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H amlet. Almost universally hailed as 
the greatest play ever written. In 

any language. By any playwright. In any time 
period. That’s pretty heady stuff for a play that 
begins with the straight man’s line from every 
childhood “Knock, Knock” joke: “Who’s there?”
 But, with those two little words, Shakespeare 
sets a tone; creates a mood of anxiety and 
apprehension that frames the action of the rest 
of the play.
 Writing about Hamlet is a bit of an exercise in 
folly. There’s no profound 1,000-word synopsis 
of this play. It’s too deep, too profound, too 
astonishingly human for that. Probably the best 
quick summary was written by Voltaire, whose 
assessment I paraphrase here: first we see a ghost, 
then Hamlet goes a bit mad, then his mistress 
does the same, then Hamlet kills her father, then 
she drowns, then there’s a lot more killing and 
meanwhile, another actor conquers Poland. 
 Another critic, Holden Caulfield in The 
Catcher in the Rye, sums up Hamlet this way: 
“a sad, screwed up type guy.”
 Here’s one more voice you need to hear. 
This is from Norrie Epstein, who writes in The 
Friendly Shakespeare, “Even if you’ve never 
seen or read the play before, you probably 

still have a vague notion of what it’s about. 
Nevertheless, try to approach it fresh, without 
interpreting or analyzing it. Don’t try to insist 
upon any meaning. Let the play contradict and 
frustrate you; follow it as it unfolds and changes 
from one scene to the next.”
 I wish I had thought of that. That’s terrific 
advice. It’s awfully hard to be rigid about 
interpreting Hamlet. And while we’ve all heard 
that horrible onion-peeling metaphor two or 
three times too many, it’s quite apt when you 
think about the character of Hamlet. With each 
scene, with each operatic soliloquy, with each 
turn of phrase and plot, we peel away another 
thin layer to reveal a new truth for a character 
that we may have thought we already knew.
 And then, we come to those words. Even if 
you’ve never seen or read Hamlet, you know 
those famous turns of phrase that pepper 
practically every page. “To thine own self be 
true,” “what a piece of work is man,” “the whips 
and scorns of time,” “the undiscovered country 
from whose bourn no traveler returns,” “there 
are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” 
“there’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance,” 
“the cat will mew and dog will have his day,” 

“a little more than kin and less than kind,” “the 
primrose path,” “alas, poor Yorick,” “get thee to 
a nunnery,” “so runs the world away.”
 Then, of course, we mustn’t forget what is 
thought to be the most-quoted passage in the 
English language: Hamlet, Act I, Scene III, lines 
55 through 87. It’s that passage that begins like 
this: “To be, or not to be — that is the question.”
 Studying this soliloquy, one realizes that this 
may well be our language at its zenith. This 
glover’s son from a small Warwickshire market 
town hard by the River Avon, has written these 
soaring words for this melancholy soul as he 
contemplates his existence, ponders life and 
death, and “the thousand natural shocks that 
flesh is heir to.” It is singularly about Hamlet, 
but it also strikes chords so universal that it 
reflects achingly in every one of us. 
 Hamlet is an intriguing case for those who 
study this stuff. In Shakespeare’s day, plays were 
expected to follow Aristotle’s advice in Poetics 
that drama should focus on action rather than 
character but in Hamlet, Shakespeare seems to 
deliberately thumb his nose at that convention 
and thus it is that through the soliloquies — 
and not the action — we learn what motivates 
Hamlet.

 After we’ve been gripped by the twists and 
turns of this drama and we find ourselves 
hurtling toward the play’s inevitable final tragic 
scene, we understand that we can do nothing 
but watch in expectant dread. The die has 
been cast. There can be only one outcome. 
Shakespeare ties all of the seemingly errant 
plotlines and everyone’s fates together in the 
thrusts and parries of the foils of Hamlet and 
Laertes. Soon, Gertrude, Claudius, and Laertes 
join Ophelia, Polonius, and Old King Hamlet in 
death. Hamlet, too, succumbs, speaking those 
extraordinary words right up until the very 
moment of death.
 “Good night, sweet prince,” Horatio so 
famously says in requiem over Hamlet’s body, 
“and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.”
 Horatio is left behind to tell Hamlet’s story 
and we are left with a deep and abiding sadness. 
 So..., Hamlet. The greatest play ever written? 
In any language? By any playwright? In any time 
period?
 Yes.
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W ith that famous opening line, Shakespeare 
begins this merry, madcap romp through 

the confounding, perplexing, funny and 
moving world of love. Played out as a masterful 
concertato that layers harmonies, changes keys 
with diabolical cleverness, doubles back, and 
ends with a flourish, a few surprising arpeggios 
and a final crowning grace note, Twelfth Night is 
a delicious, decadent, exquisite feast.
 Written around 1601, Twelfth Night refers to 
the sixth of January. You may know that date 
as the Feast of the Epiphany. For those more 
interested in partridges and pear trees, it’s also 
known as the Twelfth Day of Christmas.
 The Feast of the Epiphany was an extremely 
important date on the calendars of Shakespeare’s 
time. During the Renaissance it was often celebrated 
with a carnival atmosphere and with Twelfth Night 
festivities where the normal rules of life were 
abandoned or simply inverted. In fact, during 
this time the Feast of Fools, a festival in which the 
lesser clerics dressed as superior clergy to ridicule 
and mock church practices and where servants 
parodied masters in a widely accepted burlesque, 
was closely associated with Twelfth Night.
 It is in just such a spirit that Shakespeare 
transforms a shipwrecked young woman, Viola, 
into the male page, Cesario, and sets in motion 

a masquerade wherein social conventions 
are mocked and flaunted and class lines are 
breached. Aristocrats fall in love with servants. 
Servants fall in love with aristocrats. Fraternal 
twins appear identical. Girls become boys. Love 
at first sight is the order of the day. And the 
wisest person around is the Fool.
 Shakespeare places Twelfth Night in Illyria, an 
ancient land on the eastern shore of the Adriatic, 
and transforms it, in Harold Bloom’s brilliant 
phrase, into “a madcap Elysium” where everything 
is lovely, no one seems to work, and everyone 
has marvelously witty – if uninformed and often 
preposterous – things to say to one another.
 While there is some suggestion that the play 
was actually first performed on Twelfth Night, the 
first performance we have a record of is one in 
Middle Temple Hall on Candlemas Night — the 
close of the Epiphany season — on February 2, 
1602. A law student, John Manningham, noted in 
his diary that, “we had a play called Twelve Night, 
or What You Will, much like The Comedy of Errors 
or Menaechmi in Plautus … A good practice in it 
to make the steward believe his lady-widow was in 
love with him, by counterfeiting a letter as from his 
lady, in general term telling him what she liked best 
in him and prescribing his gesture in smiling, his 
apparel, etc. and then, when he came to practice, 
making him believe they took him for mad.” (He 
really liked the Malvolio story, it seems!)

 Manningham also notes the interesting 
dimension that is added to the play when a 
male actor, playing a female character, disguises 
“herself ” as a man. That’s because the innate 
structure of Elizabethan theatre where women 
were not allowed on the stage, adds to the 
curious paradox that occurs when Shakespeare 
invites the audience to participate in a 
collective act of imagining then actually never 
allows his audience to forget that they are, in 
fact, watching a play.
 The very nature of Twelfth Night explores 
sexual attraction and gender identity and 
other terms that Shakespeare would not have 
known. Still, having a man play a female role 
enhanced a sense of androgyny and sexual 
ambiguity, a dimension that was lost after 
1660, when women were allowed on the stages 
in England. (Though in 2002, at Shakespeare’s 
Globe in London, artistic director Mark Rylance 
played Olivia in an “original practices” 400th 
anniversary production that restored the 
“double cross-dress” to wild acclaim.)
 Well, anyway, no sense getting deep and 
philosophical. Isn’t it the carnival atmosphere 
and the zany yet idyllic nature of Twelfth Night 
that inspires us to come back to this show again 

and again? After all, within the context of this 
screwball world, the decisions that the characters 
make in the moment seem rational and sane to 
them. They are simply moving their lives forward 
– by any means necessary, it seems – to achieve a 
resolution; preferably a happy one.
 Shakespeare was a sneaky old devil. He 
brings his audience into the action by allowing 
them to have information before the characters 
themselves do; a generous act that allowed 
the mostly-uneducated Elizabethan audience a 
fleeting superiority, in the spirit of the Feast of 
Fools, to the clueless gentlefolk on the stage. 
Some may tell you that it’s a veritable triumph 
of dramatic irony, but for those of us less 
inclined to stuff and nonsense, it simply means 
that the perpetually dissatisfied Malvolio, the 
irresponsible Sir Toby Belch, the faint hearted 
Sir Andrew Aguecheek, the vainglorious Duke 
Orsino and all the rest are just riotously funny.
 The Bard seems to be telling us that there is 
no right or wrong, no black or white. What’s up 
may be down; what’s long is short. Whatever. 
Do with that, he’s saying, what you will. Just 
enjoy the ride.
 I think Oscar Wilde summed it up best. 
“Where there is no illusion, there is no Illyria.” 
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If music be the food of love, play on. 

Costume Designer Claudia Boddy’s sketches for the Twelfth Night characters.
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