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“HAMLET: Denmark’s a prison. 
 
ROSENCRANTZ: Then is the world one. 
 
HAMLET: A goodly one; in which there are many confines, wards and dungeons, Denmark 
being one o' the worst.”                  (ACT II, SC II, 249-53) 

     The image of Denmark as an obdurate prison started to fire the imagination of intellectual 
dissidents from nineteenth century onwards.  They identified their irate spirit in Hamlet’s 
belligerent stance against an all-conquering system threatening to pervade individuality. Eastern 
Europe, especially Soviet Russia, became the hotbed for such experimentations because it 
regarded Hamlet as a reflection of its own essence and historical fortunes.   

    The pandemic predicament of Hamlet left an enthralling charm on Russia’s greatest theatre 
personalities. The genius of Konstantin Stanislavski and Edward Gordon Craig came together to 
produce Hamlet for Moscow Art Theatre in 1911-12.  Quite surprisingly, for more than twenty 
years, from 1932 to 1954, Hamlet remained absent on Russian stage.  At the same time 
Shakespeare was made an official cult figure in Soviet.  Moscow theatre houses were vibrant 
with King Lear, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and a lot of Shakespeare’s comedies; but not Hamlet.  
The main reason behind this surprisingly long absence of Hamlet was Joseph Stalin, who 
disliked Hamlet as a character and Hamlet as a play.  Stalin did not publicize his contempt for 
Hamlet except in one occasion.  The Party Central Committee’s famous 1946 Resolution 
launched a shattering attack on Sergei Eisenstein’s film Ivan the Terrible and accused the 
director of turning the Great Russian Tsar into “a miserable weakling comparable to Hamlet”. It 
is quite possibly the document was composed by Stalin himself.  At last the ban was lifted after 
the demise of Stalin in 1953-theatres were now permitted to try the Prince of Denmark. But there 
was a more important reason for the play’s enormous popularity at that time than just a desire to 
taste a forbidden fruit. 

     “….It is clear that here Stalin showed in a whole series of cases his intolerance, his brutality, 
and his abuse of power.” (2). Nikita Khrushchev’s speech on the Personality Cult and its 
Consequences in Twentieth Party Congress on February 25, 1956, was the pinnacle of 
Destalinization process  that he initiated with removal of Stalin’s name from cities, landmarks, 
and facilities which had been named or renamed after him.  Stalin's body was moved from 
Lenin's Mausoleum in Red Square to a location near the Kremlin wall. 
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     Hamlet happened to perfectly express the main tenor of the early post-Stalinist period: a 
sudden recovery of vision, the collapse of illusions, and the painful revaluation of values.  Two 
different productions of Hamlet directed by Okhlopkov and Kozintsev stormed Russian stage in 
1954 by equating the flustered prince with a state in disarray.   

    In his recently published Diaries under the date October 1st 1953 (seven months following 
Stalin’s death), Kozintsev pointed out: “The beginning of Hamlet rehearsals. Feel myself like a 
dog coming to a tasty cube of sugar. Can this really be true? May I try it at last?” Kozintsev put 
light on darkest alley of palatial politics where a sinister force always worked behind grandiose 
carnivals.  In the Closet Scene, when Hamlet committed unwilling murder of Polonius, audience 
saw a series of beheaded manikins in the closet of queen.  These mutilated manikins were, as 
Kozintsev indicated, hackneyed Soviet spirit reduced to dumb spectators of relentless theatre of 
lunacy. 

     Interestingly, Kozintsev decided to finish his Hamlet in a most optimistic way. After Hamlet’s 
death, the hero of the tragedy suddenly resurrected again to recite Sonnet 74. Behind the 
resurrected Prince the amazed audience saw the enormous shadow of Nike, Greek goddess of 
victory.  However, Kozintsev’s optimism evidently faded away in his 1961 film version. After 
the series of murders in the last scene, putrescent prince walked out of putrid palace with sloth, 
tentative steps and leaned against the stony wall of the castle with a languid gaze on up-roaring 
sea.  With Dmitri Shostakovich’s somber score playing at the background, dying Hamlet 
articulated ‘the rest is silence’ with astounding propensity.   

       The references to Poland in The Comedy of Errors (1592-1594), Hamlet (1600-1601) and 
Measure for Measure (1604) testify that Shakespeare must have read or heard of Poland. At the 
peak of Stalinism in Poland, Witold Chwalewik wrote his controversial monograph Polska w 
Hamlecie (Poland in Hamlet), a profound textual analysis of echoes of the Polish Renaissance 
apparently present in Shakespeare's Hamlet And he himself was aware that it "surely is a wild 
fancy", but "at the time of heavy censorship and social-realism, he promoted the history of the 
Polish 'Golden Age,' and in this way he made his readers look with nostalgia upon the times of 
Polish independence and greatness in the international political, artistic and literary spheres" 
(Kujawinska Courtney, 2001: 52). 

     The years of the Second World War and the Nazi occupation 1939-1945 brought a total 
destruction of Polish cultural life. Theatres and actors, writers and scholars faced the same tragic 
possibility of annihilation. Soon after Red Army retrieved Poland, in 1947, the Shakespeare 
Festival was sponsored by the Polish Ministry of Culture and Art to revive country’s cultural life.  
However, the fervor was short-lived as the 1949 Congress of Culture and Art condemned the 
newborn freedom and innovative spirit of artistic expression. The theatres were forced to 
eliminate almost all foreign playwrights and influences. Later with the demise of Stalinism, 
Shakespeare's plays became closely associated with the world-renowned Polish theatre of 
political allusions and metaphors. 

     Stalin’s death in 1953 and Khrushchev’s open denigration of his predecessor stirred ferment, 
calls for systemic reform, and conflict in the ranks of the Polish United Workers' Party. In the 
same month as Khrushchev's speech, the death of Stalinist Boleslaw Bierut exacerbated an 
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existing split in the Polish communist party. In 1951 Bierut had won a struggle with Wladyslaw 
Gomulka for the top position in the party.  But with his death, Gomulka’s claim to leadership 
became stronger despite Soviet’s threat to invade Poland to prevent Gomulka’s empowerment.     

     In October, 1956, Poland experienced an unprecedented civil unrest.  The desperate rioters 
emerged on the street to scream their support for Gomulka.  Nationalism was the creed of this 
revolution as the dissidents sang national anthem, demanded the return of white eagle to the flag.  
They asked explanation of Katyn massacre and immediate elimination of Russian language from 
Polish academic arena.  In this obstreperous backdrop, Polish intellectuals turned their gaze to 
Hamlet for a secured sojourn. 

       Roman Zawistowski’s Hamlet, better known as Hamlet of the Polish October, emerged as a 
reliable mirror of contemporary time.  The hapless Polish audience identified themselves with 
the prince tragically caught and destroyed in the grindstone of the crazy history.  Zawistowski 
reduced the play’s length from five hours to three hours and crammed the production with 
political innuendoes. He created a morbid world on the stage where primordial crime of 
fratricide was incarnated, a wife sullied her nuptial bed for debauchery, a garrulous father spied 
over his son and righteous friends turned to state apparatus in the crude game of power. This 
production of Hamlet at the Stary Teatr in Krakow, according to famous Polish theatre critic Jan 
Kott, was infected with contemporary political veracity. "Only one thing is important: to reach 
through the Shakespeare's text into the contemporary experience, into our anxiety, our 
sensitivity", Kott wrote in Hamlet of Mid-century. And, in his opinion, Zawistowski gave his 
thoughts a remarkable tongue.  

      The history of Eastern Europe entered into a crucial phase in 1968 when Soviet Union and 
members of the Warsaw Pact invaded Czechoslovakia to topple reformist Slovak Alexander 
Dubcekhe from power.  This invasion caused a sharp split in communist world as Ceausescu-led-
Romania withdrew them from Warsaw Pact in an act of protestation against the incursion.   

     U.S.A.-led- capitalist world, waiting at the flank and keeping an observant eye over the 
ongoing events, found a potential maverick in Ceausescu to aggravate the schism in red corridor.  
U.S.A. granted Ceausescu to borrow heavily (more than $13 billion) to finance economic 
development programs which eventually disrupted economic equilibrium of the country and 
drove to Romania to precipice.  As the noose of foreign debts tightened around Romania’s neck, 
anxious Ceausescu effected many constitutional changes that barred Romania to take further 
foreign loan in future.  In a desperate bid to mitigate foreign debts, Ceausescu ordered the 
exportation of much of the country's agricultural and industrial production which further pushed 
Romania to apocalyptic extremism.  The common Romanians fell into widening chasm between 
rhetoric of economic reform and sordid economic reality. The prince of Denmark, almost 
inevitably, resurrected on the Romanian stage in 1985 as the most scrupulous mirror of the 
trouble-torn time. 

      Alexandru Tocilescu, the famous Romanian director, entered nefarious Elsinore through 
three important gates: Art, Power, and Politics. The play began with a pantomime of the final 
fencing scene, on a black-mirror stage designed as a chessboard. The fight was interrupted by a 
silhouette in black, which took a seat at the piano and provided the musical background during 
the key scenes of the play. The pianist (Dan Grigore) was a silent figure who intervened in the 

www.the-criterion.com
The Criterion 

An International Journal in English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol.5, Issue IV August 2014106

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Czechoslovakia


encounters with the Ghost, and at times became an unnatural apparition himself. Politics and 
power gave a third dimension to Tocilescu's interpretation of Hamlet. Claudius was embodiment 
of venality and lecherousness. He had great fascination for grand spectacles accompanied with 
patriotic music.  Tocilescu created a dressing room sequence where narcissist queen was found 
basking in the vain glory before the mirror. The Romanian audience knew that Ceausescu’s wife 
was just as vain, and she used all the power she could wield to adorn herself with unearned 
academic titles. Polonius, clad in a black suit, was the militia representative in a police state. 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were presented as the plain and analogous instruments of power. 
While Laertes got tangled in the mechanism of authority without being aware of it, Fortinbras 
was the rapacious harvester of the disastrous consequences of evil and tyranny. When the 
Romanian revolution came in 1989, the actor playing Hamlet, Ian Caramitru, led the storming of 
the government television station, from which he could broadcast the word ‘we’re free, we’ve 
won’.  

Endnotes: 

“The play's the thing wherein I'll catch the conscience of the King”. (Hamlet, Act II, Sc II, 531-2) 

     When the vacillated soul of Hamlet gropes for the truth, the production of The Mousetrap 
redeems all the darkness of his mind.  The assassination on the stage becomes a system of 
mirrors, both convex and concave, which reflect, magnify and decipher actual political intrigues 
of Elsinore.  The melancholic history of Elsinore is repeated in the downfall of communist 
world.  The reactionary conspiracy, internal feud, ideological slump and fraudulent policies 
tumbled the dream of an equal world and all the hurly-burly of this fascinating period is well 
reflected on the steadfast mirror of Hamlet that makes Gertrude scream:  

“O Hamlet, speak no more: “Thou turn'st mine eyes into my very soul;  
And there I see such black and grained spots As will not leave their tinct.”                                   
(Hamlet, Act III, Sc IV, 86-90) 
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