoppard, with spccial refcrcncc
to Rosencrantz ond Gulldenstern are DeadandWsltlngfor Godof (which
like many essay 'questions' is not, strictly speaking, a qucstion at all)
invites discussion of Beckctt's influcncc upon Stoppard. It does not
invite you to discuss, however enticing the topic may seem to be, the
extent or nature of Shakespeare's influencc. If a referencc to
Shakespeare is to appcar in an essay produced in response to this
question it should do so only in passing. A uscful way of mcntioning
him, without wasting limc and without losing sight of what is principally
rcquircd, is by means of such an opcning scntcnce as: 'Although
Stoppard's indebtcdncss to Shakespcarc is both obvious and wide'
ranging throughout Rosencranlz ond Guildenslern ore Dead, of greal
significancc atso (though lcss obvious, and morc difficult lo asscss) is the
influence of Samucl Bcckett.'

Differcnt people will answcr the samc question in differcnt ways and
there arc oftcn legitimatc diffcrcnccs of opinion ovcr what a good
answcr should contain. Therc is, howcver, broad agreement among
markcrs over what an cssay should ,to, contain. Bear lhe following
points in mind:

(a) Very fcw questions (and no good ones) rcquirc a studcnt simply to
tell again in his own words the plot of a play. Use plot summary
sparingly and only whcn the question cannot be answered without
such summary.

(D) Quotations from primary matcrial (from the tcxt of Stoppard's
play and from any other play with which you arc comparing it)
should usually bc bricf and ought only to bc includcd whcn thcy
have a definitc part in forwarding the argument of your essay.

Decorativc qriotations, introduced mercly to indicate your
knowtcdge of thc tcxt, should bc avoided.

(c) Whcn decidin! whether or not to include quotations from
secondary material (from books or articles about Stoppard) lhe
most stringent tests of rclcvance should be applied.

(d) When you introduce your chosen quotation avoid hackneyed
formulas: 'As Professor Blonk has said in his stimulating/

)
./
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penearaling/important study of .. ..' Secondary authorities
frequently set a bad example themselves in this respect.

(e) Choose observations that arc worthy of quotation. Do not, for
instance , write: 'As Professor Blank has reminded us, "William
Shakespeare is the greatest influence on Stoppard's Rosencranlz
and Guildenslern are Dead" .' Blank may very well be correct, but he
will not thank you (nor will anyone else) for granting prominence to
such perfegtly routine observations.

A Do not quote what you do not understand, and never fall into the
trap of supposing that it must be worth quoting because you do nbt
understand it. Not all acadeniLic-e-flhtiis wiite clearly or well: therc
is no advantagc to be gaincd ,from solemnly introducing into your
essay material which will disfigure it whilc its presence there will
call your own good judgemeht into question.

(g) Dircct usc of secondary material (quotation) must always bc
acknowledgcd dircctly. In a classroom essay the author's namc, the
litlc of the book, and a page rcferencc should follow the quotation
in parentheses. Failurc to acknowledgc quotations, and, worsc still,
failure to indicate that they are quotations, is a scrious matter
which often leads to an essay being rejected in its entirety. Indirect
usc of secondary material shotrld also bc acknowledged - by means
of a list of 'Books Used' (avoid 'Bibliography', a pompous and
inaccuratc term in this context) at the e nd of your essay. Where the
details or direction of an argument, though not the wording itself,
are borrowed from anolhcr iuthor specilic acknowlcdgement of
the borrowing is proper and in more advanced essay work it is

essential. In short, acknowledge indebtedness openly, but do not
confuse the ncrvous accumulation of secondary authorities with
sound scholarship.

Some trial questions
l. 'Rosencronlz and Gulldensteril ore Dead is a play which has its

greatest impact in performance.' Discuss.
2. Outline the influe nce of Samuel Beckett's Woiting for Godol upon

Stoppard's Rosencranlz and Guildenstern ore Dead. (Younger
students should notc that they are unlikcly to cncounter this
qucstion, or one likc it, unlcss Walting lor Godot is another of their
scl lexls.)

3. 'Slightly litcratc music-hall pcrhaps'is Stoppard's own description
of Rosencranlz and Guildenstern are Desd. Is it a good description?

4. Outline the relationship between 'enjoying Stoppard's plays' and
'taking lhem seriously'.

5. 'All the world's a slagc, and all the men and wome n mere ly players.'
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6.

7

8

Comparisons of the world to the theatre arc Part of a very ancient

tradiiion. What use does Stoppard make of such comparisons?-

Wfii a" you think that Stoppiid chose ro atrach his play to Hamlet

rather than, for example, lo-Timon of Athens or coriolanus or King

Lear?
OescriUe the main differences between Shakespearc's use of the

English languagc and Stoppard'1,gayinS Particular attention to

tho-se sccnci ii Rosenuain ond Guildenslern ore Dead in whicb

Hamlet is extensivelY quoted.

'Much of our pleasure in comedy comes directly from our se nse of
thc artist at work; much of our attention is directly fixed upon the

dramatist as well as upon his characters.'
piiru* with refercncc to Stoppard's Rosencrantz and Guilden-

srcrn are Dead,
H"t V"r. ,.uding of Stoppard's play cnriched your undcrstanding

of Hamletl
9

A specimen essay

'Rosencranlz and Guildenstern ore Deadis a play which has its grcatest

impact in performance.' Discuss,

Most novels invite us to consider people in rclation to each other and

,rrv up.n a precise use of words in ordcr to describe or illustrate such

i.i"f i"nrt ipr. Thc dramatist rclics upon a precise usc of words loo, bul

i" ttur 
"i 

itri. disposal rcsources thai arc unavailablc to the novelist. Of

these much the most potent is the physical presence of the actor. The

bodies of grcat actor; are cloqueni even when they are standing still
(therc are so many ways of sranbing still), and when they move they give

iiaptric expression to those relationships which the dramatist seeks to

Ittu*inrt.. We frequently speak of art is being'moving': we meair that

whatevcr art wc are considering (a symphony, a PaintinS, a novcl' poem'

or play) has a powerful cmotional cffcct upon us. 'Moving' hcre is a

n,.i"p[r-or, but one reason why the drama is so frcquently moving.in this

sens; is that it is the art medium in which physical movemcnt plays so

largc a part. 
:--l-e"ii.in. 

speak tdudcr than words' wc oftcn say: good dramatists

know this and seek to cmploy gesture and posture and position as

carefully as they employ woids, for togcther words and actions can have

"n 
i.pi.i gr"ui"r t'lian cither can havc alonc. Herc, for instance, is a

parrage frJm fhe opcning sccne of Rosencranlz and Guildenstern ore

bead-n which Guildenstern and Rosencrantz are betting upon the toss

of a coin:

))
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\
A outL: Your capa_city for lrust made me wonder if perhaps . .. Iou,\- atonc . .... (He turns on him suddenly, reachis;r;;;;;;.;Touch.\D [tff:i,$f"l?x t ;^::,:::]ii !,t:: yi,i l,x x _ . _:;violenrly,) This is not rhe fiisr rimi we have ,pr, 

".i"riip. f Ol

:,I:l,l:":::fJ:i!i',!f"#:i#:.f,X,,1',?j,I"L".ilTf;,'#.xi",,j[:
for exampre, w.hich in rcading irai."*'j pause are in performance thepauscs rhemsetves. Thestagc-directions L".or" aclions not words, andthe simpre conracr 

-of 
hanl unJ-t*I]s th"re for a, ro witness- auniversal symbol.of,friendship (;; ft;k.of ,hands-a*rr'iirr 

r"",)which is arso a univcrsar example oi ril*arin.ss. The whore incidenr is'louching'- anothcr word which, tir" ;n,oring', 
dcscribcs the worrd ofour cmotions in tcrms dcrivcd from thi world of action.Though morc dcricate than *.iry oti.,"^ tr,ir nor trr" onry instance ofStoppard's emproying action to gteit effect..onry at rhe eni, w-hen theygo ro rhcir dearhs, do Rosencrait, 

"nJ 
crita-.,ir;;;';;;c:.,1t."r"

the stagc' They are_prisoncrs in.ih-a-kerp1ur"', prot, condcmned to rreadthe boards as prisoners tread a 
"hJJ; 

rheir frcedom is physicailyproscribcd in a way to which toia.-ator" cannot give-adequarccxpression. Immcdiaicry- after crcuoi* rln, rhem to scek out Hamtetand rccovcr thc bodyofpot"niur ip. iiistoppard shows us rhat rhcy arcprisoners by thc way in which t 
" 

t-"ri-n1,. move.about rhe srage, pacingits cdgcs bur ncvci crossing rt.*. ii 
"y 

maich, fu, of ,"rirrJ 1rn"ymarch; thcy do not walk), to opposire e'nds of rrirri.s"; ir,"i, ,.r.lr.collapses; they halt; rt"y-*a."t-tr*"rJ, cach.other; thcy halt; rheywheel around, and ,1r+, anO t 
"ft, "nJ 

wheet, and march, and hattagain. Thcy dancc -out rt "i, ,"nhn"n,.nr, o, sculpr it in air by themotionc of rhcir rimbs, and wc scc tr,rr-,rrilrg it.r-sii"gi, [.i'i"ri"ng,*.68y; no onc cver says .rcading is bclieving,.
Words, too, arc acrions, ,"ii"ri r""niigr. wt 

"n 
we spcak rhem wegive physical cxpression to rrr"nii rt 

"y 
ui.louna-*a-vcs passing rhroughthc air. Consider thc foltowins p".r"i", iypicat fr ,iri i"iir" prry.Rosencranlz and cu,dcn*".i ioiriir,' ,r," idea of iemovins rhePtaycr's abitity ro givc physicai 

";dr";;i;; i. t,i. *riir'-rrruv*t
culr: So you've caught up.
pLAyER (coldly): Not yct, iir.
curr-: Now mind your longuc, or wc,ll havc it out and throw thc restof you-away, likc a nightingale ,t , 

-[oru, 
f""rt.

1_"r, 19ok- 1h-e 
vgrr *ord--, ouiof my;.",f,

ourr: You'd be lost for words.
nos: You'd be tongue_tied.

1
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Certainly a reader faced with the whole passage (pp. 45-6; only a third of
it is quoted here) might well wonder, taking his cue from the passage

itself, whether it might not prolitably be cut. In silent reading, two voices
reduced to onc, the passage is sluggish, but in performance, spoken at
top speed with admonitory and near-hysterical stabbings-forward of the
{inger, these words are physical weapons of assault.

The dramatist's medium is not words alone (a play is not a poem) but
words spoken by peoplc who move about upon a slage. Rosencrontz ond
Guildenstern are Dead has ils greatest impact in performance because
only in pcrformance is it prescnted to us in the medium for which it was
conceived.

A specimen examination answer

Outlinc the influence of Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot on
Stoppard's Rosencraillz and Guildenstern are Dead.

Stoppard, both when bcing intcrviewed and in his plays thcmselves, has
admitted an indebtedness to Samucl Bcckett. Nowhe rc is this
indebtedness more readily apparent than in Rosencrantz and Guilden-
stern are Dead.

Waitinglor Godot is a tragicomedy (Beckett's own description of it) in
which two characters, Vladimir and Estragon, spend the whole of the
day, as they must spend the whole of their lives, waiting for the
mysterious Godot. Unlikc characters in the conventional well-made
play, Vladimir and Estragon tcll us very little about themselves (indeed
thcy secm to know vcry littlc about themselvcs). Their spccches are short
(many are fewer than ten words long) and Beckett does not seek to give
thcm casily identifiablc spccch traits. Thcir situation is obscure: each
cvening upon an open road near a lrce they wait for Godot, whom they
have probably never mct (the cerlainty that they have never met is
dcnied thcm:'he's a kindofacquaintance... wehardly knowhirn. . . we
don't know him very well . . . I wouldn't evcn know him if I saw him').
Thcy morc than half-suspect that he will never come to mcet thcm, or
that thcy will miss him, and that thcir waiting will have becn in vain.
Thcy wait upon a stage (Beckett never seeks to pretend that it is not a

stage) fighting off boredom by playing games: their cross-talk, so much
a feature of thc play and one which Stoppard freely adopts, is a sort of
game; they call each other insulting names, half in earnest and half in
jest; thcy fool about with their hats in an ancient circus-clown routine ;
they pretend to be'other peoplc; thcy flirt with suicide. But all the time
they seek to pass the time - representativcs of a humanity which waits,
half-afraid that the end will come, half-afraid that it will not.

As this sumrnary suggests, there is much in common between

)
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Stoppard's play and Bcckett's. Roscncrantz and Guildenstern arc two
Elizabcthans passing the time in a place without any visible character.
They too spcak short speeches, are not easily told apart, play games to
idle away the time, banler ceaselessly, and rely on lhe entrance of others
upon tha stage foi both amusemeni-and impltus. And it is not only in
lheir relationship to their basic situation that Roscncrantz and
Guildcnstern resemble Vladimir and Estragon: they rcsemble them also
in their rclationship with one another - each partner in both pairs is at
once carping/'and conciliatory, for partner is tied to partner in an
interdcpendency that admits of friction but not of fracture.

Both pairs wait in imperfect awarsness of what goes on, and both wait
upon the boards of a publi{ stage. Stoppard has borrowed (thc
borrowings arc so cxplicit that thcy must be an allusion) Vladimir's and
Estragon's referenccs both to the boredom of their situation, which is

also thcir audiencc's borcdom ('This is bccoming realty insignificant'),
and to the physical prcsencc of the audicncc (Estragon looks out at
them: 'inspiring prospects', he inutters. Thc auditorium is'that bog').

Rosencrantz snd Guildensteru are Dead aod Waiting for Godot are
rclated: that much is demonstrable. But thc naturc of thc relationship is

nol so casily establishcd. However, one thing is certain: Stoppard is no
more trying to rcpcat Becketl's play than he is trying lo repcal
Shakespeare's, lAailing for Godot is a tragicomedy; Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are Dead is not. Both dramatists, in providing their
moving-pictures of thc world, repeat the ancient comparison of world
and theatre ('All thc world's a stage ') but Stoppard, by means of a device
that carefully prcservcs his play's comic standing, givcs to his audience
an advantage which Beckett, in cvery way the sterner playwright, denics
to his. Wc know Hamlet, but we do not know who Godot is (God
perhaps, or Death perhaps, but whatever we think Godot is we havc to
add 'perhaps'). And Stoppard brings his play to its close with a
theatrical flourish that thc austerer Beckett will never allow.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern livc on in ceascless repetition, born again
at the start of each pcrformance. And yet each performance, though a
foregonc conclusion (therc will bc no'better luck next time'), is for them
a frcsh starl; for Vladimir and Estragon, in contrast, thcre are no lresh
starts - indeed no fresh anything: one has fect that smell, the other
brcath that stinks. Day follows day, cach onc likc all thc othcrs in every
csscntial respcct, distinct cnough only to confirm and strengthen its
incscapablc boredom. Vladimir and Estragon livc out thcir whole lives
in paralysed anticipation of what, if it comes, they may nol even
rccognisc. 'We learn something cvery day, to our coslr, the Player tells
Roscncrantz and Guildenstern in Stoppard's comedy: if that line had
appcared in Beckett's tragicomedy we should not so easily have put it
Iaughingly to one sidc.

Part 5

Suggestions for
further reading

The tcxt of the play refcrred to in thesc Noles is:

Roscncrantz ona cuiueii'i'i'ibioi' Fabcr & Faber' London' 1967;

rcvised cdition 1968'

Thc text

Olher works bY Stoppard

f;:;'#:il;;, and Mr Moon,Fabet* 1"b:','-!*donand 
Boston' le74;

" ;;r;il;iith"d bv Anthonl Blond' London' 1966'

r;; i';ti;;prrtoiuoii'i, 
-itug' 

&.Faber' London' le68'
j;;;;;,FaLer a. Faber, London' le72'

Arrist Descenairs o sto;iit; iii-wit" ereThev Now?' Faber & Faber'

London,1973.
rr;;;;t;;:iau., a Faber, London and Boston' 1975'

Dirty Linen 
^na 

xrn-iiii--toii'r^v"' & Faber' London and Boston'

l9'16.
N,siiTnd Day, Fabw & Faber, London and Boston' 1978'

Every Good Boy o,,"i' ioi;;;"d Prolessional Foul' Faber & Faber'

London and Boston, 1978'

D;;;';i;;i;i,-c"t "iitiiiiiterh'Faber 
& Faber' London and Boston'

1979. .

I|ndiscovered CowrlU, Faber & Fabcr' London and Boston' 1980'

On the Razzle,nuuer'A-iJer' London and Boston' l98l'

Onlv works to which relercnce

Dates are those of Publication

is made in thesc Notes arc listed here'

""J 
*.y diffcr from the datcs of first

Other PrlmrrY texts

BEcKErr, sAMUEL: Wailing for Godol, Fabcr & Faber, London, 1956'

GILBERT. WILLIAM SCHWENCK Original PloYs, 3rd series, Chatto &

Windus, London, 1928 (includes Rosencranlz and Guildenlernl

GILBERT, WILLIAM scHwEttcx: PlaYs bY W.S. Gilbert, edited bY George

Rowell, Cambridge UniversitY

Rosencrunl z and Guildenslern)'
Press, Cambridgc, 1982 (also includes

)
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MARowrrz, cITARLES: The Mqrowilz Shakespeare, Marion Boyars,
London, 1978 (includes Marowitz's version of Homlet).

sTTAKESrEARE. wlLLrAM: Homlet, edited by Harold Jenkins, The Arden
Edition o[ the Works of William Shakespeare, Methuen, l,ondon and

New York, 1982.

Criticism
/

BENNETT, JoNATHAN: 'Philosophy and Mr Stoppard', in Philosophy: The

Journal of the Royal Institute of Philosophy, 50 (1975), 5-18. An
excellent arliclc by a professional philosophcr who adntires
Rosencranlz and Guildenstern sre Dead but who thinks Jumpers
philosophically slapdash, superlicial and muddled.

Brosny, c. w. E.: Tom Stoppard, Longman, Harlow, 1976.
cAlrN, vrcron: Beyond Absurdlty: The Plgys ol Tom Stoppard, Fairlcigh

Dickinson Univcrsity Press, New Jcrsey, 1979.
couN, RUBv: 'Tom Stoppard: Light Drama and Dirges in Marriage', in

Conlemporary English Dramo, ed. C. W. E. Bigsby, Edward Arnold,
London, 1981, pp. 108-20.

DEAN, JoAN FrrzpArRICK: Tom Stoppard, University of Missouri Press,

Columbia and London, 198 l.
lrAyMAN, RoNALD: Tom Stoppar4 [Ieinemann Educational, l-ondon,

1977; third edition, 1979.

uAyMAN, RoNALD: Theotre and Anti-Theotrc: New Movemenls since
Beckell, Secker & Warburg, London, 1979.

uuNrER,JrM: Tom Stoppard's Plays, Faber & Faber, London, 1982. Very
much a practical guide to Stoppard's stagecraft; a book to use rather
than one to rcad.

JAMES,cLTvE: 'Count Zero splits lhc Infinitive: Tom Stoppard's Plays', in
Encounter (November l9'Z-5), 68-76. By a long way thc best piece of
criticism that Stoppard has so far clicited, but morc difficult than its
vcry funny introductory paragraphs might lead one to cxpect'

loxont, FELrcrA nenotsox:-Io m itoppgld-Frederick Ungar, New York,
1981. Some strained observations ('Foot .. . the part of the body most
oftcn mentioned in Sloppard's work') but includes a very useful
Chronology,

MARowrrz, cuARLEs: Confessions of a Counterfeit Critlc: A London
Theotre Notebook t958-1971, Eyre Methuen, London, 1973.

wnrrAKER, rlr oues: Fields of Play in Modern Drama, Princeton University
Prcss, Princeton, Ncw Jersey, 1977.

The author of these notes
P. [I. Parry was educated at the Universities of Bristol' Birmingham

iir,. sr,"lJtpt"i. rnttiiui.l, and St' Andrews' where he is now a lecture r

in English Literature. ii;fi tit; author of a volume on Wordsworth's

po.tty in the York Notes series'
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Advanced Pl.aeement f st Six Hecks Exam Traqedv

\_ Use your ouzt li.ned paper. Write in blue or blac)< in)<.

1 StaLe your philosophy on man's position in the universe. Consicler
as you -vriLe sorne of the fo11oi;ing: (a) tt'hat is a human bcing?,
(b) l'Jhy are ue here?, (c) Where are we going (as a species)?
(d) Are we essentially tragic figures or not?

2. One important Aristotelian l:ord is "anagnorisis." ft means

t.lcdern critics ]:ave taken the term to mean also the terrible
enrnent that acco;npanies such a recognition: " To .see thinos
',hht js ar:agnorisisr" Clifford Leech has observed, ,' and it-

,' ultinate expcrienc€ 1t'B shall ha.re if we have leisure at the
of death. . . . It is what tragedy ultimat-ely is about: the
of the unthinlrable..,1

recoonition
en1 i 9ht-

pl ain
i s t.lre

poinL
realizaLion

Rosen-
the

Analfze the "anagno:isis" in ., Oedipus Rex,', .,Harn1et.,, and .,

cratrtz and Guildernstern Are Dead,', telling hor^' in S-?ch eaee
reader (audienee) is purged (rnoved to pity and/or fear).
Then choose the one play that illustrates most clearly vol'lr o\{n
vier^'of tlre human condition and teIl me uhy it is a tragic play.

Secondary sor:rcel X. J. xennedy's rntLo-*r@
(London: Metheuin, 19.69), p. 65.

I
Piimary :roilrc€ i ?:a_qedy
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Man's position in the universe can be likened to that of a small screw in a

complicated machine. On its own, the screw serves no purpose, it is wasted. But as part

of the creat machine, it holds together two other parl.s, it completes the plan. Eventually

though. the screw, Iike man, will pass through its period of usefulness and get tossed into

the provervial scrap-pile to be replaced by a new screw.

How can the existence of a screw be tragic? To play upon an old ciiche. it's

tragic only the screw. We as men are saddened at the prospect of our own triviality, but

the cosmos won't even notice our passing.

Oedipus'anagnorisis is that the gods truly do have power over him.. This

realization causes him to pass through two stages, that of humiliation and that of rebirth.

The humiliation is caused by his own previous disregard for the rvarnings that foretold his

fate: Tiresias' prophesy, Jocasta's account of Laius' death, ad, especially, the word of

Apollo himself. Because Oedipus places himself above these omens. above his true place

as a man, he is struck down all the more violently by the anagnorisis. 'I stand revealed--

born in shame, married in shame, an unnatural murderer."

Afterwards, however, Oedipus begins to learn from his fate. He is reborn in his

views of his own purpose. "I was saved--for some strange and dreadful end." He finds his

place, above some, below others, and lives out his life there.

The purgation of the observer of Oedipus' fate must be divided between that

which affected the play-goer of Sophocles't.ime and the modern reader. For the ancients,

the king was set higher than the people by the gods; he was divinely favored. Therefore,

for such a favored man as Oedipus to be subjected to such tortuous humiliation was

confusing--and fearful. "Oedipus, savior of our city...you were honored above all

men...and now--is there a man whose story is more pitiful?" If Oedipus could be struck

down, what could happen to the average man? Sophocles' message was interpreted as

';Beware, hold your faith."

But the modern reader cannot sympathize with the fall of royalty. He is struck

to pity because Oedipus was striving for individuality; and nothing is more sacred to

moderu man than his own distinctiveness. For our time, Sophocles warns, "Don't try to
be master in everything."

Hamlet's tragic recognition is that of the evil instilled in man. He is melancholy

at the play's climax not because of his father's death, not because he had done little to

avenge it, but because none of those whom he trusted (except Horatio) had been true.

Ophelia, whom he did once love, lets herself be used as a lovely trap.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, once long-time friends to Hamlet, are now spies for

Claudius, and are those chosen to escort their friend to his death. Through these
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circumstances, Hamlet turns against those he once held dear, cursing Ophelia and

sending Ros. and Guil. to their deaths, all without guilt. But instead with a business-like

apathy, "They did make love to this emplovment (Claudius'). Thev are not near mv

conscience; their defeat does by their own insinuation grow." Even in killing Claudius,

Hamlet is not vengeful, but disgusted at the King's ruthlessness and murdering ambiti<ln.

'Here you incestuous, murd'rous, damned Danel" he cries as he completes his last act.

He dies, still melancholy, because he has found himself virtually alone in his virtue.

That feeling of isolation is passed on to the reader. both Elizabethan and

modern, and is the basis of "Hamlet"'s success as a tragedy. The reader readily shares in

Hamlet's search for truth, and, sadly, likewise finds very little. Shakespeare tells us,

"Something is rotten in the state of Denmark" and in the souls of mankind.

The anagnorisis of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern hits closest to home and is

therefore the most haunting. The two, throughout the play, cannot understand their part,

nor if they even play a part. in what is happening around them. Guildenstern searches for

a meaning in life while Rosencrantz searches for life in Guil's meaning. The final

recognition made by the two is that their part is not only vague, but unavoidable, "There

must have been a moment...where we could've said--no. But we missed it," and that the

meaning iu life is actually a life with no real meaning, "we are little men--we don't know

the ins and outs of the matter. There are wheels within wheels etc...."

This above all terrifies the modern reader. He must have a choice. He must be

in control of his life, and there must be a goal. But as the player. the one character who's

found his place, states, "For all anyone knows, nothing is." That, then, is the purgation of

the audience: they're going nowhere, and nothing matters.

'Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead" most closely relates to my personal

view of man's place. Through Ros. and Guil., Stoppard represents us all, some battling to
take hold of something solid, some innocently enjoying the ride, on our way from

existence to non-existence. The tragedy in ROS AND GUIL is that, though they differ
in how they travel through life, they both approach death as an unfair alternarive that

could have, and should have been avoided. Going back to the initial detinition of tragedy

as an explanation for evil in the world, the tragedy in ROSENCRANTZ AND

GUILDENSTERN ARE DEAD states that the evil of the world is caused bv man's

struggle against the inevitable, death.
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English MP
Dr. Montgotrery

Rosencrantz & GuiLdenstern Are Dead essay

fn his essay on trThe Birth of Tragedy,rf ilietzsche argues that Hamletrs
inability to act stens from hls loss of iLlusion about the world.
ttUnderstanding kilLs actionrtt he contends, ttfor in order to act we reguire
the veil of il1usion.'r Nietzsche believes Hanlet has rrlooked deeply i.nto
the true naturerr of existence and understands that he can do nothing to
rrvork any change in the eternal condition of things.r' Once this rrtrlrth and
its terrlrtt is"seen, Nietzsche concludes, tlem'ls! 6ecomes aware of ttfhe
ghastly absurdity of existencertt and ttnausea j.nvades him.r (Taking this
view, the ghost in Hanlet becones a fascinating figure-Iiteral1y an
illuslon urging that Ham'let act neaningfully in a world vhose neaning is
cruubling around hin.)

In any event, Ton Stoppardrs Rosencrantz & Guildenstern Are Dead plays
ingeniously on this profound existential perception. Liks famlsg,
Stoppardrs reluctant heroes are called on to act neaningfully, but find they
cannot, or at best can onl.y blunder iato action. And yet clearly they
share none of the nauseated disillusionnent Nietzsche ascribes to Hanlet.
On the contrary, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern seek throughout the play a
reasonable, reliable basis for action-a starting point that would give
structure and sense to their oissi.on. they believe wholeheartedly in the
iLlusion that they can make a difference by their action. Yet stil1 they
cannot act.

In a 3-4 page essay, I vant you to discuss rhy Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
cannot act effectively. Hou do they go about preparing for action? How are
they constantLy disappointed? In the absurd world of their play, who
g act? and vhy? Turning Nietzsche around, how can understanding the
neaninglessness of existence be the only basis for action?
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t STI]DY GUIDE

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard
(Grove Press, 1981 Printing)

Act I Rosencrantz and Guildenstern

L How does the coin fiipping game indicate that "the time is out of joint,"
as Hamlet says it is in Shakespeare's play? What makes this game "boring"?

Cl

2 Guildenstern says, "At least we can still count on self-interest as a
predictabie factor I suppose it's the last to go." What does this "faith"
indicate about the quality of the human condition presented in the play? (1-l)

3. Guildenstern posits four theories about the meaning gf the unusual fall of
the coins. What'are they? What are the limitations of this kind of
speculative reasoning? What is a syllogism? What academic disciplines use
the syllogism? (16)

4. Guildenstern asserts, 'The scientific approach to the examination of
phenomena is a defence against the pure emotion of fear." Do you agree?
What advantage does the examination of human phenomena through literature
have over science and philosophy? (17)

5. Stoppard satirizes logical reasoning in this scene. In what way does
Hamlet's employmetrt of this kind of thinking help or hinder him in
Shakespeare's play?

6. Guildenstern reveals that he and his friend are on a journey because they
were "sent for." (1&19) What ironic or abnormal circumstances are associated
in this passage with being "sent for'?

7. What double meaning is there in Guildenstern's comment, "We are entitled
to some direction .'? How is the story of the man who sees the unicorn
connected to Guildenstern's desire for direction? How do human beings
determine reality, according to this passage? Are the usual methods
realiable? (2G21)

The Players

1. The player declares, ". . .we grow rusty . . . by this time tomorrow we
might have forgotten everything we ever knew . . . lVe'd be back where we
staited-improvising." What implication does this comment have for this
play's examination of the nature of the human condition? QZ)

2 How are 'lperformance" and patronage" -the same in this play and in
Hamlet?

3. What kind of drama do these player's perform? Stoppard, like Shakespeare,
criticizes the oooularitv of sensationalized drama? What does each writer
impty about ftayers arid their audiences? about human beings in general?
(22-27,33)

4. Why are the times "indifferent" to the player but "bad" to Rosencrantz?
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5.-The players and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have in common being out
of control, being victims of fate and chance. Why?

6. Wtry is Guiidenstern angered by_ the obscenity of the players? What is he
searching for in their performance? Why does Rosencrantz see the times as"indifferefi'2 (27)

7. The pl?yqr sayq, '_We do on stage the things that are su.pposed to happen
off. Which is a kind of integrity, if you look on every exit being an
entrance somewhere else." What does he mean? How is the statement related
to the fact that the play is based on characters who are in a play? to the
fact that both of these plays explore the problem of penetrating illusions
and defining reality? Consider the role of Alfred, who must play female
parts. How is this iheme of exits and entrances that border cin 6ach other
acted out in the scene? (W7, for example) How is the theme of Hamlet's
"transformatiou" connected?

8. How does Guildenstertr use the coins to trick the Player?

9. What kind of play do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern request?

10. The play they get- ls- the intersection with Shakespeare's .Hamlet, Act II, 
-scene i, a scene in which the king and queen interchange their names as if

they are two sides of the same person. Are they?

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern

Rosencrautz and Guildenstern engage in a sequence of banters that
recapitulates the themes that have been hinted at in the first two sections
of Act I.

1. Consider the problems of language and meaning: confused cliches,
questions without answers and answers without questions, rhetoric, words
without meanings and meanings without words, l-anguage as a game-word
Play.

2. Consider the problems of action: orders and obedience, choiEe, actions and
their results,. play ac.ti.{rg, games of .action, thg spectator who is a viewer of
actions, consistency, illicit actions, the issue of inaction for Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern and for Hamlel

3. Consider the problems of masks and illusions, of family relationships and
responsibilities, of immortality and death. What is the situation in Hamlet
when that play intersects with this one again at the end of Act I?

Act II

1. Act II begins with the continuation of the scene from Hanilet. What roles
have Rosenctantz and Guildenstern assumed in Shakespeare's play by the
time of this scene? What problems are they having with this role in
Stoppard's play? Are their characters different in the two plays?

2. They are playing the question and ansrver game again. How is the game
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connected to Hamlet and his problem? Why can they not understand him?

3. Why does Guildetrstern suggest that "pragmatism" may not offer any
solutidns to their problem? Is-he correct? (58)

4. What does Guildeustern mean when he says, "Wheels have been set in
motion, and they have their own pace, to which we are . . . condemned.
Each move is dictated by the previous one-that is the meaning of order. If
we start being arbitrary it'll just be a shambles: at least, let us hope so.
Because if we happened, just happened to discover, or even suspect, that our
spontaneity was part of their order, we'd know that we were lost." (60) How
ii memory connebted to the problems of order and foreknowledge?

5. When the Player rejoins them, Rosencrantz and Guiidenstern are
concerued about their loss of words, whiie the Player is concerned about his
Ioss of an audience. How do these losses undermine their sense of identity?
What philosophies do they suggest in order to coPe with the sense of
instabiiity thdy feel? They adi6cate trust, but whit is. it they trust? What
attitudes-are ievealed toward language, questions, madness, passion, reasons,
death, eternity? How does Rosencrantz react when the Hamlet play "enters"
again? (73)

6. What effect is created wheu the Player begins rehearsing the scene of the
play that will be acted before the king and queet in Hamlet? Guiidenstern
aski a question that critics have ofteu asked hbout "The Murder of Gonzago"
it Hamlbt-'What is the dumbshow for?' What is the pia.yer's answer? yours?

7. Look at the scenes kt Hanlet that are suggested-Hamlet with Ophelia,
the player-king's Pyrrhus and Priam speech, Claudius's determination to send
Hamlet to England. What themes are deveioped in these scenes?

8. Look at the Player's statement of aesthetic values: 'There's a design at
work in all art-surely you know that? Events must play themselves out to
aesthetic, moral, and logical conclusions Between 'just desserts' and
'tragic irony' we are given quite a lot of scope for our particular talent."
What implications are suggested for Rosencrantz and Guiidenstern's destinies
since they are mere characters in a play, or doubly so? What problems of
identity and meaning in life are suggested by the exchanges about
playacting, death in playacting, and the intersection of this play with
Hamlet? (8G91)

9. As Act II comes to an end, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are aware of
change, a change in circumstances and a change of the seasons. What is
suggested by the autumn leaves and cold weather?

Act III

1. It is dark when Act III opens. Where are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern?
What is symbolized by the dark and the sea journey? Are they "free"
because they are on the boat? What is the significance of the letter they
carry? Discuss their language play in this scene. What themes are
recapitulated from Acts I and II?

2. What evidences are there of their lack of direction? How are they
"slipping off the map'? How would suicide "put a spoke in their wheel'?
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3. What reactions do they have wheu they discover the letter orders
Hamlet's death? How do they rationalize therr "betrayal"? What are
Guildeustern's argumeats for obeying orders and not defEnding Hamlet? (110)
Why do they feel "on top of it oow'?

4. Compare the themes of logic and poetry in the two speeches, p. 112.

5. Whv do the players appear on the boat? Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sum
uo foi the ptay'ers'and the audience all the events of Hamlet's circumstances
iri trls play. ^Then Roseacrantz concludes, "All we get is incidents! Dear God.
is it tob iuch to expect a little sustained action?I' What does he mean?

6. Whea the pirates attack and Hqqlet disappears, the {e-spair .of Rosencrantz
aud Guildensiern increases. Why? How will they deal with their problem?
Why do they refuse to "act'? What do they discover by reading the letter?

7. How does Guildenstern aaalyze their situation? What is the answer to his
question,'TVho are we that so-much should converge on our little deaths?'
What universal implications does the questiou have?

& What contrast does Guildenstern make between the experience of "actors"
and his own experience? What is the significauce of the -'playacting" of
death?

9. Death is accompanied by darkness and coid How is death defined. by
Guildenstern? [s it true that 'There must have been a moment, at the
beginning, where we could have said-no'?

10. With what scene from Shakespeare's Hanler does Stoppard's Play end?
What is signified by the actors, Roseocrantz and Guiidenstern, disappearing
from the play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead and this
transformation of Stoppard's play into Shakespeare's?

tL Discuss the similarities and differences in the themes of Shakespeare's
Hamlet and Stoppard's play. What is his purpose in alluding to a past work
of literature?
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ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDEN.
STERN ARE DEAD. By Tom StopPard.
New York: Grove Press, 1967. 95C. A Study
Guide for the play available: Grove Press,

80 Universiry Piace, New York Ciry 10003.

Among those many who have recognized
the profiund univerLliry of Haratletktnds

" 
yiong modern Bricisir playvright who

oaaty Cnough is Ies conierired iith rhe
univirsaliwlf Hamlet than wirh the uni-
vcrcaliry 6f tne n*,o insignificant Persons
of Roiencranz and Guidenstern. Tom
Stoppard's insighs and observations are
proiiundly simple. In his hands, the pref-
irablv icnored- obvious becomes increas-
ingly uicomfonable, hvsterically funny.
and painfully real: men are born, ltve'
and die.

The uncertainry which emerg€s early in
the acrion (acdon cannot be used here in
its tradirional sense as we will see later)
is maintained, augmented, but never dir
pelled. It is the- one thing we can be

ienain of. Ros and Guil tre unsure of
their own identitics, not simply in existen-
tial terms bur in a literd one. This dramadc
technique is familiar. The figuradve be-
comes rhe literal, rnd therefore more poig-
nent and more absurd. Stoppard not only
stresscs the anon)'miry of 

-Ros and Guil
in their failure io rimember their own
nemes, but dso dcpicts their impotence in
their confrontadons wfuh dre Environment"
Ros and Guil do not know who theY are;
nor do they know the when, whcre, or
why.

Ros and Guil have been summoncd to
the Danish coun at Elsinore to "glean"
from Hamlit what "affiicts him." In their
ettemps to "lcad him on to plelsures"
thcy iearn nothing. Claudius becomcs in-
crersingly impatient. Hamlet to him seems

to be rceling irn out of conrol. Ros and
Guil are dispatched to England with Ham-
let in their company. The letter drey bear
conrains Claudius' insrructions to the En-
glish King to. . . . But this is an old familiar
story. Why rctcll it? Hamlet dies. Ros
and Guil are executed as a rezult of Ham-
ler's linle $raregem. No one laments their
deaths

But one might question now whedrer
we are tdking tbour Hanlet or R ntd
G. For what has iust been describcd per-
tains to both plays, though in cntircly

. different wavs. With respect to Httnlet,
we have described a rather small part of
the plot. But with resp€ct rc R and G
this small parr is the acrion. Earlier I
hesitated to use the rerm action, for it
seems highly inappropriate to speak of
action which consists chiefly of rwo char-
acters waiting ro find out what will happen
nexr. The parallel here with Becket's Wait-
ing for Godot is inescapable. The $range
tragicomic world we see on suge is rec-
ognizable as our own. To the high school
or college srudent this recognition becomes
a shocking and somerimes profound dis-
covery.

To understand R and G the snrdent does
nor need to .know more than the basic
plor of Hanlet which, if need be, can be
read ro him. Sudenrs seem to know im-
mediately whac Stoppard is talking abouc
The snrdents know Ros and Guil-know
them well. To them Ros and Guil are
alone-they have no role, no funcdon, no
authoriry, no conrrol over anything that
affecrs them. Furtherrnore, they are un-
certain about their furure. The mvriad of
people and evens that surround them per-
plex them, taunt them, and dienate them.
They seem perpenral spectators-they never
participate. They ask quesdons and receive
no satisfactory ans\vers. In essence their
plight is no different from the plight of the
average snrdent.

Srudcnts seem to be in general agreement
about certain thingr. For them, dre family'
ttre church, the school, hold less signi6-
cance. But wirh the loss of uadftional val-
ues, the ensuing uncerrainry is a necessary
consequcnce. If we pursue this line of rea-
soning, we can draw pardlels with modern
hisrory. This will provide srudents wirh
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historical perspectives and help them, in
oafi, ro accounr for some of their ou'n feel-

insr of frusrarion and despair. AIso, some

inlight can be brought to bear on thar na-

nrri of contemPorary drama, and we can

Dos€ ro the snrdenrs a quesnion dealing, for
lxample, rrith why Stoppard's plav must
ncccssarilY be rwentieth cenrury.

If the snrdent can be helped to see the
drma on one level as a viable commentary
ot la condiion bumaine, he has made an

important step toward becoming a literare
individual. We might at this point want
to probe the narure of drama even further.
Foi example, one could take Tom's speech

from The Glass Menagerie in which he
promises us reality under the pleasant guise

bf illusion, rather than illusion under the
guise of realiry. How does the fanrasv on
ieee difier from that off? Who the actors?
W-ho the audience? The player who comes

with his troupe to entertain the court re-
marks:

We keep to our usual snrfi, more or less,

ooly inside out. 'W'e do on stage the
thiirgs that are supposed to happen off.
Which is a kind of integriry, if you look
on cvery exit being an cntrance some-
where else.

And what of the world, of what we
call realiry? To Guil it is a phenomenon
"spread thinner and thinner" by zuccessive
wirnesses until "ir is as thin as realiry, the
aame we give to common cxperience.".It
is unsurprising, non-miraculous. It is the
overpowering awarencss of mortelisv:

Before we know the words for it, before
we know that tfiere are words, out we
come, bloodied and sgualling with the
knowledge that for dl the compasscs in
the world, there's only one directiort
and time is its only measure.

Before Ros and Guil die, they scek to know
the anspers to dl the unans*'crrble qucs-
tions thar mcn have asked. To gct snrdents
to ask one good question is far bctter than
have them ans\ver a dozen trivial ones.
R nil G forccs the student, indeed any-
oDe, to quesdon Once we have the ques-
tions urc-migh3 1fus-esk urfiy- they-eraso

difficult to answer, and why we, especiallv.
as rwentieth cennrry men, have such dif-
ficult.v.

Finally, we might consider whether
against such overwhelming odds there is
nbr some hope of a way out. Just before
the end Guil speculares:

There must have been a moment! at the
beginning, where we could have said-no.
But somehow we missed ir

Despite the pathos here, or whatever else
we may choose ro see, there is also a

nobilitv in rhe implicarion thar perhaps
after all the choice remains wirh the in-
dividual. Of all the things man may nrrn
from, he may not turn from himself and
be alive.

To the teacher or the would-be litaati
seeking in Rosenctattn and Guildenstern
Are Dead a way onto the Elizabethan srage
through the back door, I warn that his
enuance may leave him as perplexed and
alone as Mr. Stoppard's two young non-
tagonists. He might also find that his iour-
nev has been costly beyond belief in terms
of what he has missed. A view which sees
a dramadc work as a means of access to
another work is extremely limired, for it
fails to see the dramatic work as an access
to life. Good art does not transfigure good
art; it transfigures life. It is more important
for us and our snrdenrs to see the realness
of R tnd G than its Hamlemess. While
one could conceivably teach R ntd G
as en approach rc Hnnler, it should not be

- the primary or even secondary motive for
doing so, for we run the risk of desuoying
both plays for studems-thereby gaining
nothing. I do not mean to suggest that
R and G should become the new sub-
sdnrte for Hotnlet, nor thar we consign
Hnnlet forever to the dusry archives which
scem to become daily the 6nal rcsting places
for an evcr increasing number of "classics."
But some willingness to experimenr coupled
with a knowledge of our snrdents and our
own sinrations, will prove far more profit-
able than our blind adherence to the '(me-
dicind" method of teaching litcrature.
Hanlet is riot good for dl mrdents. lt
evcn mrkes some sick. The teacher must

srvall,ow -his gcdaadc pride and teach to
and about the red world. Properly handled,
R tttd G can help him do that, perhaps

, even admirably. If it docs lead the srudenr
rc Hcnleg, so much thc better.

WILLIAM F. THOMSEN
Harborfelds High School
Greenlewn, New York

t



I

l,
ll

I

I

I

I
L
ll

i

I

br

T
a u.l. Dt'rntrfi $ fflull, ollclu]r s murts

offlc 0f EUCrnot

CF
-t
\C)
rn
nC\oo
r&,

ilts D0GUmn us ltfl proucD tHGItr N trClYO rrox lllt

?ruil0tor6uun$osflunr[.PUnssuru0t0Pltlots
nrm oo r0I [trl$ltr TPEITI offlclrr omc 0f ouc$fi
,0m0r o Puffi.

a

tlieeourt s!!g! lgltgglgr Vol. 26, [o' 4t Octobcr 151

1969

Mssounl bxolrsx Bur.Lerlxt6

-o

C

.o
o
t$r

ROSENCRANTZ & GUILDENSTERN
A,BX ALM IN TI|E'CLASSROOM

by tamcs E. Quinn'

Critics catl it uHamla tnsidc Out"; others claim ifs a mo&rn
"parablc of litth Eveqman"; but most agrcc that Tom Stoppard's
Roscncrantz &, Guildcttstcrn Arc Dcad is an exciting,
witty. and provocativt play. Likc the suecssful Wcstsidc Story,
thc plot is borrowed from Shakcspcare, specifically, a view of the
doublc-ctosscd friends of Hamlet, who arc passing their timc in routc
to Elsinore to chcck up on Hamlct's "affliction," which includcs a
modern Murder ol Gonzago and their cventual trip on thc
ship that is rcturning Hamlct to England. Along thc way, British
playwright Stoppard takcs us on a satiric nrn through the child-like
antics of the eccondary messcngers - from coin flipping to "philos-
ophical disputations." With all the comic @nfusions, play on words,
exits and cntrances, one is caught up in a fast but funny pacc, fiom
start to finish. On'the surface the play is a picture of minoi class life,
with all its uncettainty urd confusion. But Stoppard's pair, whocc livcs
arc "fircd and formalizad," grow to tragic capacity as they lf,tcr
poidcr thcir oryn.mission, fatc, and unecrtain fututc. Throughout
thcy are unawaip of the fatc to which thcy hane becn rubjcctcd. As
thc thirtybnc-ycar-old playwright ruggosts, thcy arc 'bcuril&rcd by
thc parts they murt play.' Indccd, their unccrtainty and confucion
beconer 0$,

*+.
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After a nrn of many months in london (the first production in
April, 1967),42t perfrmanoes on Broadwan a Grove Prcss paper-
back edition, and numcnous rcvicws, I felt thc work descrved con-
sideration in the classroom. Besides I was looking for a short con-
temporary play, one that appcals widcly, and something comic and
fresh. lts impact, to put it mildly, was ccstatic. Our discussions werc
lively and rclevant. Some saw the play as tragedy, some comedy,
some neither, but none was indifferent. As a result scveral attcnded
a ncarby performancc.

Before discussing the play, I found it prudcnt to review sueh
conccpts as: tragedy, comedy, satirc, irony, characterization, staging
Elizabcthan history,'and, of sourse, Shakcspearc's Hamlet (I should
think R & G would make an intcresting companion study). From
the teacher's vicw, it might be well to know that Stoppard ls not an
Englishman but born in Prague of Jewish parents (his original name
was Straussler) and spent time in Czcchoslovakia, Singaporc, India,
and England. His physician fattrer was killed when the Jaganesc
invadcd Malaya in W W ll. Hh mothcr latcr rcmarried a British
Army man named Stoppard, and Tom was brought up in Yorkshire,
attcndcd local schools, and in 1960 bcgan to writc plays for telcvision.
Whilc in l-ondon, he publishcd a norcl, I-ord Malmquist and
Mr. Moon, and with thc assistancc of a Ford Foundation grant,
and sevpral rcwritcs, thc Oxford Thcater Group prascntcd R & G at
thc Edinburgh Fcstiral iD 1966.

Bcforc attcmpting thc play, I qad scvpral rryicm, a fcw of
which are listcd in a bricf bibliography hcre. In addition, the follow-
ing topics mey b uscd for cither discussion or compoaitio, dcpcnd-
ing on 6mc and trrrpocc:

GENERAL
l. R & G as a dclinition of: ffi;T,ffior Conformity

20,th Cenhrry Satirc
Modcrn Corncdy

2. R &, G as e rtudy in: Dialoguc

Hfril,"*
r C1ass Strugglc

Ambivalcacc
Ercspc Fmm Reality
Thc Path of Lcast Rerirtancc.

t
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3.R&G:

Mrssounr Exorrr Bullzrrr

I-ogic
Failurc to Act
Minor Charactcrr (Pleyor, Tngpdiau)

Victims of Circumstancas
A Vicw of Modern Denmark
A Play on Words
Lifc's lUaiting Gamc
A Play lVith No End
A Vicw of Elizabcthan Life
A Satire on Rcligim
fuiother Li$le Man Tragedy
The Indcciphcrable Dialogrc
A Social Casc Study
Thc Usc of Stage Dircctions

. A Nccd For Ansrcrs
Thc Rolc of thc Audisncc
A Satirc on Ditrctions
The Thin Line of Tragedy & Conedy
A Play for All Ages

COMPARISON

1. R & G: Modcrn Hamlet or Anti-Hamlet
And thc Two Trampc in Bccket's WdlW lor Gdot
And Srr Chuactcrs in Scarch lor an Autlpr
An AbboE and Costello Comedy

2. Hartht's And R & G's Phy fVithin A Play
f, & G: And thc Adult'c World of Docisionr (Indccisions)

Coins ed thc Law of Probability
Two Half Mcn end Milton'c Pcms Alkgto &.Il Pctt-
seroso

fuid thc Song -Thc Games People Play' :

And tlre'Two Thugs in Pintcr's Thc Dumb Wait*
The Stago Vcrsion vs. the Reading Vcrsion.

CHARACTERS

1. R & G'c AlftGd as Playcr Quccn Oaudius: A Study h Modcm
Guilt and thc Strolling Playcrs.

2. stsolling Playcn rs: 'ffiI": 
lffia*, 

Prophcb & Prblitcen'

abt
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Mrssount Enct.rsH But,rsrtx t9

LilSCELLANEOUS QUOTES
"Lifc ig a terriblc gamble."
"Whrt good's a brick to a drowning man?-
"Life in a box is bcttcr than no life at all"
"Whcslg havt bccn sct in motion and thcy havc thcir own paca, to

which we art . . . condemned."
-Our nanrcs shoutcd in a certain dawn . . . a messagc . . . a summonE
. . . therc must harrc bccn a morncnt, at the beginning, whea nc
could harr said 

- 
no. But somchow we misscd iL"

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Brustcin. Roberl *Waiting For Hamlct " Thc New Republic.
Novcmbcr 4, 1967,.25-26,
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He*es, Hcnry. "Thc Indiffcrent Children of the Earth," Saturday
Review, Norrcmbcr 4, 1967, 28,

Kroll, Jack. 'R and G," Narrnvaa*, Octobcr 30, 1967, 9t92.
Nhholt, Christophcr. 'R & G: A Minority Reporq" National
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those found' changed (i

CHEAT SH!;T LuS r:iJCF:Ai{TZ AiO GUILDEilSTERN

speeahes in -t..-s"ncrantz an.t Gr are ldentical to
in jlaelSg although the order and time sequence have f reguently been ,

e nunnery scene and play within and play are in proximity in !gg)
ldentical speeches oceur on the following pages ln !S ?p 25-27, 37-i), 52-53, *,
5:o-5i, o$-iil, )2,

? Characters are frcqently the same: scme maintain the sare characteristics i.e.
Hsnlet remains unable to make a decision in3g!i ), kosencrantz and Gulldenstern

remain interchangeable one with the other but ufiile they are frankly treacherous
and evll in @!et they becane unwitting dupes of the king and fate in !g!,.

There ls a preoccupation with death by the main character in both plays. Death
references occur in R6! on the following pages Pp l2-13, 50-51, 60-61, 89-10,
16, t).

3. Sltuations - Hany of the situations are also similar in the two plays For in'
stance the players are present in both plays, all males in both plays, and
ln both plays put on a play wlthin a play. They are much nore cottic in !E9
hmver and in 893,.&I!.g,g, too, assunes the status of a play wlthin a play.

lt. Chance Theme - Th= therne revolves crround the guestion: ls there such a thing
as ehance? (This is nrade obvious lr the ganbling seguence) Related to this ls
the ldea that- onets fate cannot be changed once set in motion and that you do not
havc a chancc. You canrt niss chance; to make choices because there is no chance
and there are no choices. This i-r si-i lar to one of the principal themes in
llanrlet : ohc€ sorri€thing ls set in mz:ion (the revenge) it cannot be halted until it
reaches its cerrclu:: ion There is a aral lel between the boat that moves Rosencrantz
and Guildenste:'n alor:g to their fate and the play that moves Hamlet along to his

The parallel incident an, $ vrould be the sliipboard voyage. Their choice in
the natter of tt-.air fate seems to have been ended wtren they obeyed the messengerrs
eall. This thme is recurrent in the play. References can be found on: Pg i-12,
lr,i, top ol 2!, 3A-32, tt2-43, 51.
The freedqn of the boat is merely ao lllusion for Rosencrantz and Guildcnstern
(i.e. Guilden:.tern says (p i3) ttne is free on a boat. For a time. Relatively.rt
but later (P li9) he real izes rlJe can novdr of course, change direction, rattle
about, but our movement is contained within a larger one that carries us along
as inexorably as tne wind and crrrrent.rl

5, Double Entendres: There ai'" mony rquibblesl in both plays -- most i n R&G have one
e '[F-re)off-colour meaning and, as sur-h, ar€ ver

rHe sl ipped in[ (p 35), Lying do,rn (P 57
v
)

funny. l.E. tunbler-tumbl

Quibbles do much to b:'ing our the questroning or rinterrogativer mmd in both plays
(see #B bel:x'rQuestioning l{otiftt} as well as contributing to the nuaour. RSG

uscs mixed metaphors to f urthur the ccri:edy. (1.e. (P54) !rl{o point in looking at
a glft horse)

o Confusion of ldentiy l{ctif : F.osengrantz and Gu ildenstern are unable to tell thenr-
selves apart. llest ol the other characters also find then difficutt to differentiate
betrcen. Th i s rnot i f .recurs 'tlrougrhorrt' tlrc p }ay-and -has tno -dramat lc purposes :

l. conedy, 2. plays a part of ch.-nce and fate thene inasmuch as Stoppard seerns
to bc saying -- lt dcesnrt matter wl.-', you are, your fate ras is the fate of al I
nanklnd, ls death. (ie P 3+ 't{hat c:uld h,e posslbly have in cornon except our
rltuation") Thls is a nore minor motif in @!g! out ls cspecially obvlour ln the
gravcyard ln Url. rPlayingt or rpret:ndingr ls ,hotever, a rnajor orotif ln Hanlet.'Ev:ryonc 

scen,i to Ii? piaylng at squ''thlng--- the Court, Claudius (playing;[--
bclng ltlng), Hralct, the ,:layers. Th.3 idea is cchocd in !919, by thc players,
by Gulldensternls n:elrF'ling to bc tlarnlet/r by the pretended death of the player
ctc. (see #r et.o:,:'i. '..ere ls a parallel also in the effect of the play wlthlnt

e plcy on thc main charac'ers -- King is rattled by the first but Hanrlct ls more so
end R-_gnd G.- qrc__-ratt_leci by the second.

uq
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Sqne characters occur only in !s! i.e. Alfred. His purpose seerns to be mainlyccmic. Sqne charactsr3 assl.:rre dTfferent guises l.e. principal tragedian (niayer)
beccmes Hamlet at tlnss (see P 24) innooiiizea and unable to act. Gui ldensternpretends to be Ha.-let cn ppJll-3.r (See Truth and I I lus lon mot it #g b"i;i. -

r1u€stioning Hotif : 't'his is veiy;n,lch a part of both plays. ln RsG it beconesobvious in the q,.'sstion.. ga,te. li ),or give any answers you lose. lt is also
Prescat in the queet!oning of Hamtei uy-n anrl iui ldenrtein. iayn"r,t l{acl< sees
Hamlet as a tr;re-:ninet.tly in the inteirogative moodtr and this mood is very p.lcha part of $sG..

')

\

9. IRUIU AIID ILLUSIOTI TOTIP:
Ttrle becomea vetT larportant 1a Rosenersntz and gulldenstern are Dead

od le aleo of fu,rportance 1o-!!gg!9!. fire questlon f@!. ls: how much of
tbe nradnesa ie reel and hon muctr 1s fclnncd?. Io 3E9 everything ie brought
laBo qreetloa. Ag lloaencrancz aaye (P 28):

I gaetl Eo reember try owu Etuue - gnd yourB, oh yes. ! There were
asawerl evenrhere you looked.

Gull: lou dld ... A11 your l1fe you l1ve so cloee to the truth' 1t becores
a Permrnent blur m ttre coEDer of your eye

Gul1: Glve ug thle day our dally r,iask
rtre Player rnakes the rrcet lruportant Btaterleot regardlng thla thee oa

P 45 begtualag "there re $cEe - deented chlIdren..."
Bven Che poLota of the coutpaai are open to queetlcnr ln the play. No one-

foorrs lD rhtch dttectton South lleg for laatanec. The reference le to Hagrlet,re
epeech wtrlch occurs ln bottr playa "I an but nad north Borthweatr'. Day and alght
trlSh the obvlous ayrbollsur tnhereot ln tlren are also oPen to queetloa as
l.a P 71. (See aLro belon f12 Syr'rboUesr)

10 Preoeaupacloo s,.tb rleath or Drtallty:a

a

Ttrls tB vety uudr a part of llar:Iet 1o a. eophasls on lnrnsr ueakaeeg
b. eubJectlm of hurnatty to fortune and c. fallure or man
lhere are paral'lels to theee ttrree ldeae in REQ. a. hunan weakness -
playerre pieoeeopatlon wlth the decadent and 6E-colour (pp 16-17),
refereoce to death of frarnleg Sr. and quldr re-marrlage of tire Queen
(P 35).
b. auJectloo of huaalty to forture (aee 04 above)
Go fallure of nan - sorruptlm of llosencranctz anrl Gulldenatera 1e
esaentla.lly lanoceot ,.u !!Q whereaa they are aeeu as Ereaelrerous and
errtl ln ttanr.let.
eaae rlth whtdr actloo cao be loet 1u "acttlg" 1s a tecurrent ldee ln
both playa

fscalleu sf ne{s draracter (le liarrlet ln llanlet and Rf,G and REG )
ls a part of thla therne. Ttre naln charactere luabllry to act 1a cloaely
related to the ruotlf of fate. lloth haurlet aod R&G are unable to 8ct. T
Itrle ls Dever uore obvlous than an P 63-64 beglnnlng :

Gut[: Ilel'l, ttratrB a sEep tn the rlght dlrectlm
or ou P 58 rtherr he saya:

"ltre bad eod rnhapplly , che good rnludstly't '
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11. Parallele: Other par;.rlIeIe lnclude the repeated references to ttre ghoet
1n both plays (1.e. P 51 - rapplng on floor) r the parallel ldea ta boch
plays ttrat death is a leveler naking all people ultlrnately equalr Aod

the recurrent ldea that questlons the reallty of death -- or at least tlre
rature of thia reallty.

l:2. Syrobollen: Io R&G thls 1e rrery much a part of the rotlfs:
1e ahlp - . "orrEtlonal sy,rbol - 3ournly of llfe Ihls 1a tled also
to the conventlonal sytrbol that uater r lLfe. For Lnetance nhen
R & G 8re aasured of thelr fate (death) they tpeak of belng left 'hlgh aand
dtrt'
The ltght-rlerk rrotlf ls also 8 conventlonal ayubol. IJght - llfe antl
darL - death but although at the end R & G have gotten lt atral8ht
lhat the beglnn'ing of I1fe and hope ts 1D the danalnq:

Gull : orrr nsnea ahouted in a certaln darm ... 8 EeBBaEe ...
a ButmpnB... Ttrere uust have beeu a rnment, at the
beglnnlng, uhere we could have said - no (P 91)

Roa
ancl at the end 1g lhe aunaet

Thatra 1t, then ls lt? Ttre 8un's gotng dorm...(p 91)

the play 1e fuIL of confuslon as to shlch le whtch at a partlcular tlrne.
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(Pg. 14) this is Dot tho firrt tirc up haw rpn coins!

DoeoChildantaralizethattbsyaredmodtonpettberamefrteorrcrnndovef,? Beause

theyere elaractcrs io" p[ry, tbcrc is ao ot]cr cod frrth.rn ctrcd fuu/tet thePb]'wrigbt has in

daE fa fisn Uaftrtrnatety, crrcn 6ory! it may be a brillimt play, th!? i! Dd mrch rom fa

uriatim ftrm pmarm to pofuAio-

(Pg. 15) I fugcL lvlind pu- eigbty ftle times!

\/ U/hyfuiilhatRoscocranEisobliviqutotbfuttbatthcyac!dinrcalityA [Icdoosn'trcocobcr

thc ped, th.!G i! ao part for him Oolytbc rhi4gr thet harp hryGod iD thc prtlcd at clcu. U/ty,

dm't it ra odd to him thart hG hes Do @Gic! pa,t ufrat heppcord that ncaing? 
$P:;t- [" t

(Pe.r5)foaraiditir. or*"slH*
I Ir bc awarp ofhis dcafh? Ir be aware tbEt tb elratg ofthi! day are going to be cataclysmic and ()t' -

i-*.,Jf, dim# er,!trylhiDg he hes clrEtr believed in? AftE[ tb pley eodr, end rre ebe pte it o, doeg* 
I \-O)

|;a, aryf-r* aoy dtho trsviour poarcUm c ds bc herrc to go tho.g[ th"'c dirco,Erics ell

)_'eU',..9 
/ovEr 

eg,q with no idea of tbe oilm?

+ ,-. GB. l7)Ibanerodesim. Nre.
-'t^ \ -)
<J) ' Whydm'theharrceuydeeirer? WhydesRmeocrefrssylhatbishawy? Doesheknou,

what happiness is? Wby dmt thcy harrc aoy goab q'frmilios a auythiag tbst Dsnal peqle do?

{

L,C d

F-,-. tl19 J butt-
t$(j-e

rD e olcpte- &uqL, { rtrfe
\-

\.D E-fQ-n'\
n dlc,$,

I



Wty dm't &cy ro this ar eho.,, al? 1

P* 22) Pm rary- his D@'s Grrildastera aod ry mm't Rwaffi.

Ifyut bo& at fu dage dhctim, it rayr tbd hD EekB6 this cm€ctim witboil cobanarml.

Doi 6i! hrmco ofuo? SftS4 I rhink it oaybe bccaure inIIeElGt, tbcy nue nt&Eintr

OraAm,6at it didn't mrfrGriftLcywtrc mircd rp.

tb ram 1rlrpooe, rnd it didu't Drflruiho *as rryto.

(Pe 31) [ els hiL.

ltoywrre idclchmgcsble. Both

I

f€-

Wbat d6 &ir ''"En? 
qftaf dc it frcrbedor/? Ir it e rruriog to clpcd thc uocryoded? Or

uhyur had apoct it copod it? Or maybc $6 thingr erc mt alwayr wbat thsy m? lvnayb 
r

it ir uyins thet renc ir a rudm thins. Ir ir nd prdturablc eod aqrlhins cao happco. 
, t%q:ft ),

(Pg, 37) I wrd to go rrsne a-\r c- 
\ }."'- ,

S,h!G i! hre? Wb.t i! hmc? Ds hc harp a hre c ir hc jud reying thd beartle thet'r *r, &O n 
"U

pGqlb uy uttm thcy wlot to bG in aoothE plec? Ib dcsD't noobcr au;dhing abqil hb past,

how ds h. kaow lhrt he bas a bre?

(Pg. 3t) I rtocmbcr ufrca tbcre rrcm Do gHtim!.

IthinlcRruaeirrayingthetsrrcrydrforguldtobcanytbra. fwqtthingunrrpcllcdq*fu

Oa. md 6rydido'tharp to oa&c aoydeirior lbou u,hd do cufty6cyhad to do it

Pg. f0 ft.rc wtrc d*ayr qrndm!.

I thinlc Ouitdcos&m fu inst raying tbat in lifr, thcrc heul etwayr bcca qrcstiru. h g@at Ttc

urmlbringlhir ry ir beauee thcy rmto bc lding a.rpa&ing t@twD difftrdplaoca e lc
e\l.cA[qnk

of6c tiEE tr rsDr to be oly coircidre thst togcfhrt, tbeir qivftatimr nab srrc

@g.39)Givsusthisdsyor&itynarh /
this i! a glet lire. As ruranl rpin m a taditi@al phnss. qey doos be ray naak? Ir it bocalge



cic

C.\

-t
1Ly

t
Ar rm ar thp plry il orr, thoy can rcd Egdn bcfuc tbcy barc to go brc& m dage aod rcaart

tb u,holo thing. thsy'll bo ahight ar hg ar thcy crn gS fuorryh tbe poertio. If rrething

rrro to hlppco eod thsy c$ldo't gS thurgb it EDIL thst ururld bo rootber dcy Ed I grcrs thcy

tutldn'tbe rhigtr

(Pg 1l) Slotdr, nrods. Ihqrre dl r*c have io go o.

Withnn fu rcdpt, tbcy u,uld be lost. I wmdcr if tbey Er awur of thc otcre? Or arc tbcy

tinihrto thc adiooc itr tb ury tbat they are waiting to re whit will h@ Dcld?

(Pg.13)Wbat'ryunaare? 
Gfell._

Ouildcortcrni!tyiogtofignrtqilufroEi!EduftyhGircwohEa Brilbccent&tbetwithout

kDo\riog hir nrrr+. IL md RsroanE ut o&adou of cach othcr. lvlrybc that's u,ty tbsy gcfl

achofbrmfiucd.

(PS. lD lmatatity ir all I lGclc.

Why doer hc ray &ir? Ir hc artrrc ofhi! dcdh? Or ir hG rtill rmawarc thst he it Dd part of

rutity? In uralig, tbcrc ir m mrtality, tiod of likc an Alioe in Wodcdaad thhg.

(Pg. 15) Oiw ru thir &y on &ity urc&..

Whd doc! bc m by thir? What is thc iryrhoco ofthir pkarc? Wty b mrary to tn,id it

li&Dbds?

(Pg. 50) Rmcocrae and ftildmgtsm ue talking aboil Gerttt&'s m.t*imOip with Clatditts. I

lorrcthi!prrt,itirrcfimy. Ilcrlipcdin,hisbodywarrtilluam,rosrrhcrs,tooclooEfr

mfort, Gts,rtc...

bd
adicoco? If ro, nfty do esy do this?



(8.51)Toamrp. 
1

Atu tu $rAmhg, il ir prftaly clr to tbrG tro nty b b stiqg afridd. Ttoy dmI

(

udrrtud xrty it ir rc hrrd to re u/fty he ir rc rprc{. Bril m$/te,

odunnm il too ory aod tbr,e har gd to bc rodhing elre.

tbybelicrr thst tbsir

0)
(Pg. 68) 9!d(, nving rrn. Aglin, 6ey cu ad re wty cruyw fu bdry ro bliod abqn Halnkr"

Ib on*r FGo! rc prftctly riryle. Fcfiryq bccanrc @ ac dryb od opea with cch

6!r, 6!y dml rnHmd dl of 6c diftltd rnrrb r p.{!m crrr wEr od rcc pad tbc frcadc of

Ilolct'l cdivGd luoecy, idohindf

(Pg. E2) Wdl if it tuo't-t

Why dm't hc rmognize hinrotf? N[rybc ft i! d-'i41. I\raytc il worrld rcalty omfulc hio,

tDowhg thet hc wer dF4 but fiEr Et derd" 116 d.finitsly irn't in l&ata rcw.

(Pg. tD Rmct@ od Gnrildcortcrn ta&e tho plam of tb tr*o dad rpier o dage.

qeyA ADd u,ty arc thcynd dcad? Why are thcy ablc to sur bac& rnd cdinrr trying to'ghan

u,hrt tfrictr' Ilamld? I thinlc ftey thorld cocdatc o rhcmrclrrcl ftrt

(Pg. t23) Playcr ir tilld.
U fca

Ycf wt re that it rrus oly an !d ag[i!. Nothing pc@e.d cao happca to tbcrc peoplc.

lvlfihlity ir o idce, ht Dot rreeing rh4 cro ertully o@ to peg. Ile mly 'uqg thet cna till a

chrrectcr ir ltc Pb,'wtigbt Wb.atb. chrradcn dm't follonr the gcdpt, ecy ilill can't caure tb
phy to dsvidc fr'm $td 6c arlha int-'dpd

Ihir play is abon Fato w. Fre Wi[ Ros€ocrae aod Guildeost€m tiod to figttre qn

what *rs hamaing to tbco and horr thly qild arpid if Ihcy af@od to dsviato fioB tho

lEript aod crmie theiro*E livw. Bril Fab, atbe plsyrvright cufralsru, wm't ld tho go.



lbyrc dmdb ltryinfu nreplacc frfurcrt of6chlira, fuctrrplryiog cn ufiet

rotbody cb her dirtded Sq fu 6!0, 
Tlrtt 

m Fre WilL ob Fde.

Ornqto 6ir ir a flay abqil R..dy:# UEulity. IE thd car, Rffile lod

1b

T
LtK
Ch

Guildolh m b bo tuc& in fu Eiddb of tb t*o dm. 1h:y rc in a rality that raln

6ry harr to go find qn uArt ir nrog urifh fuh chill|hood ftiad. Notring fu unuanat abdil tbet

roqtrd" PoAb db, thrt ir a mlity. Br4 6ry rcm fiod qil thd mly achinpcopto ars dlorrod

b db. ll miiht jrut be pcdcrtinatio, but rhrrrgr dm't $tr* togic.tty. AII ofRrea@'c

GoSCiMr urort frhin, hil fril with mcbody cbe uateling. All of6dr qrdimr art fiiile,

bccettle tbry dot rchr rytting. Lgic 6d wurld uoaltywo* in cplea, wm't It rtfirrcr

:ry Fbsok te! Poe\-\c
Im d up r*tat rhir play ir rryiog lbqil Lift. lrirybc it ir raying tbat ofhcr pooplc

di.tstcubetpldo.feyteitirthetyurrbiildqrdimcttrylhio&etboryhitmiglnrndggtyur

m5m'trrc. Or lht at irrh ru a h ebon tift rod ifw pay attcatim to il might ptparc ru to dcal

withfifrrrc dhratimr.

Slhat'r h it fr &c Plrydl t think thet b "id( bG God. ltGrc ir en aryr"rrcot 6d b ilnI

bccaurc hc dm't rocolo harc tb ponrrto do qilhiog &qn 6c ritntio" Br[ I rhink hc gano

rhe,n a rihntim and wantr rlgrr 1p Egure at bow to doal with it Beaurc oftre fu[ thd be

GrphiDr thiogr that wulld ofhasirc lcerD llgr cofiuc4 itmib! rebdbrc thd b ir rmo rqt

ofhigbr pocrcr c being I{e reos !o tsy.od * ilAP-r.," th@ elm& likr b dc! wi6

hir o*a Tragedidu. I &bk b is drc en ardire of ratr, waiting b re how thcy are going to

turitolhe d eihntio-

AXboNIgh 6ry erc arypoced to bo doe{ thcy usvErrulty art. Yo cao alr*ayr hing tho

plsybeEeoddoit.grh Yqrcrn.h,EJrrruyitlor@dogloihnyolco'nvsrelbroL.qgo

t5

Z



14it thi! trxl! &et Rrua@ rod Qrildcortcn lrD dulrd to rcp6t tbis fustEr.
pe-r^k'G C L

I eink fuy harp a liribd virim beaup tboy arc limitcd chractcrr. fby dido't harrc a

Ery btg pErt in tllmhi rod tbcrcfore dm't knorymrch ebq[ whot hrycns in tb! aqft lbly

*utat frvy to ry inrite infunatfon lod bd to find ort nhd ecy coild m &cir orta. Bccaure

6ry*ur anch triviel eharlrctrr, od aorcwnqicclaradE!,60 trivial ilsltd play a big part in

eb pbytoo.

\ L
3\n

V



-[ UU rv\E S Sy Ftco vr
- A c\tal og \,lL btlvWtvt n'r c*t1L'' i, ClCt"tSnf<t

" ( bateci on A lv u e S*ory )

D|afio , LNh,e t1 avo go, ryungfc c-leon LLp 1V
UDuLk yOcm ? \
Vtlret do I have +o have t+ dcneT
Don'l uioU -thtnk t*'5 a tlY\eSs7

hrcn'lJ T lvrng in * ?
Cctn 4ou e yen See #te f loor ?
Do 1'J cav€z
Dorn'{- Uou ?
W hl n" a,va L4cr,t cp,ng re &cp wgg,n g

\m.-Q- al2^ l *itrs ? "

M

D
M

D
M

D
M

D

a

,
a

o

a

a

I

a

a

o

a

t

a

a

a

o

a

G

I

o

a

a

a

a

c

d
N\

,
M
D
M

Do r/ou Wanl 1D be 4
eou'T have o* lea,[f
What
qprrt4ts'

d o t{u,t
-tD 

.ftCu ?
hz horr/e

#', rrtk Uout- ftttlnerS

t+<+?
learir7

t/\thtn rS tl
(-un ,l rl W

qo u1a JCil** be cLt ehe ot ?

f-our nde6l ?
A tv\K.f K ?

\?

n0 lo

wih

r1-. ,
I .-i -i

D
M
D
M
D
M
b
M

D

l''t
D
M

D

V\iren
D\d Vte

dta he

Tsn+ he
Ao tD wDrK Joctci,, 

s, ck?

a_

U'{ \
tul
u{1(

Donl T?
Who D^t4g 4o r i+ Z

OKay,tf[y. ] .I( cLonn hV roonll.
fY'LrL ( \

S e oi.ec- C"u.l \r>,e,rgn\(
Ld i 't r (e n <hctF"-r -


