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Abstract 

 
In the present theatrical climate, we can observe an ever-expanding field of ‘avant-

garde’ adaptations of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which broadly conform to Hans-Thies 

Lehmann’s paradigm of the postdramatic. Across these productions, I have 

observed the presence of an intriguingly analogous system for representing human 

mortality. As such, my thesis will establish how this mode of representing death 

may have evolved from, or indeed reflect, the Hamlet playtext itself. Engaging a 

historically grounded reading of Hamlet, I will establish how Shakespeare depicts 

death through an excess of contradictory characterisations, while simultaneously 

reinforcing the ultimate inexpressibility of death.   

 

Consequently, I will argue that this superfluous representation of mortality is part 

of a broader anti-illusory project, whereby the necessary paradoxes of stage death 

are used to create sensational theatrical moments that extend spectatorial 

interpretative agency. Turning my attention to recent adaptations of Hamlet, I will 

examine how contemporary practitioners incorporate this superfluous symbolic 

system of death into their postdramatic productions. I compare the quintessentially 

postdramatic Hamlet adaptations of the 1990s to those of the present millennium, 

ultimately noting the limitations of Lehmann’s paradigm for reading these later 

productions, whose representation of death exist in an increasingly complex 

continuum with that of Shakespeare’s play. 
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Introduction 

 

Despite the enduring tradition of staging Shakespeare’s Hamlet along the lines of 

Stanislavskian realism and illusionistic scenography, we can observe in the 

contemporary theatrical climate an ever-expanding field of ‘avant-garde’ Hamlets, 

stage adaptations which range from fragmentary monologic explorations to site-

specific promenade pieces. For the most part, these productions seemingly share 

very little, with contemporary adaptors frequently indigenizing, fragmenting or 

transcoding their Jacobean source to produce radically dissimilar aesthetic and 

theatrical effects. Nevertheless, I have observed two principle commonalities 

among these adaptations. In the first place, these Hamlets broadly conform to 

Hans-Thies Lehmann’s paradigm of postdramatic theatre. Although as I will 

discuss hereafter Lehmann’s framework has its limitations, the postdramatic 

classification is useful in demarcating these Hamlets as an interrelated group, 

insofar as they all share an investment in a “retreat from synthesis”, refusing 

“dramatic coherence or comprehensive symbolic references” whilst simultaneously 

decentring the authorial ‘dramatic’ text as the principal site of meaning creation in 

favour of other theatrical elements.1 The second feature that curiously links these 

postdramatic Hamlets is their representation of human mortality. The presence of 

analogous symbols, staging devices and thematic preoccupations around the 

depiction of death and dying is particularly striking given that these productions 

are otherwise radically dissimilar in their approaches to Shakespearean adaptation. 

In observing this intriguingly homogenous pattern of representation, I have 

embarked on the project of establishing how this mode of representing death may 

have evolved from, or indeed reflect, the Hamlet playtext itself. 

 

Of course, Hamlet’s preoccupation with murder, mourning and mortuary artefacts 

is by no means unique in the early modern canon. While historically the seemingly 

crude fixation of Jacobean revenge tragedy with slaughter and carnage has been the 

subject of a denunciatory critical polemic, recent opinion has shifted towards a 

reinstatement of the interpretative potential of this genre, and the broader 

epistemological implications of representing death and dying in the pre-modern 

theatre.2  Hamlet remains a staple text in this discussion, not simply because of its 

status as a Western cultural icon, but also in lieu of its uniquely interpolation of a 

                                                
1 Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre (New York: Routledge, 2006), 82.  
2 Stevie Simkin, New Casebooks: Revenge Tragedy (New York: Palgrave, 2000); Janet 
Clare, Revenge tragedies of the Renaissance (Tavistock: British Council, 2006)  



 9 

generic revenge plot with a uniquely extensive exploration of human mortality, 

extending to the moral and philosophical implications of suicide, burial, mourning 

and mass slaughter. Moreover, as I further elaborate in Chapter 1, it is Hamlet’s 

curiously unfixed representation of mortality, oscillating as it does between 

ratiocination, pathos, farce, grotesquery and metatheatrical pomp, which has made 

it such a critically divisive playtext, with numerous critics reading the play as 

paradigmatic of wider post-Reformation cultural phenomena. 

 

My endeavour to establish certain similarities between this enigmatic mode of 

depicting mortality and that of its postdramatic adaptations naturally produces a 

series of theoretical complications. The first of these is the overwhelming number 

of specifically Jacobean motifs, citations and symbols imbuing Hamlet’s depiction 

of mortality, references that seemingly resist interpolation into a contemporary 

theatrical context. For this reason, most critical readings of the representation of 

death in Hamlet focus on its relationship to broader post-Reformation contexts, an 

approach typified by the work of Stephen Greenblatt, James Calderwood, Lisa 

Jardine, and Maria de Grazia. While this so-called ‘new historicist’ methodology is 

invaluable in clarifying Hamlet’s myriad cultural appropriations, W.B. Worthen 

has noted that the principal disadvantage of this reading practice is its tendency 

towards an “aggressively differential” style that insists on the “located specificity 

of Renaissance literature as a means of distancing it from us”. 3  As I will 

demonstrate in Chapter 1, a historically grounded reading of death in Hamlet does 

not preclude the consideration of contemporary theatrical correspondences, but 

rather clarifies the effect of certain representations and staging aspects, thereby 

providing a framework for future comparisons. 

 

Indeed, this kind of pluralist methodology proves compellingly efficacious in 

recent works like Pascale Aebischer’s Shakespeare’s Violated Bodies (2003) and 

Susan Zimmerman’s The Early Modern Corpse and Shakespeare’s Theatre (2005), 

both of which initiate their investigations with a historically situated analysis of 

death in Jacobean culture, thereby elucidating certain thematic investments and 

embedded stage mnemonics before engaging contemporary performance analysis. 

However, Zimmerman and Aebischer’s approaches are designed to largely 

dichotomize their discussion, pitting early modern contexts against subsequent 

contemporary subversions or violations of their theatrical source texts. 
                                                
3 W.B. Worthen, Shakespeare and the Authority of Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 133. 
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Contrastingly, by imbuing my close reading of Hamlet in Chapter 1 with certain 

historiographical details, I am determined to demonstrate not only how deeply 

embedded certain characterizations of mortality are in Hamlet, but also the 

surprising confluence of these representational strategies with the project of its 

postdramatic antecedents. 

 

The second necessary critical consideration when evaluating the representation of 

death in Shakespeare’s Hamlet is how to address the problematic textual status of 

the play itself, existing as it does in three distinct forms; the first and second 

Quartos (hereafter Q1 and Q2) and the Folio text (F1).4 While much ink has been 

spilt on which of the playtexts is the least corrupted,5 I am persuaded by McGuire’s 

suggestion that we approach this textual multiplicity not in the hope of extracting 

some “enduring essence”, but rather read all three playtexts as a interrelated body 

whose shared characteristics, as well as respective incongruities, reveal the 

“ensemble of possibilities” of Hamlet in performance. 6  Reading Hamlet as 

palimpsest rather than hermetically sealed text has allowed me to consider the 

extent to which a self-consciously excessive and contradictory characterization of 

mortality is fundamentally embedded in Hamlet, not only in the lyric and literary 

motifs, but also in the dramatic action, scenography and stage directions7. By 

similarly engaging Rosenberg’s performance-based paradigm of Shakespearean 

criticism, one that attempts an analysis of both “the document under study and the 

voicing of an imagined experience of its staging”,8 I will evidence how these 

embedded stage mnemonics provide the most compelling link between the 

playtexts and its contemporary adaptations, with Hamlet’s theatricalization of 

mortality easily translating to the postdramatic stage. 

 

                                                
4 NB. For this investigation, I have used William Shakespeare, The Three-Text Hamlet: 
Parallel Texts of the First and Second Quartos and First Folio, eds. Bernice W. Kliman 
and Paul Bertram (New York: AMS Press, 1991).  
5 Cf. Harold Jenkins, “The Relation between the Second Quarto and the Folio Text of 
‘Hamlet,’” Studies in Bibliography 7 (1955): 69; Y.S. Bains, “The incidence of corrupt 
passages in the First Quarto of Shakespeare’s Hamlet,” Notes and Queries 2 (1993): 186; 
Eric Rasmussen, “Introduction” in Shakespeare, The Three-Text Hamlet, ix-xxi. 
6 Philip C. McGuire, Speechless Dialect: Shakespeare’s Open Silences (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985), 138-9. 
7 NB. Unless otherwise noted, all general citations for Hamlet are taken from the first Folio, 
as printed in Shakespeare, The Three-Text Hamlet.   
8 Marvin Rosenberg, “Tracking Performance Criticism of Shakespeare,” in Shakespeare In 
Performance: A Collection Of Essays, ed. Frank Occhiogrosso (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2003), 123-136. 
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Just as I have found it valuable to treat Shakespeare’s Hamlet as a series of 

interrelated texts, so too do I view Hamlet in performance as a field of 

interdependent staging practices, one which realizes Margaret Lock’s conception 

of a cultural “historic story line”, a “fluid, contestable entity comprising sets of 

practice, ideas, imagination and discourse, much of it barely available to 

consciousness”.9 My project is not to approach Hamlet and its adaptations as 

hermetically sealed “material things” but rather to examine the staging of death in 

Hamlet as a “material event” or transhistorical body of interconnected staging 

practices “where certain communicative interchanges are being practiced”.10 This 

conception of theatrical practice as memory machine has been compellingly argued 

by Marvin Carlson in The Haunted Stage (2001), and demonstrated in relation to 

Hamlet specifically by David Bevington’s Murder Most Foul: Hamlet Through 

The Ages (2011), wherein he evidences how the play provides “a kind of paradigm 

for the cultural history of the English-speaking world”.11 As I will show, Hamlet is 

the exemplar for a set of shared investments in the theatrical depiction of human 

mortality, revealing the reverberations of early modern theatre on the practices of 

the postdramatic. 

 

In Chapters 2 and 3, I will turn to analysing the characterisation of death in 

Hamlet’s contemporary postdramatic adaptations. However, while Lehmann’s 

paradigm is invaluable to my discussion, delineating as it does the “constellation of 

elements”12 of an interrelated theatrical genre distinct from text-centric drama, the 

very discourse of the postdramatic is seemingly incompatible with my pluralist 

methodology. After all, Lehmann’s paradigm is a temporally bound model that 

explicitly excludes early modern theatre; for Lehmann, while the early modern 

may be marked by “impure” or “epic” deviations from the “pure” dramatic form, 

characterized by a comparative “degree of abstraction” from modern naturalistic 

theatre, 13  its epistemological implications remain rooted in the dramatic, 

privileging as it does “the objective importance…of the individual; the possibility 

of representing human reality through language”.14 Lehmann contends that the 

                                                
9 Margaret M. Lock, Twice Dead: Organ Transplants and the Reinvention of Death 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 46. 
10 Jerome J. McGann, The Textual Condition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 
13. 
11 David Bevington, Murder Most Foul: Hamlet Through the Ages (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), vi. 
12 Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, 5. 
13 Ibid, 48-9. 
14 Ibid, 48. 



 12 

postdramatic “retheatricalization” of the theatron space is explicitly bound to 

postmodernity,15 resisting homogenizing systems of signification in favour of a 

self-consciously anti-illusory theatre that  “realizes its own phenomenology of 

perception”.16 

 

Lehmann’s exclusion is somewhat problematic. Of course, there are certain 

epistemological similarities between early modern and contemporary theatrical 

conventions, as both are marked by an “indifference to illusionistic machinery 

and…(a) strong propensity for metatheatrical reflection”.17 However, the most 

problematic exclusion of early modern theatre from “postdramatic” paradigms is 

the notion that it remains fundamentally text-centric given that, as Marcus notes, 

“nothing we know about conditions of production in the Renaissance playhouse 

allow us to hope for single authoritative versions”.18 Indeed, Hamlet’s highly 

fraught textual history reminds us how little the early modern theatre was 

contingent on a monolithic “dramatic” text. Of course, Lehmann’s primary 

contention, that the epistemological and heuristic implications of postdramatic 

theatre are radically distinct from those of its antecedents, is difficult to refute. 

Nevertheless, by examining proximate strategies in the early modern and 

postdramatic staging of death, I wish to explode the categories of the postdramatic 

through the application of its own terms, challenging the simplistic notion that 

these theatrical superfluities are unique to our contemporary theatrical moment, 

while equally accepting the historical and epistemological specificities of 

representing human mortality on stage. 

 

My application of Lehmann’s paradigm to Shakespearean criticism is relatively 

unique in this respect, as the temporally bound nature of his comprehensive 

framework seemingly limits its application beyond the appraisal of singular 

productions. While a number of critics have applied the postdramatic framework to 

individual Shakespearean adaptations or adaptors, these analyses invariably fuel 

the critical myth of the contemporary adaptor as radical violator of Shakespearean 

canon, rather than considering the complexity of interrelated staging practices that 

                                                
15 Ibid, 22. 
16 Ibid, 99. 
17 Susan Zimmerman, The Early Modern Corpse and Shakespeare’s Theatre (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 11. 
18 Leah S. Marcus, Puzzling Shakespeare: Local Reading and its Discontents (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988), 44. 
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inform the productions in question.19 In a manner analogous to my treatment of the 

Hamlet playtexts, I will not be discretely analysing individual productions or the 

oeuvres of individual practitioners but rather taking a holistic view of the 

Postdramatic Hamlet as a broader adaptive field. As such, in Chapters 2 and 3, I 

will look at the staging of death across numerous productions, drawing from a wide 

range of sources.20 Although I have not personally been a spectator of any of these 

performances, I am merely attempting to highlight the broader theatrical links 

between these productions and their adaptive choices.  

 

Another limitation of Lehmann’s paradigm is that it is increasingly becoming out-

dated. In more recent years, the postdramatic Hamlet has not only been informed 

by such theatrical epistemologies but also equally marked by a reaction against 

them. Therefore, while in Chapter 2 I will establish my argument by examining a 

number of “prototypically” postdramatic adaptions from the 1990s, in Chapter 3 I 

will turn my attention to the Hamlets of the new millennium, whose ‘constellations 

of elements’21 exist on a continuum with, but do not strictly adhere to Lehmann’s 

paradigm. Rather than insisting as Lehmann does that this contemporary theatrical 

genre is a discrete rupture from its theatrical past, I aim to delineate how these later 

Hamlets marry a ‘postdramatic’ staging of death with more formalist ‘dramatic’ 

elements; while this closely aligning them more closely with the epistemologies of 

the pre-modern theatre, thereby evidencing the limitations of the postdramatic 

model, I will demonstrate how the depiction of death in these productions exists in 

an increasingly complex continuum with that of their Jacobean source.   

 

Indeed, as Buse and Scott have noted, death is a “useful theoretical tool”22 for 

talking about theatre, precisely because of its status as paradox, as uncanny, as 

necessary absence. Whether it is Marvin Carlson’s conception of the haunted 

stage, 23  Terry Eagleton’s analogy of textual corpses and ghosts, 24  or Mike 

                                                
19 Cf. Christian Stalpaert, “Something is Rotten on the Stage of Flanders: Postdramatic 
Shakespeare in Contemporary Flemish Theatre,” Contemporary Theatre Review 20 (2010): 
437-48; E. A Hoffman, “Post-dramatic theater: Jurgen Kruse's Sturm, a stage version of 
Shakespeare's The Tempest,” Forum Modernes Theater 16.1 (2001): 73-86; Andreas 
Höfele, “A Theater of Exhaustion?" Posthistoire in Recent German Shakespeare 
Productions,” Shakespeare Quarterly (1992): 80-86. 
20 N.B. The principal productions and appropriate source materials are attached as an 
appendix. 
21 Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, 5. 
22 Peter Buse and Andrew Scott, “Introduction” in Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, 
History, eds. Peter Buse and Andrew Scott (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), 6. 
23 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 2001) 
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Pearson’s argument of the host/ghost effect in site-specific theatre,25 the notion of 

presence paradoxically representing absence is a particularly compelling subject 

for the theatre. As I will discuss, it is within Lehmann’s paradigm that we can 

locate the most expedient paradigm for the ‘superfluous’ theatricalization of death, 

one which violates “the more or less established norm of sign density”, pitting 

plethora against deprivation and plenitude against emptiness (Lehmann 89). The 

presence of a theatrically excessive register of death is one of the things that makes 

the Hamlet playtext(s) so curiously enduring in a theatrical genre that purportedly 

seeks to distance itself from its textual ancestry, suggesting that a self-consciously 

anti-illusory theatre is the ideal site for mediating a culture’s broader superfluity of 

death-symbols, whether in post-Reformation England or in our fragmentary global 

present. 
  

                                                                                                                       
24 Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Theory (London: Verso, 
1976), 65.    
25 Mike Pearson, Site-Specific Performance (London: Palgrave, 2010), 101.  
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Chapter 1 

“Equivocation will undo us”: Hamlet and the Indeterminate Graveyard 

 

It is widely postulated that Shakespeare’s Hamlet is the only extant early modern 

playtext where extended action occurs in a space specifically designated for the 

burial of the dead, while simultaneously being the earliest known playtext to 

designate the use of a human skull as a stage property.26 What might be the 

significance of this graveyard setting,27 not to mention the foregrounding of human 

remains, burial rites and mourning, in the penultimate moments of the playtext? At 

a purely diegetic level, the graveyard expediently facilitates the collision of 

Ophelia’s burial with Hamlet’s return to Elsinore, spurring conflict in the 

penultimate moments of the narrative. For the majority of commentators, however, 

it is Hamlet’s contemplation of the skull of Yorick which is the most striking 

aspect of this scene, as it forces the protagonist to confront the material literalities 

of death; a syllogistic encounter which seemingly spurs his acquiescent conclusion 

that “the readiness is all”.28  

 

While many critics have interpolated the Yorick episode into their broader 

conceptualizations of Hamlet’s distinctively ‘modern’ or humanist selfhood,29 this 

encounter between a young man and a skull is firmly rooted in the emblematic 

landscape of the medieval memento mori tradition.30 Indeed, the graveyard scene is 

steeped in memento mori aphorisms and citations that reinforce a contemplative 

and consolatory conception of mortality. For instance, Hamlet’s mourning for 

                                                
26 Theodore Spencer, Death and Elizabethan Tragedy: A Study Convention and Opinion in 
the Elizabethan Drama (New York: Pageant Books, 1960), 185; Roland Mushat Frye, The 
Renaissance Hamlet: Issues and Responses in 1600 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984), 206; Andrew Sofer, The Stage Life of Props (Michigan: The University of Michigan 
Press, 2003), 91. 
27 NB. While most standardized editions of the playtext refer to the setting of Act 5 Scene 1 
as a “churchyard”, I have here used the term “graveyard” as the two are largely 
interchangeable in a Jacobean context; for more on this, see Sharon Emmerichs, 
“Shakespeare and the Landscape of Death: Crossing the Boundaries of Life and the 
Afterlife,” Shakespeare (1745-0918) 8.2 (2012): 171-194. 
28 Harry Morris, “Hamlet as Memento Mori Poem,” PMLA 5 (2007): 1037; James 
Calderwood, Shakespeare and the Denial of Death (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1987), 118; Harold Jenkins, “‘To be, or not to be’: Hamlet’s Dilemma,” Hamlet 
Studies 13 (1991): 22. 
29 Alexander Welsh, Hamlet in His Modern Guises (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2001), 26-70.  
30 Roland Mushat Frye, “Ladies, Gentlemen, and Skulls: Hamlet and the Iconographic 
Traditions,” Shakespeare Quarterly 30 (1979): 15; Indira Ghose, “Jesting With Death: 
Hamlet In The Graveyard,” Textual Practice 24.6 (2010): 1003. 
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Yorick (5.1.184-193) mirrors the ubi sunt motif of memento mori lyric poems, 

wherein the anaphoric reiteration of rhetorical enquiries produces a doleful 

rhythmic effect designed to emphasize the perspicacity of mournful contemplation. 

Equally, when Hamlet envisages Alexander’s death, burial and return to dust 

(5.1.209-217), the use of cyclic repetition, consolatory aphorisms and 

epigrammatic phrases reinforce the inevitability and universality of death. 31 

Numerous commentators have taken the presence of these memento mori devices 

to indicate that the graveyard scene, or Hamlet more broadly, reinforces an 

atypically medieval characterization of mortality 32  with its protagonist 

exemplifying the early modern fixation with “dying well” by conforming to the 

normalizing rituals espoused by ars moriendi tracts,33 in his journey “to look upon 

the face of death with a certain equanimity”.34 

 

However, in considering the effects of this scene in performance, I would trouble 

the dominant critical consensus that the text(s) of the graveyard scene offers a 

consolatory image of death, mediated through contemplation and resolved as 

natural and immutable. Perhaps the most compelling evidence against this 

orthodox image lies in the clowning episode that initiates the scene, a sequence that 

is not only palpably discrete from the diegesis but also overwhelmingly farcical. To 

expose the comical effects of this scene in performance, I would turn the reader’s 

attention to the discrepancies between the so-called “bad” first quarto and the latter 

quarto and folio texts. Whether or not the first quarto is indeed a performance-

based transcription or, as others have theorized, an intentionally piecemeal text 

designed to increase revenue for the second quarto35, certain staging aspects in Q1 

that are later expunged from Q2 allow us to better understand the effect of the 

graveyard clowning in performance. For instance, while in Q2 and F1 there is only 

one reference to fetching “a stoup of Liquor” just before Horatio and Hamlet’s 

entrance, Q1’s repeated references to fetching “a stop of drinke” (1932) imply that 

inebriation was central to the clowns’ performance. A similarly expunged line from 

                                                
31 Morris, “Hamlet as Memento Mori Poem,” 1037.  
32 Phoebe Spinrad, The Summons of Death on the Medieval and Renaissance Stage 
(Columbus: Ohio State Press, 1987), 218; Morris, “Hamlet as Memento Mori Poem,” 1037; 
Frye, The Renaissance Hamlet, 254. 
33S.J. Kozikowski, “The Three Medieval Plots of Hamlet: Psychomachia, Ars Moriendi, 
Memento Mori,” Hamlet Studies 20 (1998): 63-70. 
34 Clayton G. Mackenzie, Emblems of Mortality: Iconographic Experiments in 
Shakespeare’s Theatre (Lanham: University Press of America, 2000), 6. 
35 Rasmussen, “Introduction” in The Three-Text Hamlet, xxvii-xxviii.  
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Q2 and F1 is Hamlet’s earlier “see howe the slaue joles their heads against the 

earth” (1940). 

 

While all playtexts make reference to the general “battery” of human skulls to 

humorous effect, this early description of the stage action allows us to infer the 

predominance of grotesque slapstick with human remains throughout the scene. 

These elements reinforce how clowning might subvert Hamlet and Horatio’s 

seemingly orthodox contemplations of mortality. Might we therefore read the 

graveyard scene as a purely farcical event, one that parodies orthodox conceptions 

of death, undermining Hamlet’s later contemplations and rendering the graveyard 

scene a blackly comedic representation of mortality?  

 

Although such a reading is tempting, it proves increasingly inadequate when we 

consider the plethora of additional characterizations of mortality throughout scene. 

One such aspect is the excessive, almost synesthetic grotesquery with which death 

and dying is rendered. Of course, one could mount a compelling argument that this 

grotesquery, while registering as hyperbolically revolting for a contemporary 

reader, might be wholly risible for a Jacobean spectator; one such example is 

Hamlet’s uncanny sniffing of Yorick’s skull, remarking “Puh” before discarding it 

(5.1.200). However, the continual foregrounding of viscera in this scene, with its 

preoccupation with tongued skulls (5.1.75), jawbones (5.1.78), bones (5.1.92) and 

decaying corpses (5.1.164-173) reflects the playtext(s)’ wider preoccupation with 

evoking the scent, sensation and materiality of dead bodies. One need only recall 

the vividly horrific descriptions of Old Hamlet’s murder (1.5.59-73) and Polonius’ 

corpse (4.2.20-4.3.22, 4.3.36-37) to imagine how bodily death in Hamlet might 

produce potentially disturbing or affective effects beyond mere farce. 

 

To understand the potentially disquieting implications of this synesthetic rendering 

of bodily decay, it is important to consider how Hamlet relates to a broader culture 

of post-Reformation mortuary art and iconography, a form increasingly imbued 

with a grotesque visual language informed by early modern advances in anatomical 

dissection.36 This cultural trend is best exemplified by the transi of late Elizabethan 

mortuary art and artifacts, which depicted the body in progressive graphic stages of 

decay, from whole corpse to rotting corpse to skeletal or shrunken form, offering a 

                                                
36 Zimmerman, The Early Modern Corpse, 9; Christine Quigley, The Corpse: A History 
(Jefferson: McFarland, 1996), 293. 
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visual rhetoric that challenged epigrammatic espousals of an immortal soul37. Far 

from normalizing mortality as a natural process, this visceral visuality revealed 

how troubling bodily death was to the Catholic imagination. As Zimmerman has 

noted, post-Reformation orthodox tracts are distinctively marked by “strategies of 

denial and deflection”,38 employing deferent maxims in an attempt to interpolate 

the corporeality of death with theology whilst remaining reliant on pre-Cartesian 

conceptions of the body and mind.39 We can observe such a proximate strategy in 

the graveyard scene, as the disturbing effects of death on the body, horrific to 

Hamlet in his contemplation of both Yorick and Caesar, are quickly deferred by 

Horatio. Horatio’s aphoristic “’twere to consider too curiously to consider so” 

(5.1.206) suggests that bodily death, even when previously lampooned, retained a 

potentially disturbing undercurrent for a Jacobean audience, one that required 

timely equivocation. 

 

Andrew Sofer’s reading of Yorick’s presence in the graveyard scene, and its 

significance to the wider canon of skulls represented on the Jacobean stage, is 

predicated on a similar conception of the potentially disturbing effects of corporeal 

death as depicted on the early modern stage. Sofer compares the ‘anamorphic’ 

quality of Holbein’s famous memento mori paintings with the stage skulls of post-

Reformation revenge tragedy; in both instances, the viewer is invited to choose 

between a conventional memento mori stage image and a secondary anamorphic 

perspective, in which the skulls undermine the convention by insisting “on their 

own materiality, their uncanny oscillation between subject and object, person and 

prop”. 40  For Sofer, the disturbing live-deadness of Yorick is highlighted in 

Hamlet’s oscillation between the operative pronouns “him” and “it”, underscoring 

the uncanny status of the dead human. The overwhelming effect, Sofer argues, can 

only ever become truly apparent in performance, as the visual juxtaposition of the 

live Hamlet and the dead Yorick creates a disturbing tableau that refuses a tame 

memento mori status.41 

 

I would argue that Yorick is but one of numerous examples of the scene’s 

continual preoccupation with the irreconcilability of objectified human remains 

with the extinguished individual to which they correspond. Early in the scene, this 

                                                
37 Quigley, The Corpse, 27; Frye, The Renaissance Hamlet, 231. 
38 Zimmerman, The Early Modern Corpse, 0. 
39 Ibid, 8. 
40 Sofer, The Stage Life of Props, 113. 
41 Ibid, 99-113.  
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indeterminacy is the butt of a joke; when Hamlet asks if the corpse to be buried is a 

man or a woman, the second Clown denies both, concluding with the punch line: 

“one that was a woman, but rest her soul she’s dead” (5.1.136). While the 

cancelled selfhood of dead Ophelia is here treated humorously, the uncanny 

objectness of her corpse becomes unsettling when Hamlet, unaware who is being 

borne by the burial party, refers to her as “it” (5.1.221). His latter reversion to the 

pronoun “her” upon discovering the identity of Ophelia’s corpse (5.1.271) 

highlights the impossibility of reconciling dead selves with inanimate remains. 

 

As Michael Neill has noted, this conception of death as “the terrifying cancellation 

of personal identity” is increasingly observable in post-Reformation culture,42 with 

Phillip Ariès coining the paradigm of an epochal representational shift from the 

“tame death” of medieval memento mori to a shameful and personal “One’s Own 

Death”.43 We can observe the paradoxical conflation of these two characterizations 

of death in the graveyard scene, when Hamlet is suddenly confronted by the death 

“not of a social ‘type’ but of someone intimately associated with his own 

childhood”.44 Even as death is normalized through the use of memento mori 

aphorisms, Hamlet expresses personal grief for a self that has been abhorrently 

cancelled, the description of a once-live body horrifically juxtaposed against the 

dead objectified form that Hamlet now clutches; “he hath borne me on his back a 

thousand times/and now, how abhorred in my imagination it is…Here hung those 

lips that I have kissed I know not how oft” (5.1.188-9). A similar collision occurs 

in Act 4 Scene V, when Ophelia mourns for Polonius. Although she sings and 

quotes consolatory memento mori lyrics throughout the scene, she confesses that 

she “cannot choose but weep, to think they should lay him i' the cold ground” 

(4.5.69-70). Equally notable is the textual discrepancy surrounding Ophelia’s exit; 

whilst Q1 ends with Ophelia spouting an archetypical memento mori aphorism, 

“content on earth was neuer certaine bred,/To day we laugh and live tomorrow 

dead” (1721-2), these lines are expunged from Q2 and F1, leaving Ophelia’s 

mourning unresolved. While it is likely that Q2 and F1 are the less corrupted 

versions, offering a more disquieting image of a daughter grieving for a horrifically 

annihilated father, the reversion to stock memento mori epigrams in Q1 reminds us 
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 20 

how dominant these consolatory motifs were, even as they were conflated with 

more disturbing implications. 

 

As with Hamlet’s contemplation of Yorick, Ophelia’s mourning offers a 

paradoxical characterization of death as both natural and unnatural, both universal 

and personal, both tame and horrific. While one could easily dismiss these 

contradictory representations as schizophrenic instances of mourning by 

interpolating Hamlet and Ophelia’s respective psychological complexities, such a 

reading risks inflicting contemporary notions of self and character onto early 

modern constructs. If anything, the graveyard scene throws into sharp focus how 

difficult it is to separate Jacobean notions of selfhood and character from broader 

cultural tropes, a fact that has no less impact on Hamlet’s representation of death 

and burial. This is foregrounded in the initial lines of the graveyard scene, when 

the first clown mocks Ophelia’s Christian burial, drolly lamenting the fact “that 

greate folke should haue countenance in this word to drowne of hang themselues, 

more than their euen Christian” (5.1.27-30). While Robert Watson argues that this 

clowning masks subversively anti-theological sentiments,45 I am more convinced 

by Hui’s argument that the lampooning of “greate folke” is rather part of a broad 

social commentary on the relationship between death, burial and capital.46 

 

Indeed, while the graveyard scene’s paradoxical representations of death as natural, 

farcical, corporeal and annihilative could arguably be rationalized as reflective of 

conflicting psychologies (an ideological difference between Hamlet and Horatio, 

for examined), it is the clowns’ presentational comedy which confirms how 

embedded contradictory Jacobean cultural ideas of mortality are in Hamlet. More 

so than any other section of the playtexts, the graveyard scene aggressively 

reinforces social difference through the systematic comparison of various 

occupations with death. At a surface level, this fixation coheres to a medieval 

“Dance of Death” iconographic tradition, in which various social types were 

depicted dancing with a death’s head in order to reinforce death’s levelling 

quality.47 However, far from offering a normalizing image of death as universal, 

much of the black humour is contingent on the iconoclastic juxtaposition of certain 
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social archetypes with their dead remains; the skull of lawyer is humorously 

conflated with “an action of Battery” (5.1.104), the corpse of a tanner with his 

rotting “hide” (5.1.171). The clowning thus appropriates older memento mori 

tropes, intended to chastise acquisitive materialism in the face of immutable 

death,48 and conflates them with comedic motifs centred on a new class of non-

aristocratic groups “who aggressively claim a place in the national story through 

their largely commercial achievements”.49 When Hamlet remarks “did the bones 

cost no more the breeding, but to play at Loggets with ‘em?” (5.1.92), the uncanny 

conflation of human remains with capital reminds us of the mercantile culture 

informing the Jacobean conception of death, a fact which is aggressively reinforced 

through the lampooning of Christian burial for a gentlewoman’s suicide.   

 

With its various contradictory implications, the graveyard scene resists a stable 

conception of human mortality. The consolatory aphorisms of the memento mori 

are continually undercut by images of death that are farcical, grotesque, disturbing, 

as well as those that implicate broader sociocultural dialectics. This lack of 

emblematic stability reveals the superfluity of symbols and characterizations 

surrounding death and dying in post-Reformation England, a subject on which 

there is little critical unanimity; the plethora of symbolic economies around 

mortality in the theatre of this period has been variously theorized as a conflict 

between public and private characterisations, between older and newer medical 

paradigms, between the investments of various doctrinal tracts (particularly the 

conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism), and as the result of differing 

characterisations of mortality between varying social groups.50   

 

In any case, while the excesses of post-Reformation mortuary symbols and motifs 

certainly imbue the Hamlet playtexts, I would strongly refute the notion that 

Shakespeare merely mirrors a broader cultural confusion. Rather than relying on 

strategies of denial and deflection in order to equivocate its myriad representations 

of mortality, I would argue that the graveyard scene of Hamlet, and the play more 

broadly, refuses to resolve this superfluity of characterisations, precisely because it 
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thrives on these variously paradoxical conceptions in order to create sensational 

anti-illusory theatrical effects.  

 

When considering the extent to which the graveyard scene’s anti-illusory and 

metatheatrical strategies are integral to its depiction of mortality, it is important to 

examine certain implicit staging effects and scenographic elements. For instance, 

to what extent does the “graveyard” refer to a hermetically sealed space? The stage 

directions of F1 describe the entrance of  “two Clowns, with spades, &c,” (5.1.1) 

implying that the scenography was one of sparse delineation, using stage properties 

like skulls and spades to indicate the burial ground, whilst likely employing the 

Jacobean stage convention of an opened trapdoor for the grave space.51 Kinney 

notes that this space of the stage, called the ‘platea,’ was typically used for 

presentational “comic business”,52 with the initial clowning thus destabilizing any 

sense of the graveyard as a “closed” diegetic space,53 a fact further reinforced by 

necessarily anti-illusory instances of staging such as Hamlet and Horatio’s self-

concealment in plain sight of the audience (5.1.217). Indeed, when Hamlet and 

Laertes later grapple in this grave space, we must consider the metatheatrical and 

potentially comic effects of the heated dialogue being heard but unseen. 

 

Moreover, the bearing of (and subsequent grappling over) Ophelia’s corpse 

produces the uncanny effect of a live actor performing a dead body. Both Pascale 

Aebischer and Susan Zimmerman have observed the phenomena of ‘indeterminate’ 

corpses on the early modern stage, noting the tendency for early modern playtexts 

to self-consciously stretch the boundaries of theatrical representation through the 

depiction of semi-animate corpses that emerge as both axiomatically dead and yet 

theatrically “alive”.54  In Hamlet, the bodies of live actors mimicking deadness are 

frequently subject to metatheatrical stage actions that draw attention to their 

uncanny status. As with Yorick’s skull, Ophelia’s body on stage refuses static 

“deadness”, insisting on its own materiality as it is borne, touched, addressed and 

anthropomorphized as a live being. 
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A similarly self-conscious instance of staging transforms the bearing of Polonius’ 

corpse into a joke, as Aebischer notes; “even though Polonius is incontestably dead 

and physically present in that scene, his body remains oddly elusive and alive”.55 

As in the graveyard scene, the murder of Polonius facilitates a violation of the 

hermetically sealed death space. As Richardson notes, “when he stabs Polonius, 

Hamlet stabs the arras, symbolically removing its operative power” as a 

demarcation of the “closet” space.56 This not only violates any sense of a closed 

system of scenographic signification, it equally renders the live actor’s body as 

mimetic corpse the uncanny visual focus of the scene, one whose presence points 

to an impossible absence, while simultaneously foregrounding the theatrical 

strategy of dismantling the “arras” in order to cover the live actor’s body. 

 

In each of these cases, the nebulous status of the graveyard, arras and stage corpse 

are rendered through highly anti-illusory theatrical devices, suggesting a theatre 

whose project was not to produce hermetically sealed representations of death and 

dying, but rather to revel in the spectatorial imaginative leap of the theatron space. 

The fact that sections of the graveyard scene are so palpably discontinuous from 

the diegesis highlights the extent to which death in the Jacobean Hamlet oscillated 

between profundity and lampoonery with little distinction. The graveyard scene 

neatly encapsulates how the representational superfluities around mortality are 

mediated through its anti-illusory theatrical frame, creating a distancing effect that 

allows the audience to oscillate between various generic, tonal and philosophical 

conceptions of death and dying, facilitating clowning as much as it does social 

commentary or philosophical enquiry. The metatheatrical qualities of staging death 

in the graveyard scene, from the clowning to the burial of Ophelia, are embedded 

in the action across the Hamlet playtexts, an aspect which, as I will demonstrate, is 

one of Hamlet’s most enduring legacies in postdramatic performance. 

 

“Superfluous Death” 

 

Turing our attention to the play’s broader depiction of human mortality, I would 

expand my contention that the superfluity of characterisations of death in Hamlet is 

mediated by anti-illusory devices, by positing that this multiplicious signification is 
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invoked by the necessarily obscure discourse of death. Throughout the Hamlet 

playtexts, mortality is excessively anthropomorphized and allegorized, often with 

contradictory implications: “process” (1.5.37) yet destination (3.1.78-9), “hush” 

(2.2.486) yet “proud” (5.2.364), slow (5.1.127) yet fast (4.6.25). Discrepancies 

between the playtexts only amplify the convolution; for example, in Q1 Fortinbras 

refers to death as “imperious” (2202) whereas the latter texts characterise death as 

“Proud” (5.2.364). While this distinction may seem slight to the contemporary 

reader, it is important to recall the early modern interchangeability of the terms 

“imperious” and “emperious”, both designating absolute command57 and thereby 

controverting the earlier anthropomorphization of Death as a “fell sergeant” 

(5.2.336). By contrast, the anthropomorphization of Death as “proud” infers a 

figure with intent and personality, a late Jacobean characterisation that, as Michael 

Neill has noted, refigures Death “as the threatening Other, or a morbid anti-self”.58  

 

These myriad characterisations culminate in Hamlet’s most extended mediation on 

mortality, the “to be or not to be” soliloquy of Act 3 Scene 1. While here 

descriptions of death are once again marked by a superfluity of contradictory 

characterisations (both destination and soporific state, desirable and redoubtable), 

death is tellingly figured as ultimately unknowable, an “undiscover’d country” 

(3.1.78) that “puzzles the will” (3.1.79). Throughout the soliloquy, death operates 

as “a constantly receding, ungraspable signified”.59 The ultimately unsayable status 

of death is interceded by a plethora of contradictory characterisations, oscillating 

between representations without discernment, arriving at the necessary conclusion 

that the discourse of death can never be stabilized.60 This notion of death as 

obscure is reinforced throughout the play, through the literal and metaphorical 

conflation of death with blackness, darkness and night (1.1.65, 1.2.129, 3.3.67). 

Indeed, Hamlet’s final declaration that “the rest is silence” makes implicit the fact 

that death ultimately “lies on the other side of language,” 61  reinforcing the 

possibility of a world beyond the expressible through the tantalizing ellipsis of  “oh 

I could tell you…but let it be” (5.2.337-8).    
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Such a reading is in line with Robert Watson’s contention that early modern texts 

reveal supressed anxieties about death as eternal annihilation, mediating an obscure 

discourse vis-à-vis a mass intervention of symbolic play “especially in moments of 

silence, eclipses of light, collapses of identity, unspoolings of time, and approaches 

of closure”.62 While Robert Watson and John Carroll offer similarly compelling 

readings of death in Hamlet as a potentially disturbing “limit of limits”,63 I would 

challenge their contention that Hamlet presents an overwhelmingly anti-theological 

or existential conception of mortality, as both arguments rely on either the 

contentious deflection or deliberate omission of the playtexts’ alternate 

characterizations of mortality. Hamlet’s contradictory discourse of mortality is not 

the result of a subversively aesthetic project, but rather one that transforms the 

necessary paradoxes of death into sensational theatrical effects. This is 

encapsulated when, in a generically self-conscious turn, Claudius reminds the 

audience of the mortal events that have preceded Ophelia’s current madness, 

tellingly figuring death as “superfluous” (4.5.96). 

 

Perhaps the most compelling example of how Hamlet trades on its superfluity of 

death symbols is its depiction of life-after-death in the form of the Ghost. As 

Greenblatt has noted, the Ghost of Old Hamlet is seemingly unique in the literary 

canon precisely because it does not conform to any doctrinal model of the 

afterlife,64 but rather contributes to a wider canon of post-Reformation fictional 

ghosts that sit “awkwardly with church orthodoxy”.65 The Ghost is the site of 

multiple enigmatic images of death; not only does the body of the King refer to 

“neither the decaying corpse lying in a grave nor the body of the king as it was on 

the day of his murder”,66 but it also paradoxically oscillates in its visibility to the 

other characters and even to the audience. Greenblatt compellingly evidences how 

this representational excess is the result of a collision between numerous 

contradictory Jacobean imaginations of the afterlife, with Shakespeare enacting “a 

deliberate forcing together of radically incompatible accounts” of life after death.67 

     

In fact, I would argue that the Ghost’s superfluity of multiple contradictory 
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representations of death, drawn as it is from a broader cultural discourse around 

mortality, typifies the characterization of death in Hamlet. Precisely because death 

is a necessarily obscure discourse, the paradoxical conflation of its multiple 

characterizations can be used to heighten theatrical and imaginative effects. While 

this does not preclude philosophical or affective mediation on death and the 

afterlife (like that presented in the “to be or not to be” soliloquy), Shakespeare 

presents these contradictory representations by aggressively reinforcing the 

theatrical frame, thus precluding the need for a stable didactic, moralizing or 

theological conception. Indeed, the theological and metaphysical indeterminacies 

of the Ghost render it more theatrically evocative, in a manner analogous to 

Horatio’s powerfully enigmatic image of doomsday wherein the “sheeted dead 

squeak and gibber in the Roman Streets (1.1.115). 

 

In this sense, as both Greenblatt and Brailow have argued, the Ghost focuses 

interpretative multiplicity on the spectator, necessitating a kind of theatrical 

“double vision” which is mediated through the self-conscious acknowledgement of 

its own enigmatic status. 68 The most compelling evidence of this is the fact that 

Old Hamlet is unable to impart any meaningful or elucidatory information about 

the afterlife. The Ghost confesses that he is “forbid/To tell the secrets of my prison-

house…this eternal blazon must not be/To ears of flesh and blood” (1.5.13-22). 

While many have taken this to indicate that the Ghost is fundamentally ‘unreal’ in 

the diegesis, with his deflections exposing him as either a psychic projection, a 

metaphorical spectral force or a diabolical manifestation,69 Old Hamlet’s incapacity 

to “say” what death is seems to be an atypical early modern theatrical strategy, 

where what is indescribable or unrepresentable on stage is deferred to the 

spectator’s imaginative agency.70 The theatrical Ghost does not suffer from a 

confused superfluity of death-images, but rather “cultivates uncertainty rather than 
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trying to resolve it precisely because its irresolution is essential to its being”.71  

 

In “Shakespeare and the Denial of Death,” James Calderwood tantalizingly 

suggests that Shakespeare’s highlighting of the theatrical frame is in fact a 

symptom of this Jacobean obsession with symbolic immortality, positing numerous 

instances where Shakespearean characters reinforce the notion that the 

epistemological function of theatre is to intervene in the annihilating discourse of 

death.72 Indeed, Hamlet implies that the project of the players is inextricable from 

the memorialization of human life: “after your death, you were better have a bad 

epitaph, than their ill report while you lived” (2.2.525-6). Moreover, Hamlet is 

almost obsessively preoccupied with the relationship between mourning and 

performance. This motif is continually reinforced as Hamlet rebukes Gertrude 

(1.2.76-86) and Laertes (5.1.254-7) for their “shows” of grief, and climaxes in the 

highly metatheatrical soliloquy of Act 2 Scene 2 (2.2.549-605). This soliloquy 

reflects Hamlet’s broader anti-illusory project, wherein Shakespeare continually 

reinforces the necessary fiction of death on stage by drawing attention the 

theatrical frame. Nowhere is this more evident that the play-within-the-play 

convention, wherein Shakespeare parodies the superfluous death of older revenge 

tragedy generics in The Murder of Gonzago.73  

 

The continual coupling of death with this anti-illusory theatrical project culminates 

in the overwhelmingly metatheatrical final moments of the play, when Hamlet fails 

to describe death to the “mutes or audience to this act” (5.2.335), and Fortinbras 

instructs his soldier to place the corpses on a “stage” (5.2.396) so that Horatio may 

finally narrate the “deaths put on by cunning and forced cause” (5.2.383). 

Weimann has compellingly argued how these extradramatic endings are designed 

to function as deferent extensions of authority, whereby the interpretative agency is 

shifted to the spectator.74 Michael Neill has similarly noted the extent to which 

Jacobean tragedy functioned a kind of communal ritual of death, with early modern 

playhouses appropriating the framing conventions of funerary ceremony.75 While 

                                                
71 Colin Davis, Haunted Subjects: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis and the Return of the 
Dead (New York: Palgrave, 2007), 158. 
72 Calderwood, Shakespeare and the Denial of Death, 187-193. 
73 Cynthia Northcutt Malone, “Framing in Hamlet,” College Literature 18.1 (1991): 50-63; 
Walter L. Barker, “‘The heart of my mystery’: Emblematic Revelation in the Hamlet Play 
Scene,” Upstart Crow 15 (1995): 75-98; Maurice Hunt, “Art of Judgment, Art of 
Compassion: The Two Arts of Hamlet,” Essays in Literature 18 (1991): 3-20. 
74 Robert Weimann, “Thresholds to Memory and Commodity in Shakespeare's Endings,” 
Representations 1 (1996): 12. 
75 Neill, Issues of Death, 288. 



 28 

the cultural immediacy of such conventions may be inaccessible to a contemporary 

spectator, it is not difficult to imagine how the final moments of Hamlet might 

approximate the consolatory function of a funerary ceremony, or indeed a kind or 

ritual, communal encounter with morality. Moreover, the fact that Hamlet’s 

representation of death draws from the broader excess of cultural tropes, to the 

point of devolving into presentational social commentary in the graveyard scene, 

suggests the presence of a closely interdepended audience-spectator dynamic in 

which Hamlet’s superfluous death could create affective effects without the need 

for didactic representational stabilization.  

 

Of course, the myriad social, economic and iconographic aspects that imbue 

Hamlet’s characterization of mortality remind us how difficult it is for a 

contemporary spectator to fully grasp the cultural implications of staging death in 

the Jacobean theatre. I would not presume to clarify the social or communal 

aspects of experiencing Hamlet in its historical performance context, nor suggest 

that its mode of depicting mortality necessarily infers a particular epistemological 

paradigm of theatre. However, as I will intimate in the following chapters, the fact 

that Hamlet’s superfluous death endures in its contemporary performance, with its 

various paradoxes used to create presentational theatrical moments which focus 

their symbolic ambiguity on an active spectator, while nevertheless facilitating 

philosophical enquiry, affectivity and even social commentary, suggests that the 

spectatorial encounter with death in Hamlet, whether in a Jacobean playhouse or a 

postdramatic production, may not be as radically dissimilar as one might expect. 
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Chapter 2 
Death and the Postdramatic Hamlet of the 1990s 

 

In the mid-1990s, three radical contemporary adaptations of Hamlet premiered in 

the space of three years. Robert Wilson’s Hamlet (1995) and Robert Lepage’s 

Elsinore (1996) were both the most renowned and the most frequently compared, 

not simply due to the notoriety of these practitioners, but moreover because both 

directors chose to reinterpret Hamlet as one-man shows in which they themselves 

starred as Hamlet. One might call these productions quintessentially postdramatic, 

insofar as Lehmann extensively discusses the oeuvres of both directors as 

contributory to his paradigm. However, the aesthetic and thematic preoccupations 

of Wilson and Lepage’s Hamlets were radically different. Elsinore was a 

presentational technological feat, wherein a large crew and numerous technological 

devices facilitated a series of rapid-fire changes designed to allow one actor, first 

Lepage himself and later Peter Darling, to play all of the roles in Hamlet.76 By 

contrast, in Hamlet: A Monologue the Shakespearean text was restructured as a 

virtuosic monologic elaboration, with Hamlet obsessively ‘re-playing’ his life in 

the moments before his death.77 The production featured a typically Wilsonian 

minimalist aesthetic, drawing on vaudevillian and surrealistic iconography, 

creating an imagistic adaptation of “mobile sculptures” and stylized gestural 

performance.78 A year later, Eimuntas Nekrosius’ Hamlet (1997) premiered in 

Lithuania. While the adaptation garnered little notoriety until it was remounted at 

the Globe Theatre in 2012, Nekrosius’ adaptation was no less radical. A 

hyperactive, surreal and noisy spectacle, this Hamlet incarnated a mode of 

postdramatic performance defined by Lehmann as “auto-sufficient physicality”, 

whereby the physical actions of the actors created meaning tangential to, or in spite 

of, the spoken text.79 

 

Unsurprisingly, numerous critics took issue with these productions’ treatment of 

their source text. Elsinore was described as an “unmoving collage of images that 

neither conveys nor illuminates Shakespeare's play”,80 while Billington noted that 
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although there was “something eccentrically memorable about Nekrosius' 

unbroken chain of surreal images,” it failed to capture “the polychromatic 

diversity” of the original playtext.81 While Wilson fared better with reviewers, with 

his production described as “a deeply felt work”82 and “the most overtly emotional 

theatre piece ever created by Mr. Wilson”,83 there remained a critical consensus 

that Hamlet: A Monologue was “several degrees removed from Shakespeare’s 

text”.84 Of course, this criticism can be largely attributed to each production’s 

ambivalent treatment of the playtexts, splicing and reassembling them to suit their 

dramaturgical needs. Typifying Lehmann’s notion of a decentred authorial 

‘dramatic’ text, Shakespeare’s Hamlet operated in these productions more like a 

structural undercurrent than a site of fixed semiotic or thematic content. There were 

frequent disjunctions between spoken text and physical action, dialogue was rarely 

directed at the appropriate characters, necessitated stage action was all but 

disregarded, and more often than not text was broken up, repeated or reassembled 

in a different order.   

 

Given that each of these postdramatic adaptations was centrally preoccupied with 

fragmenting their ‘dramatic’ Shakespearean source, to what extent can we say that 

their depiction of death and dying actually reflected, or responded to, certain 

qualities of Hamlet itself? After all, the presence of an excessively ambiguous or 

anti-illusory representation of mortality in these adaptations might simply be the 

result of certain arbitrary similarities between early modern and postdramatic 

theatrical epistemologies. It is not difficult to see how a postdramatic adaptation 

might accommodate Hamlet’s representation of human mortality, insofar as it is 

marked by a superfluity of contradictory characterizations mediated by anti-

illusory devices designed to reinforce the theatrical frame. However, these three 

adaptations did not merely take Hamlet’s superfluity of death symbols and subject 

them to indiscriminate postdramatic disordering, but rather employed anti-illusory 

devices in order to reflect, amplify and expand upon the characterizations of death 

specific to their source text. 
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I began my last chapter by examining the graveyard scene and its excess of 

contradictory representations of mortality, which ranged from contemplative to 

farcical to grotesque. In the aforementioned postdramatic adaptations, the tonal and 

generic incongruities of this scene were not merely emulated but amplified. For 

instance, each production heightened the presentational comedy of the graveyard 

clowning; Nekrosius’ three clowns engaged in acrobatic circus routines and bawdy 

singing, while Wilson filled the scene with a series of farcical vaudevillian stunts, 

including ‘magically’ shifting an oversized shovel by outstretching his hand. 

Equally accentuated were instances of contemplative mournfulness, with Wilson 

underscoring sections of the scene with soft pizzicato strings and the sound of rain 

falling, and Lepage and Nekrosius creating moments of affective pathos through 

vocal and gestural expression, particularly during Hamlet’s contemplation of 

Yorick’s skull. Synesthetic grotesquery was similarly accentuated; Nekrosius 

highlighted the visceral materiality of the stage properties designating human 

remains (fruit, blocks of ice) while Lepage focused on synesthetically conveying a 

dry, dirty and dense burial space. 

 

In each case, the graveyard scene’s myriad characterizations of mortality were not 

flatly echoed, particularly given that the narrative events were continually 

fragmented into a series of postdramatic ‘states’ or “scenically dynamic 

formations”. 85  Instead, all three practitioners chose to highlight Hamlet’s 

representation of death by mirroring it with a dense visual rhetoric. In these 

productions, the spoken text was overlaid with a plethora of analogous death 

symbols and images, even when these scenographic devices were not necessitated 

by, or were somewhat tangential to, the dialogue or action. Not only were these 

graveyards cluttered with a literal surplus of death-related stage properties, 

including shovels, skulls, daggers, gurneys, water, and dirt, but all three 

practitioners used lighting, sound, music, physicality and sensory effects to 

inundate the spectator with highly synesthetic, tonally multivariate and constantly 

shifting representations of mortality. While these images invariably related to death 

as depicted in the source text, with principal motifs like vaudevillian clowning, 

memento mori tableaus and synesthetic grotesquery recurring throughout, the 

postdramatic adaptors would frequently conflate these images in ways that further 

complicated the text; for example, Wilson and Nekrosius overlaid the performative 
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pathos of the Yorick soliloquy with particularly comic or grotesque tableaus and 

soundscapes. As such, these adaptors actively resisted any didactic stabilization of 

the incongruities of this scene, instead multiplying deadness in order to amplify its 

paradoxical implications.  

 

In Postdramatic Theatre, Lehmann describes this theatrical strategy as the 

postdramatic violation of “norms of sign density,” whereby a plethora of symbols 

is dialectically juxtaposed against a discourse of emptiness or vacuity.86 Indeed, 

across these postdramatic Hamlets, the excessive representation of death actually 

reinforced the ultimate obscurity and inexpressibility of human mortality. Death 

operated as a kind of upper semiotic limit, one that was incessantly approached but 

could never be arrived at. In Nekrosius’ Hamlet, for instance, characters would 

frequently physicalize sections of dialogue with “auto-sufficient” actions that 

viscerally evoked death, including extended sequences of strangulation, auto-

asphyxiation, drowning, burial, and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. These actions 

were ritualistically and frenetically repeated, building to violent climaxes as the 

dialogue devolved into non-linguistic vocal play, with each death-attempt 

necessarily ‘failing’ and the physical sequences subsiding. Similarly, in Hamlet: A 

Monologue, Wilson’s use of mathematic vocal repetition would culminate in 

scenes of violence and death, with dialogue devolving into “shrill, clanging 

explosions and flickering lights”87 or a high-pitched, controlled death scream.88  

 

While Lehmann contends that this sort of theatrical strategy is a reaction to 

contemporary media culture, an appropriation or subversion of the “permanent 

bombardment of signs and images” to which we are subjected,89 I would argue that 

far from confirming the uniqueness of this symbolic system to our historical 

moment, the sign density of death in both Shakespeare’s Hamlet and its 

postdramatic adaptations suggests certain shared theatrical investments. Just as 

Hamlet uses the paradoxes produced by the inscrutability of death in order to create 

sensational stage effects, so too does the postdramatic Hamlet juxtapose a 

superfluity of death symbols against an ultimately obscure discourse as a part of a 

wider anti-illusory theatrical epistemology. This is particularly evident in the 

postdramatic transposition of both the indeterminate corpses and the Ghost, which 
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were adapted as highly presentational moments that traded on necessary paradox. 

In Lepage’ Elsinore, the use of projections and a live camera feed allowed a single 

actor to oscillate between characters in scenes of death, playing both murderer and 

victim, both live son and ghostly father, both Ophelia as she drowned and Gertrude 

describing her death. In each case, Lepage juxtaposed the live performance with 

the projected spectacle of death, fully exposing the staging so as to highlight its 

sensational theatricality. The metatheatricality, spatial ambiguity and farce of 

Polonius’ death was an equally dominant aspect for all three productions; in 

Hamlet: A Monologue, Wilson stabbed at the proscenium curtain five times, each 

with a different stylized gesture and exaggerated scream, while Nekrosius created a 

slapstick routine whereby Polonius hid himself inside a suitcase, breathing through 

a hyperbolically long straw, and was ultimately discovered by Hamlet when he 

placed a glass of water beneath this absurdist breathing apparatus.  

 

In each of these instances, superfluous symbols of death created necessarily 

paradoxical implications that emphasised the practitioners’ theatrical ingenuity. 

Might we then say that the staging of human mortality in the postdramatic Hamlet 

evidences a kind of valorisation of ‘theatricality for its own sake,’ whereby the 

resistance of any form of symbolic or metaphorical intimation is the ultimate goal? 

This is certainly Andy Lavender’s reading of Wilson and Lepage’s adaptation. In 

Hamlet in Pieces, Lavender continually reinforces how these “aspects of the 

staging draw attention to themselves not in order to point metaphorically to another 

field of meaning” but solely to foreground “the delightful operations of theatre”.90 

Moreover, Lavender argues that this is precisely what links the postdramatic 

Hamlet to the theatrical epistemologies of its antecedents, in so far as both early 

modern and postdramatic theatrical paradigms are “brilliantly synthetic” and 

underline their own “delightful fakery”.91 While I am inclined to agree with 

Lavender’s assessment that both the Jacobean and postdramatic Hamlet highlight 

their own anti-illusory effects, I am less persuaded by his argument that such 

devices actively resist meaning-creation. Just as the various incongruities of death 

in Shakespeare’s Hamlet do not preclude affectivity or philosophical consideration, 

but rather mediate them by reinforcing the theatrical frame and extending 

interpretative agency to the spectator, I would argue that the postdramatic Hamlet 

highlights the theatrical frame precisely to create a more immediate, synesthetic 
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and affective encounter with mortality that focuses its interpretative multiplicity on 

the spectator.  

 

To demonstrate how these postdramatic adaptations focus interpretative 

multiplicity around death on the spectator, I would return the reader’s attention to 

their staging of the graveyard scene. In Elsinore, Peter Darling as Hamlet stood 

centre-stage before the central scenic machine, a rotatable flat known as the 

“monolith”.92 As the monolith rotated, Darling remained stationary, and eventually 

came “into ‘true’ relationship with gravity, lying on the flat surface looking down” 

through the central aperture of the monolith, as though peering into a grave. The 

audience perspective was thus uncannily transformed into that of a buried corpse. 

A series of presentational theatrical tricks amplified this effect, with Hamlet 

shovelling dirt through the aperture and lighting effects used to amplify the grave’s 

depth. Similarly, after Hamlet had contemplated the jester’s skull, a floor 

microphone amplified its collision with the bottom of the tomb, unnaturally 

reverberating through the theatron space.93 A remarkably similar strategy was 

employed in Nekrosius’ Hamlet, albeit with less technical machinery. Throughout 

the production, three plain black flats were moved by the company in order to 

facilitate certain transitions. The device was deliberately awkward, with the actors’ 

feet often still visible, but nevertheless achieved a kind of theatrical magic; for 

example, the unexpected appearance of Old Hamlet’s Ghost as a corpse at the 

climax of the Mousetrap. Upon the arrival of Ophelia’s burial party in the 

graveyard scene, the black flats began to shuffle forward. Gradually, they 

collocated to form three sides of a steep grave, which Laertes, presumably 

mounting a stepladder on the other side, ‘fell’ into and desperately attempted to 

leap out of.    

 

As in Lepage’s graveyard, the construction of the grave space traded on superfluity 

and paradox, highlighting its own anti-illusory spectacle by fully exposing the 

stage mechanics. However, in both cases, the graveyard tableau did not simply 

underscore its own sensational theatricality, but instead created a disorienting, 

spatially paradoxical and symbolically dense sequence that inexorably forced the 

spectator into an encounter with death, functioning as a “trigger, a catalyst and 
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frame for a process on the part of the viewer”.94 The postdramatic graveyard did 

not present a stable view of death vis-à-vis a didactic audience-spectator “process 

of feedback of information”, 95  but instead refocused this paradox on the 

spectatorial gaze.  

 

As such, I would argue that the depiction of death in these graveyard scenes 

invalidates Lavender’s claim that the postdramatic Hamlet is solely concerned with 

underlining its own theatricality. Indeed, Lehmann notes that the postdramatic 

theatrical project is often misread as merely “a reatheatricalization immanent to 

theatre”, when it in fact attempts an opening of the theatrical space, with death 

irrupting the dramatic frame in order to create more ritualistic, affective and 

synesthetic spectatorial encounters.96 While once again I would not attempt to 

illuminate the epistemological implications of early modern theatre, the emphasis 

on spectatorial authority in Hamlet’s suggests a compelling link with this 

postdramatic project of a creating meaning around death, one which encourages 

spectatorial imaginative leaps, affective responses and broader heuristic 

contemplations, but refuses didactic or generic stabilization.  

 

“Perform’d at Height” 

 

It would be relatively easy to conclude that the intriguing similarities between the 

early modern and postdramatic Hamlet are the result of certain arbitrary similarities 

between early modern and postdramatic theatrical epistemologies. Indeed, Marvin 

Carlson has noted the presence of a kind of ‘haunting’ effect of pre-modern 

theatrical traditions on the postmodern stage, precisely because of their shared 

investments in anti-illusory staging and spectatorial agency.97 However, as I have 

demonstrated, each of these adaptations highlights certain characterizations and 

symbols specific to Hamlet, suggesting a preoccupation with death as specifically 

depicted in their source text. I would therefore expand my argument by noting how 

these postdramatic adaptors engage in kind of a retrospective critical elaboration on 

Hamlet’s theatricalization of death, polemically deriding the ‘dramatic’ or 

naturalistic staging of mortality and instead reinforcing how postdramatic 

theatricality restores the representational ambivalence of death in Hamlet. My 
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starting point for this particular line of inquiry was Robert Wilson’s self-stated 

intention in mounting his postdramatic adaptation:    

 

  “I think in recent years, the Hamlets that I’ve seen…I think that it’s been 

too naturalistic, too psychological, too much interpretation, too casual, implying 

too much meaning, pandering to the audience, wanting them to understand, 

speaking the text for a response. I think it’s a play you can get lost in, and I think 

it’s very necessary to get lost”.98   

 

Wilson’s identification of a more ambiguous symbolic system in Hamlet raises an 

interesting question about the inherencies of death as depicted in the playtext, and 

its relationship to necessarily anti-illusory devices, tonal ambivalence and 

spectatorial agency. Might we say that human mortality is an aspect of Hamlet that 

is inevitably resistant to naturalistic or realist adaptation? Lezlie C. Cross and 

Elizabeth Williamson have all written compelling accounts of Yorick’s uncanny 

materiality in performance, and its historical tendency to problematize the 

naturalistic paradigm.99 For instance, in both Mark Rylance’s 1980 and Gregory 

Doran’s 2009 productions of Hamlet, the use of an actual human skull was 

prearranged but subsequently retracted from performance; in the case of the 

former, the company felt it would destroy “the complicity of illusion between actor 

and audience”;100 in the latter, the publicity generated by its use threatened to 

overshadow the performance itself.101 Moreover, as Monks compellingly argues, 

even when human remains as stage properties are actually “fake” (a plaster skull), 

actors and spectators found such objects still insisted “on their own distinctive 

history and autonomy” and risked “piercing the illusion, uncoupling the dramatic 

sign from its referent”.102 Whether or not Yorick is a real skull, its presence may 

cause the naturalist paradigm to ‘fail,’ insofar as it creates an interruptus in the 

hermetically sealed dramatic frame.  
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On this basis, one could mount an argument that Hamlet’s superfluity of symbols 

of death would necessarily inhere any adaptation, whether postdramatic or 

otherwise. However such a conclusion would be a disservice to the numerous 

contemporary naturalistic adaptations of Hamlet, wherein adaptors go to great 

lengths to stabilize and ‘naturalize’ Hamlet’s depiction of mortality, an adaptive 

approach typified in recent years by Gregory Doran (2008) and Nicholas Hytner 

(2013). Traces of Hamlet’s superfluous death certainly linger; in Hytner’s 

production, for instance, Ophelia’s death was reinterpreted as an assassination in a 

stylized physical sequence that was palpably distinct from the diegesis, with 

Ophelia appearing between shifting scenic properties and being eerily snatched by 

faceless government agents. For the most part however, Doran and Nicholas 

didactically stabilized the tonal and generic incongruities of the play’s depictions 

of death, either by culling the text (whether through the omission of whole sections 

like the graveyard clowning or individual lines Hamlet’s “a rat, a rat”) or 

negotiating it through naturalistic performances that privileged psychological 

wholeness and contemporary conceptions of selfhood.   

 

While both Doran and Hytner retained certain death-staging theatrics, these 

instances were inevitably integrated into realist frameworks, with Polonius’ death, 

the contemplation of Yorick and the final moments of the play framed as moments 

of austere trauma, horror or pathos. Indeed, this adaptive approach has extended to 

Hamlet’s contemporary cinematic adaptations. In both Doran’s filmic adaptation of 

his production (2009) and Michael Almereyda’s Hamlet (2000), for example, 

Polonius is shot by Hamlet while hiding behind a glass mirror.103 While this 

interpretation clearly retains Polonius’ death as a visually striking spectacle, we 

can see how this adaptive choice attempts a kind of symbolic stabilization of his 

death, refusing the potentially comical effects of the arras or the uncanny 

materiality of a live-dead corpse. Moreover, the image of a broken mirror coheres 

to a hermetically sealed system of symbolic and iconographic references, as each 

adaptation continually linked mirrors and reflective surface to their broader themes 

of duality, selfhood and surveillance.  

 

By contrast, I would argue that the postdramatic Hamlet actively critiques this kind 

of homogenizing adaptive process, locating in the play a more chaotic, ambiguous 

system for representing of mortality, one which resists this kind of ‘dramatic’ 
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symbolic synthesis. As I have noted, this was both Wilson’s stated intention and 

central adaptive framework; Hamlet: A Monologue was structured as an 

ambiguous, atemporal and purgatorial postdramatic ‘state’ wherein Hamlet 

obsessively re-enacted his life in the moment of his death. Superfluous death was 

equally Wilson’s principle scenographic property, a hyperbolically large pile of 

charcoal slabs that ambiguously evoked a tomb or funeral pyre that gradually and 

eerily diminished over the course of the production. Moreover, Wilson used 

stylized repetition to reinforce how theatrical ambiguity could expand potential 

meanings; for instance, in his five performative ‘variations’ on stabbing Polonius, 

he imbued each performative stab with radically different gestural or vocal 

intimations, intimating the wide range of interpretative possibilities of this tonally 

and generically enigmatic scene.   

 

Like Wilson, Nekrosius’ self-stated intention was to “return to the tradition of the 

early...crude theatre”. 104  Indeed, he explicitly locates this kind of “pure and 

authentic theatre practice” in the Hamlet playtext, arguing that “Shakespeare wrote 

a play of sensations” that attempts to “give additional meaning to objective 

artificiality”.105 Accordingly, Nekrosius cast Andrius Mamontovas, a Lithuanian 

rock musician and non-actor, as Hamlet, arguing that his performance was more 

‘authentic’ precisely because it was not subject to naturalistic stage clichés.106 This 

critique of modern ‘dramatic’ epistemologies was powerfully linked to the staging 

of death in the graveyard scene, when Mamontovas as Hamlet was first handed 

Yorick’s skull. Taking the skull and outstretching his arm, Mamontovas assumed 

the requisite iconic talbeau with stylized absurdity, and remained eerily fixed in 

this tableau for an uncomfortably extended period “as if invoking centuries of stale 

tradition”.107 This ingenious strategy functioned as a kind of Verfremdungseffekt, 

forcing the spectator out of their complacency with the all-too iconic scene, while 

equally using self-consciously presentational performance to lampoon notions of 

representational stability.  

 

In this way, Nekrosius and Wilson both highlight the tonal and generic 

incongruities of death in their source text, positing their own postdramatic practice 
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as a “rediscovery” of its chaotic energies. However, I cannot express the full extent 

to which a critique of naturalistic death is embedded in the postdramatic Hamlet 

with contributing another contemporary adaptation to my discussion, that is, Peter 

Brook’s Qui Est La (1995). This production was a palimpsestous theatrical collage 

that sought to frame sections of Hamlet with the texts of seminal performance 

practitioners and theorists, including quotations from Meyerhold, Brecht, Craig and 

Artaud.108 The fact that Brook employed only twenty-five percent of the playtext(s) 

(Riding) led Shevstova to deliberately exclude the production from The Routledge 

Companion to Director’s Shakespeare, believing it to be only “tangentially related 

to Hamlet” and “best described as a theatre manifesto”.109 However, I am more 

inclined to agree with Michael Billington’s review that the production was an 

extended postdramatic mediation not just “on Shakespeare and the mystery of the 

theatre, but on life, death, and the power of the imagination”.110   

 

In Qui Est La, Brook highlighted the inherent theatricality of Hamlet’s staged 

deaths, and its relationship to broader theatrical practice. When the closet scene 

commenced, Bruce Meyers as Polonius crossed the stage and somewhat farcically 

held a curtain in front of him, awaiting his death. When stabbed, he dutifully 

crumpled to the ground. However, once Gertrude insisted that it was not the King, 

Meyers leapt up and delivered the following line: “In the Japanese theatre…if the 

hero dies onstage the koroko quickly covers the body with a cloth, so that they 

actor can exit very discretely”.111  After the closet scene had ended, Meyers 

returned to deliver another line, in which he compared stage death in the 

contemporary naturalist theatre, which he described as relatively “primitive”, to 

that of the ancient Chinese theatre, describing how “(the performer) threw his body 

in the air like a tightrope artist and only allowed himself to collapse in a heap on 

the stage after this joking about – which is quite appropriate to the theatre”.112 

Meyers proceeded to perform exactly this kind of death, to great farcical and 

spectacular effect.  

 

This remarkable instance of staging typifies how death is depicted in the 
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postdramatic Hamlet, with a kind of playfully anti-illusory theatricality. However, 

as Lavender notes, this theatricalization of death equally expresses a “quiet 

polemic…depreciating a ‘literary’ understanding of theatre”,113 with the sensational 

anti-illusory Chinese staging of death privileged over a naturalistic staging, using 

as its example of the representational excesses of the Polonius scene. Like Wilson, 

Nekrosius and Lepage, Brook engages the anti-illusory excess of Hamlet’s 

superfluous death in order to privilege his own project of postdramatic 

theatricality, while equally articulating how this theatrical paradigm marks a 

reversion or rediscovery of the early modern staging of death, in terms of its 

symbolic density, its “crude” anti-illusory mechanics and investment in interpretive 

ambivalence.  

 

In this sense, these adaptations of Hamlet both reinforce and problematize 

Lehmann’s category of the postdramatic. While their theatrical projects are indeed 

quintessentially invested in decentring the dramatic text as an opening of the 

theatrical space, their adaptations equally reinforce how this project marks a kind 

of reversion to or reinstatement of pre-modern theatrical epistemologies that 

Lehmann’s paradigm necessarily excludes. Nevertheless, if I were to only examine 

these adaptations in the 1990s, I would likely conclude that Lehmann’s framework 

remains valid, not only because of the overwhelming ‘constellation of elements’ 

that are quintessentially postdramatic in these Hamlets, but precisely because the 

pre-modern theatrical epistemologies which these productions collectively 

emphasize relate specifically to one thematic preoccupation – the staging of death. 

However, as I will discuss in the following chapter, the Hamlets of the 2000s 

problematize such a conclusion, existing in an increasingly complex continuum 

with both Lehmann’s paradigm and the depiction of death in their Jacobean source.   
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Chapter 3 

Death and Hamlet for a New Millennium 
 

Thus far I have discussed the palpable similarities between death as depicted in 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet and in its postdramatic adaptation in the 1990s, insofar as 

both privilege symbolic excess, anti-illusory theatrics and spectatorial 

interpretative authority.  However, for all these links, I would argue that the 

spectator of the postdramatic Hamlet has to search harder for resonances, not only 

because its adaptors have amplified death’s ambiguity, but also because of the 

numerous tropes that exist in a historical vacuum. Indeed, palpably lacking from 

the postdramatic Hamlet is any sort of exploration of the relationship between 

death, sociality, class and capital. For instance, while postdramatic practitioners 

invariably amplify the farce of the graveyard clowning through variously absurd, 

surreal and vaudevillian devices, their adaptive choices by no means make room 

for the biting resonances of the clowns’ social satire. There is another fairly 

obvious dissimilarity between death as depicted in the Jacobean and postdramatic 

Hamlet; in Shakespeare’s play, the superfluities of death are expressed within the 

boundaries of a relatively contiguous narrative. Even when the anti-illusory aspects 

of death threaten to topple the diegesis, Hamlet remains firmly bound to the 

generics of its own ‘dramatic’ revenge plot. By contrast, the postdramatic Hamlet 

of the 1990s destroys any sense of narrative unity, taking the symbolically 

superfluous and anti-illusory register of death as a kind of paradigm for, or indeed 

justification of, their broader anti-illusory theatrical projects.  

 

In the last chapter, I discussed how Peter Brook’s Qui Est La used death in 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet as a kind of illustrative paradigm, staging the murder of 

Polonius in order to privilege ‘open’ postdramatic epistemologies over ‘closed’ 

naturalistic staging practices. Interestingly enough, Brook staged another 

adaptation of Hamlet in 2000, this time cohering more closely to the 

Shakespearean text. Brook’s Tragedy of Hamlet is the first notable example of 

what I view as an adaptive shift in the new millennium, in which adaptations of 

Hamlet adopt a more hybridized theatrical paradigm, collocating formalist 

‘dramatic’ elements with an anti-illusory register of death. The Tragedy of Hamlet 

was grounded in a highly naturalistic performance style and a minimalist set; as 

Billington described it, the “antithesis of gimmicky, conceptual theatre”. 114 
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However, in spite of this pared-back aesthetic and hermetically sealed narrative, 

the depiction of mortality remained one of superfluous symbolism and anti-illusory 

theatricality. For instance, Ophelia’s corpse was “represented both metaphorically 

and metonymically by the long white scarf she wore,” and “when Polonius died, a 

red scarf on the floor worked in a similar way”.115 In the graveyard scene, Adrian 

Lester as Hamlet selected one of four prop skulls on long protruding sticks, and 

proceeded to play with it, narrating through the skull as though it were a 

ventriloquist’s dummy.   

 

The staging of death in Brook’s Tragedy of Hamlet thus problematizes Lehmann’s 

paradigm. Brook cohered to dramatic models while simultaneously depicting death 

through supposedly ‘postdramatic’ epistemologies, evidencing not only the pre-

modern legacies of this anti-illusory staging but also the fluidity of these theatrical 

paradigms. As with Hamlet itself, Brook’s unities of character, place, and narrative 

did not preclude sensational and ambiguous stage effects, particularly as these 

instances related to the necessarily obscure discourse of mortality. As such, The 

Tragedy of Hamlet marks a shift away from the obsessively amplified ambiguities 

of the postdramatic Hamlet to a kind of adaptive middle ground, marrying 

superfluous death with more formalist elements and narrative synthesis. As I will 

discuss in this chapter, the representation of death in the Hamlets of the 2000s 

exists in this complex continuum with the Jacobean Hamlet, both aligning itself 

with pre-modern theatricality and making room for contemporary resonances.  

 

“A Further Edge”: Capitalist Realism 

 

When Peter Brook’s The Tragedy of Hamlet premiered in 2000, postdramatic 

theatre was still a relatively recent paradigm, making Brook’s collocation of 

naturalist and postdramatic elements all the more novel. In recent years, however, a 

congruent hybridized theatrical genre has emerged, spearheaded by the work of 

German director Thomas Ostermeier.116 This genre, variously identified as “New 

Realism” or “Capitalist Realism,” has been hugely influential on contemporary 

European theatre practice. Here, “realism” does not implicate the epistemological 

paradigms of Stanislavskian naturalism or illusionistic scenery, but rather refers to 
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the collocation of “hyperrealist surfaces” with more fragmentary stage practices. 

While the performance style of capitalist realism remains grounded in a kind of 

naturalism, practitioners like Ostermeier encourage actors to explore impulses that 

violate notions of psychological wholeness, usually with socially aberrant 

implications.117 Similarly, while chronologies and spatial boundaries are tied to 

formalist notions of the “well-made” play, anarchically postdramatic devices 

continually violate these surfaces in a nightmarish vision that, more often than not, 

viscerally stages the oppressive conditions that underlie systems of global 

capital.118 Like Ostermeier, the Lithuanian director Oskaras Korsunovas engages 

this hybridized theatrical mode; in the early stages of their oeuvres, both 

Korsunovas and Ostermeier primarily adapted in-yer-face theatre texts, whose 

impact is clearly evidenced in their later classical adaptations.119 The relatively 

recent and comparatively obscure work of Russian practitioner Nikolai Kolyada is 

particularly interesting, further hybridizing this new realist project with a more 

surrealist, vaudevillian Wilsonian aesthetic.   

 

Accordingly, when adapting Hamlet, these three practitioners crowded their 

adaptations with the quotidian ‘surfaces’ of global late capital. This was particular 

palpable in Ostermeier’s Hamlet (2009), which featured everything from rap music 

to Chinese takeaway to BDSM pornography, inviting spectatorial “opportunities 

for identification, for experiencing coherence” and contemporary resonance.120 

However, in each of these Hamlets, death operated as kind of anti-illusory 

symbolic substratum, one that would continually rupture this hyperrealist sheen. 

For instance, in Ostermeier’s Hamlet (2009), while the principal scenic items were 

typically ‘new realist’ (a table lined with microphones and a plastic curtain), a huge 

earthen plot loomed downstage, one that was repeatedly rupture the hermetically 

sealed space, being figured as a graveyard and/or disturbingly fetishistic mournful 

sphere for its protagonist. Similarly, in Korsunovas’ Hamlet (2008), the set 

consisted of movable tables lined with fluorescent lights evoking a contemporary 

dressing room; however, these tables constantly shifted to create eerie formations 

and effects. The first time the Ghost appeared, he was wrapped in plastic and lying 

flat on one of these tables, clearly evoking a cadaver, before eerily turning his head 

towards the audience. Both practitioners similarly littered their productions with 
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stage properties that would initially be used in fairly mundane and quotidian ways 

(for instance cups, plastic containers, flowers, tissues), only then to be viscerally 

interpolated into scenes of violence, death, and mourning.   

 

When instances of death punctured these capitalist realist surfaces, they were 

rendered with as much self-conscious theatricality as possible. All three 

productions, for instance, revelled in the farce and metatheatricality of Polonius’ 

death; in Kolyada’s Hamlet (2011), the actor playing Polonius froze in a comical 

tableau on the stage floor before outstretching his hand and allowing Hamlet and 

the Ghost to drag him offstage. Moreover, as with their postdramatic counterparts, 

these productions exposed the staging devices of death in order to heighten 

sensational theatricality. In both Ostermeier and Korsunovas’ productions, fake 

blood was applied, swallowed or smeared in plain sight; this was particularly 

dynamic in Ostermeier’s staging of the final bloodbath, wherein all the characters 

except Hamlet eerily reverted to zombie-like movements and stylized speech 

patterns, throwing or swallowing cups of blood while seated behind a receding 

banquet table. This theatricalization of death, which thrived on spatial and visual 

paradox, created disorienting moments designed to broaden interpretive 

multiplicity. 

 

As such, while these capitalist realist Hamlets are clearly dissimilar from their 

postdramatic antecedents, their representations of mortality are somewhat similar. 

Both represent death through symbolic ambiguity while implicitly critiquing 

attempts to normalize Hamlet’s chaotic register of mortality. This was particularly 

evidenced by the remarkable similarity between Nekrosius and Kolyada’s staging 

of the Yorick encounter. In Kolyada’s Hamlet, the graveyard scene began with 

Hamlet collecting a huge stack of bones in his arms. When he finished this process, 

comically overladen with human remains, he deadpanned “alas Poor Yorick” and 

dropped the bones apathetically. As with Nekrosius’ use of a hyperbolically frozen 

tableau, Kolyada’s strategy was to violate the hermetic sanctity of this canonical 

moment, using an anti-illusory presentational performance of this line to refuse 

representational stability. However, after this Verfremdungseffekt, Kolyada’s 

adaptation radically diverged from Nekrosius’. Hamlet’s delivery became solemn 

and reflective, as Horatio helped him create a cross out of the human bones on the 

stage floor.  

 

To better understand the implications of this moment, it is important to consider 
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the broader symbolic system of Kolyada’s adaptation. In the first act, Kolyada 

hyperbolically reinforced the fragmentary cultural conditions and wealth disparity 

of contemporary Russia through the use of stage properties, crowding the stage 

floor with a dense plethora of cheap quotidian objects (plastic tubs, pillows and 

lampshades) uncannily juxtaposed with canonical Western paintings. Moreover, all 

of the characters wore leashes, which invariably came to symbolize the power 

dialectics between them, as they dragged each around stage, or forced each other to 

perform servile acts. In the second act, however, Kolyada added human remains to 

this dense mass of capitalist symbols, with the ensemble squabbling over, trading 

and even gnawing on human bones. Just as the Hamlet playtext uncannily conflates 

human remains with capital, so too did Kolyada disturbingly reinforce the 

“cheapness” of human life by reducing dead human beings to commodities. This 

motif climaxed in the graveyard scene, in which the gravediggers and Hamlet 

frantically searched for and stockpiled bones.  

 

Kolyada’s Hamlet inextricably linked death to contemporary systems of 

mercantilism, capital and power, presented through an anti-illusory theatrical lens 

that refused didactic moralization or symbolic stabilization. Of course, this mode of 

presentation is central to capitalist realism; “as a mode without a fixed point…it 

does not commit itself to offer ballast against the instability of the capitalism it 

represents”.121 What is striking about Kolyada’s adaptation is not so much its 

alignment with the generics of capitalist realism, but rather how much it mirrors 

the investments of the Hamlet playtext itself, obsessive linking death to systems of 

class and capital. Naturally, the conditions to which Kolyada alludes are radically 

different to those intimated by its Jacobean source. Nevertheless, the early modern 

and capitalist realist Hamlet are linked by a desire to reflect the uncomfortable, 

absurd and even farcical connections between money and death, thereby exploring 

“the more inconvenient truths of real life and society”.122 

 

Nowhere was this more obvious than in Ostermeier’s opening scene. A sleekly 

dressed funerary party crowded the earthen plot, presumably for the funeral of Old 

Hamlet, as pop music blared. However, the funeral was abruptly botched, with the 

mourning party mercilessly rained on while the gravedigger struggled 
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unsuccessfully to lower the coffin. Opening his adaptation with this anarchically 

funny yet uncomfortably familiar image of death and mourning, Ostermeier began 

by undercutting his capitalist realist surfaces with the sheer chaos of mortality, 

reinforcing the hollowness of materialist culture in the face of death and the 

onslaught of nature.     

 

“A Questionable Shape”: Digital Ghosts and New Directions 

 

As I have noted, the capitalist realist Hamlet’s staging of death suggests certain 

similarities between the fragmentary sociocultural discourses of Jacobean culture 

and those of today. Not unlike early modern England, we live in an age where the 

sociocultural discourse around human mortality is increasingly fragmented and 

transformed by rapidly shifting conditions of capital, technology and spirituality. 

Nevertheless, it is important not to overstate the parallels. Indeed, while thus far 

my project has been predicated on the numerous similarities between pre-modern 

and contemporary theatrical epistemologies, in a small number of the adaptations I 

have discussed, an aspect of death and dying totally unique to our historical 

moment has surfaced, problematizing my claim. 

 

In recent discourse on death and culture, it has been widely posited that 

postmodernity marks a “moving on to another stage”123 or paradigm shift124 in our 

understanding of death and dying. Today, mortality is “being transformed from a 

fixed and unchangeable biological and human inevitability to a contingent 

event”.125 With advances in medical technology, death has shifted from medical 

certainty to “a matter of deciding when a person should die and when a person 

should be considered dead”.126 Moreover, contemporary perspectives on mortality 

have been radically transformed by digital culture and posthumanist discourse, 

wherein the human subject is no longer conceived of as a whole individual, but 

rather as “a fragmented complex of systems: body, mind, constructed identity, 

multiple, cyberized, cyborg”.127 Equally, in a world where the social experience of 
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mourning is increasingly digital, our very conception of haunting is now 

inextricably linked to virtual constructs.128  

 

In Theatre and Performance in Digital Culture, Matthew Causey argues that in a 

virtual age, the ‘live’ theatre necessarily becomes an “intimation of mortality” 

dialectically opposed with other un-live media,129 leading contemporary theatrical 

practice to obsessively mediate of “the age-old problem of mortality in the rapidly 

changing landscape of digital technology and virtual reality”.130 Indeed, from as 

early as 1996, the discourses of the virtual and digital had begun to imbue Hamlet’s 

representation of death, with the Ghost in Robert Lepage’s Elsinore rendered via 

live camera effects as a “negative” image of the live actor.131 This preoccupation 

was expanded upon in Ostermeier’s Hamlet, wherein the character’s interactions 

with death were inextricable from the technologies that inundated them. Hamlet 

obsessively filmed himself and others, with the live feed projected on a plastic 

screen upstage, fragmenting the live action with an eerie digital delay while 

simultaneously tinting it with a ghostly green translucence. Moreover, death 

loomed digitally; projections spectrally imposed themselves on live bodies, 

featuring mobile images like a huge projected skull, a digitized montage of moving 

black shreds which evoked ashes, and a burning car. At one point during the 

Mousetrap, the digital ashes were projected onto a live camera feed of the 

audience. The spectators were thus uncannily co-opted into the Mousetrap as a 

performance of live-deadness, ritual participants of a high-tech memento mori, 

projected onto death by way of a ghostly virtual medium.  

 

The potential for Hamlet to transform into a digital-theatrical adaptive field, one 

that would radically transform its representation of human mortality, has been 

recently intimated by the Wooster Group’s radical 2012 production of Hamlet. 

Projecting Richard Burton’s filmed 1964 production of Hamlet, the Wooster Group 

actors attempted to ‘faithfully’ restage the film in real time downstage. The film 

was “deformed”, having undergone digital reworking “so that the group could be 

able to reinstitute the original metrics of the freely pronounced verses of the 1964 

                                                
128 Ari Stillman, “Virtual Graveyard: Facebook, Death, and Existentialist Critique,” in 
Digital Death: Mortality and Beyond in the Online Age, eds. Christopher M. Moreman and 
A. David Lewis (Connecticut: Praeger, 2014), 43-68.  
129 Matthew Causey, Theatre and Performance in Digital Culture (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 167. 
130 Ibid, 2. 
131 Lavender, Hamlet in Pieces, 140. 



 48 

production”,132  and the actors frequently fast-forwarded through sections. The 

overall effect, as Dickson noted, wasn’t “so much a screening, we gather, as a 

séance”.133 Later in the play, the performance shifted from “the restrictions of 

figurative representation…(into) the spectral world”,134 with the actors engaged in 

a kind of spiritual communion with the ghostly Burton film. Mimicry decreased, 

increasingly taken over by the blurring of live and pre-recorded voices. The live 

actors redubbed sections of the film, while microphone effects enabled the live 

distortion of their voices to sound “un-live” like the voices of the film.135 

 

The eerie symbolic immortality of Burton’s digital ghosts intimated how future 

productions might explore Hamlet through the lens of a radically different 

conception of death, transformed by virtual life. In my opinion, however, while the 

Wooster Group’s Hamlet points at the possibility of a radical adaptive break, one 

which would profoundly shift the meaning of death in the contemporary Hamlet, 

its representation of death remained ultimately in line with the postdramatic and 

capitalist realist project, pitting a self-conscious superfluity of death-symbols 

against the fact that mortality was ultimately unsayable, unknowable and final. 

This was typified by the use of freeze-frames in moments when the Burton film 

staged death,136 one that disturbingly reinforced the immutable deadness of these 

ghostly projected actors. Similarly, towards the end of the performance, the film 

becomes increasingly corrupted and grained until it slowly faded to nothing. As 

Arfara noted of the production, “we experience a progressive passage from 

visibility to invisibility that refers us to the Wooster Group’s obsession with 

death”.137 The very last scene was played out almost entirely in darkness, with 

Scott Shepard as Hamlet superimposed against a ghostly outline of Burton. In this 

final tableau, the past and present Hamlets uttered their final “the rest is silence” in 

perfect synchronicity, each actor in his own way dying a superfluous death. 
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Conclusion 

 
I have discussed the remarkable similarities between death as depicted in the early 

modern Hamlet and its so-called ‘avant-garde’ contemporary adaptations. In so 

doing, I hope to have counteracted some of the more polemic criticisms levelled at 

these productions; rather than seeing these adaptations as violations or self-

indulgent appropriations of Hamlet, I firmly believe in the power of these 

adaptations to reveal the more chaotic energies of Shakespeare’s play, aspects that 

are otherwise precluded or supressed on the realist stage.  Moreover, my specific 

focus on the theatricalization of mortality has led me to conclude that the strategy 

of pitting an excess of symbolic play against the obscure discourse of death is by 

no means exclusive to our contemporary culture.  Indeed, Green compellingly 

argues that a culture’s superfluity of death symbols renders the theme of mortality 

“prime staging ground” for theatrical exploration, precisely because the potential 

meanings of death multiply “when our grip on it is failing”.138 This view is in 

keeping with the psychoanalytic readings of death and culture posited by Georges 

Bataille and Julie Kristeva, for whom art allows the subject to “commune by means 

of a transgression that is still effective, with the enjoyment of an instantaneous 

appropriation of death”.139  

 

By reinforcing the links between pre-modern and contemporary theatrical 

epistemologies, I have equally sought to highlight the limitations of Lehmann’s 

temporally sealed postdramatic paradigm, particularly when dealing with more 

recent theatrical genres. The recent shift in Hamlet adaptations towards a more 

hybridized theatrical mode, marrying formalist elements with anti-illusory 

symbolic ambiguity, clearly evidences the fluidity of pre-modern theatrical 

epistemologies with our own. Indeed, as Hamlet demonstrates, the theatricalization 

of death necessitates a kind of illusionistic flexibility in order to mediate its 

inherent paradoxes. Moreover, while the increasingly hybridized multimedial and 

technological nature of our theatre does mark a radical shift in the relationship 

between death and our current theatrical epistemologies (and equally reinforces 

how out-dated Lehmann’s paradigm now is), as The Wooster Group’s Hamlet has 

demonstrated, digital theatre does not produce a unmitigated rupture with our 
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theatrical past, but rather reflects on and mediates it through a new lens. 

 

Having thus opened up Lehmann’s paradigm, I cannot help but note the tantalizing 

possibility that a superfluous characterisation of death might be embedded not only 

in staged adaptations of Hamlet like the ones I have discussed, but equally in its 

text-centric ‘dramatic’ transpositions. The most obvious example of this is Tom 

Stoppard’s 1966 Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, which engages 

numerous preoccupations discussed in the last two chapters, including the blurring 

of “real” and “performed” death, the notion of death as ultimately unspeakable, and 

the notion of theatre as a purgatorial space. Heinrich Muller’s Hamletmachine is a 

similarly appropriate example; Muller’s text engages an anarchic vision of death, 

by virtue of its textual fragmentation, oxymoronic stage directions, and referential 

density. 

 

In fact, I would argue that more recent textual transpositions of Hamlet are 

palpably interconnected with their source text’s superfluous representation of 

death. The most pointed example of this is Howard Barker’s Gertrude the Cry 

(2002), identified as “neo-Jacobean” because of its investment in “self-conscious 

theatricality…violence and the grotesque and an anarchic sense of black 

humour”.140 Barker identifies in Hamlet a more primitive, anarchic symbolic 

register for depicting human mortality, and amplifies its more subversive material 

in attempt to offend “our present ‘age of social hygiene’”.141 Gertrude The Cry 

begins with the visceral image of Gertrude and Claudius fornicating over Old 

Hamlet’s corpse, and devolves into an almost absurdly violent and visceral 

narrative, mirroring the Hamlet playtext through its use of tonal ambivalence, black 

humour, and self-aware theatricality. While Caradid Svich’s Twelve Ophelias 

(2008) is radically different in tone and narrative, it nonetheless reinstates a kind of 

superfluous anti-illusory system of death, with Ophelia rising from drowning into 

an undead neo-Elizabethan Appalachia. 

 

Both Barker and Svich’s texts reinforce how embedded a superfluous 

representation of death is in Hamlet, and the desire for contemporary adaptors to 

locate and reinstate it. Equally however, these new textual adaptations demonstrate 
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the extent to which Shakespeare’s Hamlet has expanded into a wider palimpsestous 

cultural institution, with its myriad adaptations becoming canonical in their own 

right (for instance, the characters “R” and “G” in Svich’s adaptation are actually 

modelled off Stoppard’s play). As such, while I have focused on Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, a consistent symbolic system of death may well exist in the broader body 

of interconnected texts, staging practices, and symbolic systems that make up the 

contemporary palimpsest that is Hamlet today. 

 

The opening of the contemporary theatrical imagination to Hamlet, not as a closed 

canonical text but as an interrelated body of works, does not merely extend to its 

contemporary adaptations but equally to its broader palimpsestous reverberations, a 

fact typified by Odin Teatret’s recent production Ur-Hamlet (2006). As the title 

implies, this radical site-specific piece was an extended mediation not only on 

Shakespeare’s play, but also on Shakespeare’s source texts, with the principal 

narrative taken from Saxo Grammaticus’ twelfth-century Amleth.Interestingly 

enough, death was the central framing device of Ur-Hamlet. Most of the transitions 

were marked by the entrance of a gravedigger, who collected the ‘corpses’ of the 

most recently killed characters in a wheelbarrow with the help of four Pulcinellas. 

Once again, this staging of death revelled in tonal ambivalence, self-conscious 

theatricality and the uncanny objectification of live-dead stage bodies. Moreover, 

in a project similar to Brook’s Qui Est La, Ur-Hamlet was deeply invested in 

examining the links between culture and staging practices concerning mortality. 

The production collocated multiple global modalities for performing death, 

including the tying of Amleth to a cross, the hara-kiri of Amleth’s foster brother, 

and the east-Asian funerary rites performed by Gerutha for the corpse of her 

husband, as Amleth ritually washed his own hands and feet.   

 

In one of the most remarkable images of this production, corpses were laid out on 

pallets, covered in white sheets, and then lifted out by a loudly beeping forklift. 

This uncanny sequence was immensely affective, evoking the capitalist realist 

preoccupation with mass graves and the objectification of human bodies in the 

harsh conditions of global capital, but equally undercut its own potential solemnity 

through the comic incongruity of the apparatus. More than anything, this 

sensationally excessive death-machine highlighted the enduring essence of 

Hamlet’s superfluous death on the contemporary stage, as a playtext that continues 

to challenge practitioners to represent ultimate obscurity with an excess of sheer 

theatrical ingenuity. 
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Appendix:  
List of principal productions and relevant source materials 

 
 
Wilson, Robert. Hamlet: A Monologue (1995) –partial footage in Kessel, Marion. The 
Making of a Monologue: Robert Wilson’s Hamlet; performance account in Lavender, 
Hamlet in Pieces, 153-194. 
 
Brook, Peter. Qui Est La (1995) – performance account in Lavender, Hamlet in Pieces, 47-
92 
 
Brook, Peter. The Tragedy of Hamlet (2000) –fully filmed production: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qT5rLk40fnM 
 
Lepage, Robert. Elsinore (1996) –performance account in Lavender, Hamlet in Pieces, 95 – 
150. 
 
Nekrosius, Eimuntas, Hamlet (2012) –fully filmed production: 
https://globeplayer.tv/videos/hamlet 
 
Ostermeier, Thomas, Hamlet (2010) – partial footage: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kda3dpDhIW4; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LtW1T7SnSX0; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BVCoajQVjBI; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bdbuv0u02s4; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ws4qpvLey9I; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ws4qpvLey9I 
 
Kolyada, Nikolai, Hamlet (2011) – fully filmed production: 
Act 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EB-hmB96UOs 
Act 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zwASMjzVLOI 
 
Korsunovas, Oskaras (2008) –fully filmed production: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lu8U51fi6FE; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JUaetHjM7mY; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ai63Rmkfdzs; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ClvHpGZv1o; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y7It0Of2IMU; 
 
The Wooster Group, Hamlet (2012) – performance accounts in Arfara, Katie. “Review 
Essay: The Wooster Group: Hamlet, or the Tragic of the Surface”;  “Hamlet – Edinburgh 
festival 2013 review.” The Guardian, 12 August 2013, accessed November 21 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/aug/12/hamlet-wooster-edinburgh-2013-review. 
 
Barba, Eugenio. Ur-Hamlet (2006) – partial footage: 
http://globalshakespeares.mit.edu/ur-hamlet-barba-eugenio-2006/  
 


