


As autumn inexorably but oh so reluctantly makes its 
way to Dallas, the Drama Department is eager to share 
with you the latest edition of our bi-annual publication, 
OnStage. This fall’s issue features exciting content centered 
around our Mainstage production of Shakespeare’s, 
Hamlet. Hard as it is to believe Hamlet has never been 
produced by our department as a major production, so it 
was with great excitement that I learned my colleague, 

Stefan Novinski, wanted to tackle Shakespeare’s most well known play. Of course, one 
does not leap into directing Hamlet without a Hamlet and in senior drama major Samuel 
Pate, Stefan Novinski had his Prince. 

It is said that there are as many versions of Hamlet as there are actors to climb the 
mountain of the role. The production history of the play is fascinating in that, more than 
any other play, it is defined by the actor (and not infrequently, the actress) who plays the 
Prince. Each new production, each new Hamlet adds to our understanding of the core 
questions the play is asking of its young prince and also of us. What is the meaning of my 
existence? Do I matter in the grand sweep of history? It seems to me a perfect play for 
our university audience. Each night the small community of 80 at the Margaret Jonsson 
Theater will gather along with the cast to wrestle with these pressing questions which 
define and orient our lives.
 
Each production inevitably reflects the time in which it lives. Professor Novinski’s Hamlet 
will be no different. Contemporary and intimate, this Hamlet promises to shake the dust 
off of our assumptions and preconceived notions of the play and offer new, undoubtedly 
illuminating insights.

Our all-student cast had the great fortune in the rehearsal room to work with local 
voice and speech coach, Jenni Steck, and PrismCo Movement Theater founder and fight 
choreographer, Jeff Colangelo. It is always exciting to bring our students into contact 
with outside working professionals in the field. I’m thrilled Jenni and Jeff could join us for 
Hamlet.

This issue of OnStage offers a close look at our production of this iconic play. Illuminating 
interviews with director Stefan Novinski and faculty designers Susan Cox and Will 
Turbyne. A fascinating faculty roundtable and, naturally, an interview with Samuel Pate 
who tackles the Dane. Other articles on metatheatricality and the women in Hamlet offer 
unique and fresh insights which deepen and enrich our understanding of the most well 
known play in the English language.

Of course, all this is only prologue to seeing Hamlet in performance. I hope you find the 
content of our latest issue of OnStage stimulating, and I look forward to seeing you at the 
Margaret Jonsson Theater beginning October 26!

-Kyle Lemieux, Chair of Drama
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“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” and the 
University of Dallas campus is buzzing about it. 

Every student at the University of Dallas reads Hamlet 
in either Lit Trad III or Tragedy and Comedy. As a result, 
this much-beloved show has turned into one of the most 
anticipated Mainstage productions this campus has seen 
in years.

As one of the most well known plays in the English 
language, Hamlet is widely regarded as Shakespeare’s 
most famous and most difficult tragedy. Some may find it 
to  be a daunting show to tackle, but under the direction of 
Associate Professor of Drama Stefan 
Novinski, the cast and designers are 
taking these challenges in stride. 
The first rehearsal of the semester 
came with a whirlwind of energy and 
excitement as the cast gathered, 
ready to take on this goliath of a production. During this 
rehearsal, Novinski shared his vision for the show: “We 
need to celebrate what we can do in theater. We have so 
many styles at our disposal, we can use anything from 
2017 all the way back to the Greeks. Our production will in 
some ways be a collage of theatrical styles—a celebration 
of theater.” 

Theater is an essential element of a free society, worthy 
of being celebrated because—in Hamlet’s own words—its 
purpose “is to hold as ‘twere the mirror up to nature, to 
show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and 
the very age and body of the time his form and pressure” 
(III.ii). Theater launches a reflection of our lives that both 
pleases and challenges us. It entertains and baffles us. 
It evokes despair and joy and all the paradoxes of life. 
As Novinski frequently states in class and rehearsals, 
“Drama is an exploration of the human person through 
performance.” This exploration launches us into inquiries 
about what it is to be human—what it means to struggle, 
to hurt, to laugh, to love and to seek out the good life. 

Good theater does not simply entertain, but rather 
challenges the audience to find mirrors within the show of 
their own lives. There is a challenge in watching Hamlet. In 
watching him toil internally over his many crises, buckle 
beneath the weight of his father’s command and strive 
to connect with those around him we too are reminded 

of the friendships that have failed, the strains we have 
encountered with our own parents and the griefs that 
have brought us to the brink of madness. 

In Hamlet, Shakespeare creates moments of 
metatheatricality in order to highlight the role that theater 
has as a mirror of life. Metatheater occurs in moments 
when characters break the fourth wall, participate in 
theater within the plot and discuss the themes of the 
performance. In these moments, Shakespeare draws 
us into a story or a lesson that breaks away from the 
overarching plot and challenges us to reflect not only on 
the messages and themes of the play, but also the form 

by which they are presented. They 
break the spellbinding moments of 
fiction, shaking us back into reality, 
reminding us that our experience 
of the theater is not simply for our 
entertainment, but for our reflection. 

Novinski’s production capitalizes on these moments 
of theatrical awareness by assigning a different style 
of theater to each one. From Brechtian alienation to 
commedia dell’arte, from Greek masks to puppetry, all 
the way up to contemporary realism—this production 
runs the gamut of theatrical representation. 

Perhaps one of the most significant moments of 
metatheatricality is the Player King’s monologue about 
the death of Priam and Hamlet’s subsequent reaction to 
it. In this scene, the Player King takes on the character 
of Aeneas describing Queen Hecuba as she witnesses 

Celebrating Theater Through Hamlet
by Alonna Ray

Above Opposite: Samuel Pate as Hamlet lies on the stage with a book. Above: 
Noah Kersting as Horatio and Samuel Pate as Hamlet in the rehearsal room 
early on in rehearsals. 
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“Drama is an exploration      
of the human person 

through performance.”



the horrifying death of her husband. This performance 
is gripping for Hamlet, and the prince launches into his 
second soliloquy. He wonders at the fact that “this player 
here, / But in a fiction, in a dream of passion, / Could force 
his soul so to his whole conceit” that tears would fall from 
his eyes (II.ii). Meanwhile, he compares this performance 
to his own life “What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, 
/ That he should weep for her? What would he do / Had 
he the motive and the cue for passion / That I have?” (II.
ii). In this soliloquy, Hamlet takes on the role of audience 
member, being inspired to change and reflect on his life 
by what he sees onstage. 

Moments of metatheatricality abound throughout the 
play; from the Player King’s speech in act two to Hamlet’s 
discourse on theater at the top of act three when he 
addresses the players and demands, “Speak the speech I 
pray you as I pronounced it to you trippingly on the tongue.” 
Hamlet’s own “antic disposition” is a performance within 
the performance, and who could forget The Mousetrap, 
the infamous play within the play? In each instance of 
metatheatricality, Shakespeare reminds the audience 
that they are watching a play—he raises their awareness 
of reality in contrast to the mirrored world alive onstage. 
Though subtle, this simultaneity of awareness deepens 

the audience’s experience of the play and, perhaps, their 
understanding of their own lives. 

By calling the audience’s attention to the play as a play, 
by breaking the fourth wall and discussing theater, 
Hamlet becomes more personal. The audience no longer 
watches passively from a safe distance, but is engaged on 
a personal level due to its newfound awareness. 

“When we experience good drama, when we struggle with 
the people on stage, it changes us. We grow richer and 
deeper. We see the nobility of humanity,” says Novinski. 
“I think that’s what we’re struck by in the silence after a 
moving performance or a piece of music. We are struck 
by the mystery of God’s creation. And it is humbling and 
ennobling.”  ◊
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Left: Bernadette Roden watches on during rehearsal. Above Right: 
Samuel Pate as Hamlet plays upon a pipe. Lower Right: Nick Moore as 
the First Gravedigger. Opposite: Timeline written by Maria D’Anselmli 
and designed by Carolyn Mackenzie. 



Hamlet: A History
10 Significant Performances

sarah siddons (1776) 
Sarah Siddons was groundbreaking as one of the first women 
to perform Hamlet in Manchester and Birmingham, England in 
1776. The shift from a male dominated cast paved the way for 
actresses such as Sarah Bernhardt (1899), and Angela Winkler 
(2000). Shakespeare is no stranger to gender bending 
characters, and yet a male lead as complex as Hamlet, when 
portrayed by Siddons, grew the role even further in the public 

DAvid Garrick (1743)
In the 18th Century, David Garrick arrived in London with a 
style of performance that dazzled theatre goers. This period 
featured ‘declamatory acting,’ where dramatic gestures and 

grand rhetoric were popular in acting. Garrick’s famous pose of 
terror upon seeing the Ghost epitomized this acting style. As 
a manager and actor at Drury Lane, Garrick aroused greater 
interest in Shakespeare and became an icon for the period.

richard burbage (1601) 
The first major actor to perform Hamlet was Richard Burbage, 
and records show that he was personally moved by the role. 
Now the norm, audiences expect this depth of expression from 
actors. Burbage shows that from the beginning, the character 
of Hamlet has inspired actors to dig deeper into his seemingly 
endless possibilities of expression.

Henry Irving (1864)
Famous at the Lyceum theater, Irving “skillfully played Hamlet’s 

volatility - fits of melancholy alternating with fits of 
cheerfulness - together with his courtesy, pathos and wit. It 

was difficult to tell at times whether Irving’s Hamlet was really 
mad or only pretending to be.” [Hamlet Stage History, Royal 
Shakespeare Company (RSC)] Irving’s mastery expanded the 

range of emotion that Hamlet could and left behind the stiff 
posturing of previous acting styles.

John Gielgud (1930)
John Gielgud’s portrayal of Hamlet“brought out the character’s 
youthful changeability and mercurial speed of thought” [Hamlet 
Stage History, RSC]. The introduction of Freudian psychological 
dissection of the character became a new resource for actors 
as realism took over the 19th and 20th centuries. Gielgud’s 
intellectual portrayal of Hamlet garnered huge success, and set 
a precedent for subsequent actors such as Laurence Olivier.

Mark Rylance (1988)
A titan of the Shakespearean theater world, Rylance brought 
out Hamlet’s lunacy, wearing excrement stained pajamas. His 
“bonkers” performance “kept veering into behaviour that was 
ostentatiously barking, yet convinced you that his pyjama-clad 
lunacies were somehow seamlessly consistent with an injured 
spirituality” [Taylor, Paul. Independent, 1993]. Rylance brought a 
more balanced Hamlet to the Globe in 2000, further cementing 
his mark on Hamlet history.

David Tennant (2008)
Tennant rocked audiences and critics with the humor and 
danger of his beanie wearing version of Denmark’s moody 
prince. The Royal Shakespeare Company “play-acting prince 
whose critique of the world lives most vividly in his 
eyeball-swivelling, lanky limbed parodies of the parasites around 
him.”[McGinn, Caroline. Timeout, 2008] Bringing awareness of 
Hamlet to younger audiences, Tennant has revived the play in 
popular culture.

Jonathan pryce (1980) 
After Gielgud, each subsequent actor felt the weight of tradition 

grow heavier. In the 1980’s Richard Eyre directed Pryce in an 
avant-garde production where the ghost was generated from 
Hamlet himself. Audiences watched as the ghost’s “terrifying 
speeches were wrenched out of Jonathan Pryce’s Hamlet as 
he writhed in the grip of a psychic possession”[Hamlet Stage 
History, RSC] Pryce’s unforgettable performance added a new 

interpretation to Hamlet’s rich tradition.

Kenneth Branagh (1988) 
Branagh began a long career of working on Hamlet when he 
was directed in the role by the legendary David Jacobi. He 

directed and starred in the 1996 film adaptation which received 
four Academy Award nominations. Still hooked by the play, 

Branagh again directed Hamlet, starring Tom Hiddleston, which 
opened this September.

Jude Law (2009)
The “gold medal” Hamlet, Law “approaches the role with the 

focus, determination, and adrenaline level of an Olympic track 
competitor staring down an endless line of hurdles.” [Brantley, 

Ben. New York Times, 2009]. Brushing aside his pretty boy 
typecast, Law brought a new, Olympian energy to the role.

Any actor worth his salt has wanted to play the part of Hamlet, the titular role of Shakespeare’s famous play. What has 
made Hamlet such a monumental fixture in the annals of theater history? Since the play’s conception between 1599 and 
1602 the character has evolved. The love, madness, merry-making, and turbulence of Hamlet demands Olympian stamina. 
The volatility of Hamlet and the tradition built by the actors who performed him makes the character iconic and new, a 

challenge to overcome, and a well of undiscovered secrets to explore.

eye.

.
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Something is stirring in the state of UD! The ghost of Autumn 

breezed by the Cap bar patio as I sat down with Samuel Pate to discuss 

his titular role in the fall Mainstage performance of Hamlet.  Pate shared 

his process of becoming Shakespeare’s most iconic hero, as he grapples 

with madness, pressure, and the rigor of this demanding role. With the 

legacy of Hamlet behind him, Pate revealed the challenges of bringing a 

UD core text off the page and into the theater. 

MD: How did you prepare for the role?

SP: Reading books, memorizing speeches, just getting the words in my 

head. I worked as a waiter over the summer, and when I would get a 

speech memorized I would walk around the restaurant saying the words. 

They probably thought I was crazy. Because I didn’t know what the 

specific production concept was I couldn’t do much specific character 

development. I focused on collecting as much information as I could and 

watching as many versions as I could. I made a promise to myself that 

once we started rehearsals I would not watch anybody else’s versions of 

it, because then it’s going to be mine, not somebody else’s.

  

MD: This role is so iconic. Do you feel pressure from its legacy? If so, 

how do you deal with that?

SP: From the moment in Stefan’s office when he told me I was going to 

play Hamlet I have not felt pressure, or nervous in the sense of—can I 

stand up with these other actors? If I was given this role two years ago, 

or three years ago, I might not have had that same reaction. I had this 

instinctive realization that no matter what happens I will bring something 

to this character that nobody has before. It won’t be better than David 

Tennant’s or worse than Kenneth Branagh’s. It will be my own.

 

MD: As an actor, what aspects of Hamlet’s character do you seize 

upon?

SP: The first question I ask myself is: what is the driving force of this 

character? Making a specific decision and setting limitations for yourself 

unlocks creativity. Trying to be creative without limitations, you paralyze 

yourself. I try and find a way in, and the key to that is the text. My in right 

now is that Hamlet is a young man who needs to understand. Simple as 

that. The madness, grief, pain, loneliness and his moments of joy come 

from his need to understand what happened.

 

MD: How does Hamlet’s isolation affect your relationship with the 

cast?

SP: The trap is often to treat Hamlet as a star play where there’s a 

hierarchy cast. We’ve really been cultivating an ensemble mentality. The 

star approach puts Hamlet in another world, making him bigger than 

the rest of the play. What we’re doing is bringing the rest of the world 

up to that level of intricacy. Then every character becomes as important 

and [the play] feels grounded. The relationships need to be real for the 

tragedy to be real. I’m so honored to be working with all these people.

 

MD: Are there any clichés you’ve had to break through?

SP: There’s two big ones. There’s a big cliché around what melancholy is 

and what depression is. There’s a lot of assumptions about what that is 

like. There’s so much more going on inside than what you observe. I was 

really excited to break the stereotype of the melancholy temperament. 

I think people assume that a lot of the play is about suicide. That’s a 

stereotype I’m excited to put to the side. I think it’s an incomplete view 

of who he is and there’s a better way to look at Hamlet. It’s trying to 

make sense of your world, your pain, and your questions. It’s not about 

sitting in your sadness. It’s much deeper than that.

MD: How do you envision all your preparation becoming spontaneous 

in your performance, particularly the soliloquies?

SP: I do as much homework as I can before rehearsal, I’ll warm up and 

try and visualize turning off my left brain and turning on my right brain. 

I try to solely operate from a spontaneous, instinctive place and let my 

homework guide my instincts.

MD: How old is your Hamlet?

SP: In one version, there’s textual evidence in the gravedigger scene that 

he’s 30. And there’s another version where he’s 22. We’re doing it where 

he’s around 20. As Stefan likes to say “that brings it into the dorm.”

 

MD: Could you talk about Hamlet’s madness?

SP: In rehearsal, I was trying to articulate madness and make it seem 

like he was going crazy. What I realized with the help of Stefan and Jenni 

Steck, is that the madness will reveal itself to the audience. My job is not 

to go up on the stage and be crazy, but to just do the things that Hamlet 

does and need the things that Hamlet needs. It’s a matter of going and 

doing something onstage versus going and being something onstage. 

You can be mad, but that’s less real than you going and trying to figure 

out why a ghost of your father just appeared.
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 “It’s not about sitting in 
your sadness. It’s much 

deeper than that.”

Tackling the Prince of Denmark
by Maria D’Anselmi



MD: What direction from Stefan Novinski has really stood out to you?

SP: One of the big concepts that he helped me realize is what it’s like 

to be given something you’re not ready for. What it’s like to be given a 

mission that you don’t know how to fulfill. For those things to come from 

someone you love above all else…Hamlet’s father has laid this pressure 

on him but hasn’t told him how to do it. King Hamlet isn’t ready for what 

happens to him and young Hamlet isn’t ready for what happens to him. 

 

MD: What’s it like for Hamlet to see his father’s ghost?

SP: There’s a point in that scene where it no longer becomes Hamlet and 

a ghost, but Hamlet and dad. Hamlet comes back from Wittenberg for 

the funeral, but he hasn’t seen his father since he left for school. This is 

the first time he’s seen his father and yet he can’t know for sure that it’s 

him. If it is him this might be the only moment he has with his dad again. 

On top of that the ghost is not acting like a tender father by pouring all 

this stuff on Hamlet. “Your mother is an adulterer who cheated on me, 

and our marriage collapsed, and I was betrayed” and all [Hamlet] wants 

to do is talk to him, hold him, and be held by him. Instead there’s all this 

hatred and pain.

 

MD: Finally, what does the play force you to think about?

SP: What it’s like to feel unlovable but to need to be loved. What it’s like 

to dig through the unlovable part of ourselves and get to the part where 

we need the people we love. ◊
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Above and below: Samuel Pate as Hamlet during the gravediggers 
scene. 



Regardless of discipline, every student at the University 
of Dallas reads Hamlet in Literary Traditions III or Tragedy 
and Comedy. Assistant Professor of Politics Dr. Daniel 
Burns, Associate Professor of English Dr. Andrew Moran, 
and Assistant Professor of Theology Father Thomas 
Esposito, O. Cist. sat down to discuss the themes that 
Hamlet—and every undergraduate here—grapples with in 
this iconic play.

CM: When did you first read Hamlet? How has your 
reading of it changed?

DB: I first read it the summer before my senior year of 
high school, and I was captivated by it. I think mainly by 
the language... He has this really snappy comeback to his 
mother at one point, and I was 15, I really wanted to have 
more snappy comebacks to my mother at the time. She 
says, “Have you forgotten who I am.” And he says, “No, I 
know who you are. You’re your husband’s brother’s wife! 
And would it were not so, you are my mother.” And I’m 
like, “Yeah. Awesome.” [Laughter] I hope I’ve matured a 
little bit since then.

FT: Did you actually use that on your mom?

DB: [Laughter] No, but I think the language on its own, 

the beauty and play and cleverness of it all, was the main 
thing that captivated me.

AM: The appeal to adolescent surliness—I think that’s 
what really gets most people into Hamlet in the first place, 
and the language. In fact, I remember at that time I’d just 
seen on PBS this special on the history of the English 
language. One was on Shakespeare and his age about 
all the phrases that have come into English language 
just from that one play [Hamlet]. “The primrose path to 
dalliance,” things like that. I remember being fascinated 
by that, that one play could so shape our language. 

FT: I think my first reading was probably at UD. I actually 
reread it this past summer just out of curiosity, and I 
was struck again by the language, by the number of 
colloquialisms that come into English from Hamlet, as 
well as the sheer variety of philosophical and theological 
influences. It’s just stunning for the amount of stuff it 
packs into one play.

AM: The philosophical and theological ties, the whole 
thing with the political questions of the age, about whether 
it’s right to kill tyrants or not, the kind of obedience that a 
subject owes a king—it’s just so rich.

6

Hamlet, Humanity, and the Core: 
A Faculty Roundtable

by Carolyn Mackenzie



DB: I’m more interested in the tension between 
Christianity and paganism... Hamlet’s got a conflicted 
soul. He has strong pagan impulses, and I don’t mean 
pagan in the sense of believing in Zeus, but pre-Christian 
attachment. The “to be or not to be” speech begins with 
just the question of what’s “noble” in the mind, which is 
a pre-Christian category, but then by the end there’s this 
conscience of the afterlife also…

Secondly, I’m just interested in why the play is so 
captivating to so many people in so many different 
cultures. So many people see something in this guy 
Hamlet, and if you list the things he does, he doesn’t seem 
all that impressive sometimes, but there’s something 
about him that so many people seem to identify with, and 
I wish I understood that better. I feel that myself too, but I 
don’t understand it.

FT: It’s the human, in such tortured 
and multi-various ways, that’s so 
on display: the tortured soul, the 
matters of conscience that are 
plaguing him. You see it in Claudius 
too, in the confession scene where he’s recognizing his 
guilt. That’s a sympathetic way of presenting him.

DB: But he can’t repent.

FT: But he feels he can’t repent. That’s so universally 
human. Everyone has the experience of sinning, wanting 
to repent, perhaps thinking that they can’t be forgiven, 
and continuing down this fatalistic path perhaps. And 
the same with Hamlet. His dead father tells him, “You 
have to do this.” Well, you can argue on what levels that 
applies, but everyone has that sense that they’re forced 
to do something, they’re forced to believe what their 
parents believed. At the same time, you have the desire 
for freedom, to be able to do what you want to do, but 
extraneous forces constrict you. So I think that the 
personal psychological aspects of the characters really 
are very fascinating. 

I was talking with Sandy Twetten about the character of 
Gertrude and whether she’s in any way sympathetic, or 
should be perceived sympathetically. Sandy says yes. 
I don’t see so much of that in the play itself. In fact, she 
seems to be the one character that—maybe besides 
Polonius—who doesn’t seem to have too many positive 
angles.

DB: No professor should be too harsh on Polonius.
[Laughter].

FT: But he’s us. That’s the thing. We’re so full of ballast 
and happy rhetoric that we ignore the hypocrisy often of 
our own words.

AM: Well then, part of the appeal of the play is characters 
like Polonius, right? In the midst of a revenge tragedy, you 
have bizarre funny characters like that.

CM: Why do you think Hamlet is in our core curriculum?

FT: Insofar as the core gives us the jewels of Western 
Civilization, how could you leave Hamlet out? I think in 
terms of a play, it doesn’t get any better than that. Simply 
for its breadth of insight into the human condition and its 
political dimensions, historical questions, you can’t top it. 
It’s a no-brainer for the core.

AM: There are other Shakespeare 
plays that are philosophical, but 
I think it’s the Shakespeare play 
that’s the most self-conscious 
about philosophical questions, 
without necessarily answering 

them… Hamlet himself is always asking questions. He’s 
asked a question once, and he says, “My wit’s diseased, 
I cannot make you a wholesome answer.” It’s this whole 
play that’s very overtly about questions, without obvious 
answers. And in a curriculum where, if you’re doing it 
right, if you’re thinking about things as you should, with 
all these books being given to you, you’re being forced 
to take on questions that it’s not easy to give answers to. 
Hamlet fits in perfectly with that.

DB: As I understand, the core is basically about what 
it means to be human. That seems to be the unifying 
theme. It’s a play in which that gets raised more explicitly 
than in most works of literature. I mean, all great works 
of literature address that in some way, but: “What a piece 
of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in 
faculty! … In action how like an angel in apprehension…  
The paragon of animals …”(II.ii). “What is a man / If his 
chief good and market of his time / Be but to sleep and 
feed. A g, no more,” (IV.iv).

Hamlet is somebody who has read a lot of books like the 
books in the core, who’s thinking about the same kind of 
questions that people are thinking about when they read 
these books. It’s a book about a student who’s struggling 
with the question of what it means to be human. ◊
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Above opposite: Jackson Berkhouse as Claudius, Nick Moore as 
Polonius and Sandra Twetten as Gertrude gaze upstage at Ann Urbanski 
as Ophelia.

“It’s the human in such 
tortured and multi-

various ways that’s so 
on display...” 



As is the case with any show, what makes Hamlet come 
alive are the minds behind it. I sat down with  associate 
professor and costume designer Susie Cox, affiliate 
assistant professor and scenic designer Will Turbyne, 
and associate professor and director Stefan Novinski to 
discuss the process behind Hamlet.

KW: Stefan, it goes without saying that Hamlet is a 
daunting play. What made you decide to tackle it?

SN: I don’t think of it as that big of a play now. I have been 
thinking about doing Hamlet for about four years now. 
This year, I was thinking about doing Woyzeck, which is a 
modern play, and then I was watching Sam during The Liar 
and I decided that if I was going to do Woyzeck, I should 
just do Hamlet, because they’re basically the same play. 
Another reason was, it was time to do Hamlet. It was just 
time. At some point in any director’s life, they have to do 
Hamlet. I had the cast—and it wasn’t just Sam—I had the 
full cast here at UD. 

KW: How do you go about translating a play set in 
roughly the sixteenth century into the twenty-first 
century?

SN: That’s the big question for all directors. If you do 
Shakespeare in the way that it was performed, it’s closer 
to the way we’re doing it now than the way we think of 
traditional Shakespeare, because he used contemporary 

clothing with some indication of period. What I find 
when I update Shakespeare is that you have to deal with 
the accouterments of the period, but the humanness 
doesn’t change. So, in that way, we haven’t had to update 
anything. 
 
SC: For me, this play is so contemporary. The issues 
are still there. It doesn’t seem that difficult to translate 
because it’s about humanness—the whole play.

WT: I agree with Susie in terms of the language and 
storylines. Obviously, as designers, we run into some 
practical considerations. But because the story, 
characters, and situations are so timeless, Shakespeare 
allows a lot of leeway in that area in that you can bring 
an audience along with you as you tell the story. In this 
production, there are many moments that are going to 
feel visually very contemporary, but there’s no pause in 
the storytelling, because what’s important about the story 
has nothing to do with the trappings of contemporary life 
or sixteenth century life.

SC: Also, contemporary audiences have been trained over 
the centuries to expect some changes in the presentation 
of these classic texts, so you don’t have a disconnect of 
disbelief.

KW: Working in the Margaret Jonsson Theater, there’s 
not as much space or as much room to do some things. 
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Staging a Contemporary Hamlet
by Katherine Weber



How do you solve that?

SN: You always have to move people randomly. Now 
Shakespeare rarely sat down, but he didn’t care about 
transitions. He didn’t care about scenery, so the piece just 
flies. I said to Will, “I think this play’s too big for the MJT.”  
It just felt bigger than the MJT, and Will and Susie have 
somehow, once again made the MJT seem bigger than it 
is. I think they’ve captured the scale, the grand sweep of 
Hamlet beautifully. 

WT: As I’ve said many times, “You can do any play in any 
space. What you can’t do is any play in any space in any 
way.” There has yet to be built a “perfect” theater. The 
MJT maybe has a set of challenges that are different than 
a larger space, but we’ll find ways as we work through 
it. There are also a lot of advantages to the MJT. I don’t 
believe any seat is more than twelve feet away from the 
stage, which is something that’s rare in a lot of theater 
spaces. So, sometimes we look at the MJT as this tiny box 
but there’s a lot right about the MJT as well.

SC: There’s a lot to be said for the intimacy between the 
actor and the audience member. Often the challenge for 
me in a small space is that it’s more like designing for 
television in some ways. Because the audience is so close, 
you have to be careful about finish work and you have 
to be careful about detail. Also the MJT is such a warm 
space, and I think some plays do better in there because 
of the warmth of it. It’s not chilly at all.

KW: Is there some element of Hamlet you wish to 
highlight in your work?

SN: Setting Hamlet at UD made me 

realize that there’s really only four adults in the whole play: 
Hamlet’s ghost, Claudius, Gertrude and Polonius, and the 
rest are the youth. So, I began to see this generational 
divide all the way through the play. I was trying to focus on 
that—how do you guide the next generation? What does 
it mean to be influenced by the authority figures, the adult 
figures in your life? And right now, the play has become 
about welcoming—how do you welcome someone? What 
is it like to be a foreigner in a foreign land? People are 
always being introduced in this play to each other, and so 
we’re starting to really look at that.

SC: What I’m interested in are the people. In this show, 
there are costumes and there are clothes, and they serve 
different functions in different parts of the play. For 
me, it’s about the storytelling, the passage of time, the 
changing nature of people as the play moves forward, and 
helping Stefan tell the story that he and the rest of us are 
interested in telling together.

WT: A lot of Shakespeare’s plays are huge, but there’s a lot 
of Hamlet that’s broken down to have just a couple people 
on stage. What we’ve done is create a neutral space. It’s 
not about a physical location when you see the set; it’s 
more about an emotional location of a world askew and 
disoriented. 

KW: What have you enjoyed the most about working on 
this show?

WT: I always enjoy working with the students the most. I’ve 
been doing this for twenty-five years, so it’s easy for me to
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Above opposite: Mock-up of Professor Will Turbyne’s stage design. 
Below: Professor Susie Cox’s costume designs for Hamlet, Gertrude, 
and Ophelia. 



take for granted that feeling of something going from an 
idea on someone’s head to a drawing on a piece of paper to 
something that’s actually physically there. I think time and 
time again, it always comes back to the students.

SC: I think I would probably say the same thing. I love 
working with the students. They are the labor force 
primarily in getting these things built. It’s so wonderful to 
see them get the drawing and then how it works to help 
tell the story. I love that epiphany, and I love the general 
collaboration. It’s such a pleasure to have this conversation 
that ends up with an object that is even more enhanced 
because it’s so fleeting, and for me, it’s kind of magical.

SN: This is by far one of the most prepared casts I’ve ever 
had at UD. Everyone is basically off-book. Everyone comes 
to rehearsal ready to work at a different level than we 
usually have, and I think that’s because it’s Hamlet. Much 
of this is to Sam’s credit, because Sam has been working on 
it all summer. You have to come to rehearsal truly ready to 
work. They usually are ready to work, but now they’ve had 
to bring it to a new level, so that’s been fun. One thing I’m 
excited about from Will and Susie is that we’re doing a very 
non-literal set. It’s a metaphorical approach to the world of 
Denmark, not a literal one. Our last Shakespeare that we 
did was very grounded, this noir Measure for Measure, so 
I’m really excited that we have a very sculptural set, and 
we’re just going to discover as we get into the theater what 
it’s going to feel like.

KW: Do you have any other comments on the show?

SC: It’s really a privilege to be working on a piece of 
material this lovely. The words you have to describe a piece 
of art like Hamlet seem kind of miniscule. I’m very grateful 
to have Will Turbyne as a colleague every single day, and 
I’m grateful for my colleague directors, and I’m grateful 
for the opportunity to work with so many students that 
change my life every day. I learn more from them than they 
possibly could learn from me.

WT: That’s because you’re a better student than they are 
[laughter]. I enjoy making things, so the fact that I get to do 
that is a great privilege. I feel very fortunate in a lot of ways.
SC: I like to make things too. I was thinking about this 
whole puppet thing, how much I enjoy it. But I love making 
objects. Making stuff is cool. One week it’s a bottle and 
some Styrofoam balls, the next week, it’s something else.

SN: Getting to work on Hamlet in such a warm and intimate 
theater is truly fulfilling. Rarely do we get to see a play of 

this scale in such an intimate space, and that should be an 
exciting part of working on the production. ◊
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“You can do any play in any 
space. What you can’t do is any 
play in any space in any way.”

Above: Samuel Pate and Paul Bond fence in the final scene as the 
rest of the characters look on. Bottom: Sandra Twetten and Paul 
Bond lie across from one another, having just been poisoned.



Top: Samuel Pate as Hamlet shakes hands with Laertes played by Paul Bond while Jackson Berkhouse looks on as Claudius just before the fencing match. Left:Noah 
Kersting as Horatio and Samuel Pate as Hamlet. Right: Ann Urbanski as Ophelia after her father’s death. 



One common element in tragedy is the downfall of 
someone who is on the cusp of greatness, particularly 
someone young or on the rise. While most may not realize 
it, Shakespeare’s Prince Hamlet is one of those very figures. 
His death is tragic because he never had the chance to 
prove himself as a great man and a powerful ruler, to follow 
in his father’s footsteps.

As the bodies of the royal family of Denmark litter the 
stage at the play’s end, it is difficult for anyone to say what 
could have been, what would have happened if life in the 
royal court had not gone so horribly wrong. One possible 
glimpse we can see, however, comes from the final speech 
of Fortinbras, as he orders his men to take up the bodies. 
He commands them to give Hamlet “for his passage, the 
soldier’s music and the rite of war,” since he believes that 
Hamlet was “likely, had he been put on, to have proved 
most royal” (V.ii). Having just arrived in the kingdom, 
Fortinbras knows almost nothing of Hamlet’s character 
or his experience as a soldier. Even as we the audience 
follow Hamlet throughout the entire play,  we may have 
some doubts as well. We have not seen Hamlet rule for any 
length of time whatsoever. As for his military prowess, all 
we know is that he has “been in continual practice” with 
his foil for a little while, which is still only a foil and possibly 
does not translate well to the battlefield (V.ii). Even so, we 
are willing to go along with Fortinbras’ orders at the end, 
possibly because we have no choice. However, the play 
has slowly and carefully persuaded us that Hamlet would 
be worthy of a military burial, mostly from the words of 
others.

The other glimpse into Hamlet’s potential is shown in the 
words of his friends, the people who knew him best. As 
a whole, it is difficult to imagine what Denmark was like 
prior to the death of King Hamlet, but it is possible for us 
to imagine a happier time, when King Hamlet ruled over 
Denmark with a just, benevolent hand. Perhaps the young 
prince led a wonderful life, delighting in Yorick’s jokes and 
songs, cherishing time with both of his parents, sharing a 
loving relationship with Ophelia. Much of that, however, 
is up for speculation. All we can truly know is that now 
“something is rotten in the state of Denmark,” where it is 
almost impossible to find true happiness anymore (I.iv.100). 
Despite the disorder and chaos in Denmark, we can still see 
what Hamlet could have been.

Of all the characters surrounding the young prince of 
Denmark, there are two on whose testimony we can rely: 
Ophelia and Horatio. Since the former was his lover, and 
the latter his closest friend, it is likely that Hamlet was more 
open, honest, and vulnerable with them than with anyone 
else. Even around Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, who we 
know to be Hamlet’s childhood friends, the young prince 
still hides behind a façade of madness, not willing to trust 
them completely. Many of the other characters in the play, 
along with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, have ulterior 
motives, and try to wrench information out of Hamlet, 
often in vain, but Ophelia and Horatio seek out Hamlet 
not for personal gain, but to help a friend desperately in 
need of support. Throughout the play, we can see that they 
admire him not because he is a prince, but because of the 
nobility of his character. They declare their admiration of 
Hamlet as the story unfolds, but unfortunately for Hamlet, 
he does not hear these declarations. 

After Hamlet storms off in a fit of madness, Ophelia mourns 
the loss of “a noble mind,” “the expectancy and rose of the 
fair state,” and the “glass of fashion and the mold of form” 
(III.i). At the play’s conclusion, just after Hamlet breathes his 
last, we hear a heartbroken cry from Horatio: “Now cracks 
a noble heart. Good night, sweet, prince, /And flights of 
angels sing thee to thy rest” (V.ii). Amidst all the madness 
and turmoil, these two knew who Hamlet truly was: a man 
of high and noble character who was caught in a state of 
turmoil from which he was unable to escape.

If we look carefully at what is said over the course of Hamlet, 
we can see that the titular prince had great character and 
far-reaching capabilities that he was never able to use. This 
is why we mourn his loss at the end, along with Horatio; 
we knew he could be something great, much like his father 
before him, but he was cut down before he could even begin 
to show that greatness. In Hamlet, we see a quintessential 
tragic figure, someone noble and mighty who is brought to 
the lowest point possible: death. If such had not happened, 
we might have seen someone truly spectacular fulfill his 
great potential. ◊

12

The Unfulfilled Potential of Prince Hamlet
by Katherine Weber

“He was likely, had he 
been put on, to have 
proved most royal.”
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“ There is no ‘true’ Ophelia...but 
perhaps only a Cubist Ophelia of 
multiple perspectives, more than 

the sum of all her parts.”

Above: Sandra Twetten as Gertrude considers the plan to use Ophelia 
to find the cause of Hamlet’s madness.  

Indeed, Novinski says, “Even if you interpret Hamlet as a 
wronged, rightful heir, the number of lines Shakespeare 
gives to, ‘Frailty, thy name is woman,’ seems to say 
that he wants us to hear this obsession.” This misplaced 
sexual desire manifests itself not only in Hamlet and 
Gertrude, but even in Laertes and Ophelia and Polonius 
and Ophelia. Both women are the victims of sexual desire 
of their family. Directors sometimes take this desire to 
the extreme and feature Hamlet incestuously kissing his 

mother in the bedroom scene.

Novinski and Junior Sandra 
Twetten, who plays Gertrude, 
agree that Claudius and 
Gertrude have a healthy, 
loving relationship. Novinski 
says Gertrude had been having 
an affair with Claudius before 

King Hamlet was murdered. The genuine love between 

“Frailty, thy name is woman.” Thus reads one of the most 
famous lines in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Such a charged 
statement calls into question the treatment of women in 
the play. The principal female characters—Ophelia and 
Gertrude—are surrounded by mystery. Though they are 
much talked to, they themselves say little. They have the 
distinct quandary of bearing much weight in plot and 
development of other characters despite speaking few 
lines, leaving much to question about their characters.

Freshman Ann Urbanski, who 
plays Ophelia, says she is 
inspired by a quote by Elaine 
Showalter that reads, “There 
is no ‘true’ Ophelia...but 
perhaps only a Cubist Ophelia 
of multiple perspectives, 
more than the sum of all her 
parts.” The lack of text about Ophelia, Urbanski says, 
is both limiting and freeing because it leaves room for 
interpretive decisions. Some interpret her as a limb that 
cannot exist on its own, but only exists to show us more 
about the true body, Prince Hamlet. 

Director Stefan Novinski and Urbanski instead see 
Ophelia as a realistic young woman with strength and 
self-sufficiency who had to raise herself “in a roomful of 
men,” as Novinski says. She is not, they say, as innocent 
as Polonius would like to believe. Polonius calls her a 
“green girl”; yet, she warns her brother against being a 
womanizer and yells at Hamlet, showing her worldliness 
and spirit. 

Still, Laertes and Polonius see her as nothing but virginity 
to be kept, and Hamlet sees her as nothing but a court 
member to be fooled. Even Gertrude, her only maternal 
figure, is a cold Queen who uses Ophelia as a pawn to test 
Hamlet. Ophelia is misunderstood and mistreated by the 
people of the court, which, Novinski says, is her primary 
motivation for suicide; this fatal act is a renouncement 
of their petty values and selfish disregard for others, 
culminating in the murder of her father. Her death is a 
louder statement than any of her lines, and it is a most 
tragic one. 

Gertrude’s role in the plot is weightier. Hamlet’s fixation 
on her remarriage supports the conflict of the entire play. 

The Women of Hamlet
by Maria Rossini



Upcoming Events at the MJT
After Hours

TRAIL TO OREGON by Jeff Blim, Matt 
Lang, and Nick Lang

Directed by Nicholas Moore
December 3rd, Drama Building

Name your very own all-American family 
and send them down the Oregon Trail in 
this interactive musical comedy. Just be 
sure to watch out for dysentery.... and 
lobsters.
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her and Claudius, and her seeming disregard for King 
Hamlet, leave the audience either hating her for her 
irresponsibility or wondering at her need for intimacy. 
Novinski speculates that King Hamlet was not as good 
a man as his son believes, implying that Claudius is the 
emotional confidante her former husband could not be. 

Critics wonder at how ignorant Gertrude is of her actions. 
She does seem to at least understand Hamlet’s concern. 
She calls the remarriage an “o’erhasty marriage.” 
Novinski confirms Gertrude does not know of Claudius’ 
murder plot; this ignorance greatly complicates her 
character. Shakespeare chose to cleanse her of murder. 
The only crime the “honest Ghost” accuses her of is 
adultery. 

Though she is ignorant of Claudius’ crime, she is not 
ignorant of politics. Twetten argues the marriage is an 
attempt at peacemaking — to unite the kingdom in the 
face of foreign threat. It is Gertrude, not Claudius, who 
recruits Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to understand her 
son – yet another peacemaking attempt. Despite her 
desire for harmony, she fails to keep the kingdom intact. 
Despite her prudence, she is incapable of virtuous action. 
Thus, she loses Ophelia, she loses her son, and she loses 
herself. 

Both Ophelia and Gertrude show themselves to be 
complex and important figures in Hamlet;  though they 
can be seen as a scapegoat and an adulteress, respectively, 
they are not simply thus. Rather, their characters extend 
beyond what simple plot functions allow. Readers and 

directors have a responsibility to these characters. If 
we misinterpret Ophelia, as the characters of the play 
do, we kill her again. If we misinterpret Gertrude, we 
cannot understand the play at all. Only by embracing the 
humanity and profundity of the female figures of Hamlet 
can we see the deeper themes of guilt and tragedy. Only 
by seeing them as more than the sum of their parts can 
we let the play speak to us. ◊

Above: Paul Bond as Laertes attempts to comfort the deranged 
Ophelia, played by Ann Urbanski.

THE DEBUTANTE by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
Directed by Samuel Pate

OH, THE HUMANITY by Will Eno
Directed by Ellen Rogers 

THE LESSON by Eugene Ionesco 
Directed by Anthony Spurgin

THE PRETENTIOUS 
YOUNG LADIES by Moliere
Directed by Noah Kersting
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CAst perspeCtives

Jackson Berkhouse: Claudius, Ghost
Junior, History
Claudius is a cool dude. He’s certainly the biggest 
character I’ve played at UD. I thought going into this that 
Claudius is a generic bad guy but there’s a lot more to him 
than that. He does feel, at times, genuinely remorseful for 
things that he’s done, but he sees them as necessary. In 
every situation, he’s working on how to use it in his favor. 

Paul Bond: Laertes
Sophomore, Drama
When we first started the show, my impression of Laertes 
was this angry, avenger-type character who comes in at 
the end to right all the wrongs. But something that really 
struck me as we went along, something that I found with 
Stefan’s help is just how young he is— he’s a kid, he’s my 
age. And he lives in a world with adults who aren’t doing 
things right. He knows the ways things are supposed to 
go and they’re not going that way and he’s the only who 
can fix it. As the process went along, the focus was less on 
his righteousness and anger and more on the duties that 
he feels, the weight he shouldn’t have to carry. 

Noah Kersting: Horatio
Junior, Drama and German
Horatio is a guy that has never had trouble being liked, he 
interacts with all statuses, from the king to the soldiers. 
Those who think that Horatio is Hamlet’s babysitter, as I 
used to, will hopefully see how he pushes Hamlet toward 
his goal as they both change throughout the play. But it’s 
great that we don’t have to lose that buddy-comedy feel 
at times with Samuel - that great rapport we built in The 
Liar. 

Nick Moore: Polonius, Gravedigger
Junior, Drama
Polonius is a politician first and foremost. I think a lot 
of people think of him as an oaf but he’s very good at 
knowing which way the wind is blowing. Ultimately, 
he goes overboard and tries to set his daughter up with 
Hamlet. That ends with him getting stabbed to death 
which is unfortunate. Where is he actually being stupid 
and where is he manipulating things for his own ends?

David Morales: Guildenstern
History, Sophomore
We’ve taken Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in slightly a 
different direction. They’re usually portrayed as dumb 

suck-ups. There’s definitely a courtier vibe to them but 
there’s some sincerity in their friendship with Hamlet 
from the outset. [On Rosencrantz being female] I think it’s 
fun. Guildenstern is the one who makes the inappropriate 
jokes and has a blundering way about him. Rosencrantz 
has a little bit more tact.

Thomas Mosmeyer: Fortinbras, Voltimand
Sophomore, Politics
This is my first experience with the UD Drama Department 
and it’s awesome. This is a play I am very excited to work 
with. Fortinbras and Voltimand are almost at odds with 
each other even though they never directly interact in 
the play with an audience. Fortinbras functions as a foil to 
Hamlet. His father died in a very similar way to Hamlet’s 
father. He gathers troops and starts making threats and 
Hamlet sees he hasn’t done that. It motivates him to go 
after Claudius.

John Muncy: Bernardo, Reynaldo
Freshman, Drama
In the beginning scene, when I take the watch, my 
character is very scared. How would you react if you 
saw a ghost? My character has seen the ghost before, so 
coming to the watch again is kind of torturous. The other 
day, Jackson was late so we tried pranking him by turning 
all the lights off and waiting for him to come. It wasn’t as 
satisfying as I hoped it would be…

Samuel Pate: Hamlet
Senior, Drama and Business
I really feel like I could spend the next twenty years getting 
to know Hamlet and only begin to touch the surface. One 
thing that’s really stunned me is just how inexhaustible 
his world is. He’s a human being, but what he’s asked to 
do is above human capacity. And so his response and his 
pain and his emotion and his joy and his sadness and his 
struggle— all of those things are beyond human capacity. 
Feeling those things and facing them has been just 
entirely overwhelming but also really fulfilling in a way. 
I’m just stunned by his strength and by the intensity of 
what he experiences.

Bernadette Roden: Player Vice, Marcellus
Sophomore, Drama
Player Vice is the clown of the actor group. She lives her 
life, gets to travel. Hamlet is really bossy. He tells us how 
to act and can’t see he’s destroying our art. A lot of castles
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are filled with a lot of drama so it just flies over her head. 
Marcellus has been in the military her whole life and is a 
castle guard now. She sees the ghost at one in the morning 
on a dark parapet so it’s a stressful job.

Ellen Rogers: Player Vice, Francisco
Senior, Drama
Player Queen is part of a troupe of actors traveling to 
Denmark who don’t really care about anything in reality. 
We come in and are like-who are these plebeians? And 
Hamlet starts telling us what to do and Polonius is super 
rude so we’re very insulted by this. But really, Hamlet is a 
gift for the students in this department to take on what 
could be regarded as the greatest play in the English 
language. It truly is an ensemble play and for everyone to 
get to know the text so intimately is really rewarding.

Anthony Spurgin: Player King, Osric
Senior, Drama
It’s an interesting experience playing a character within a 
play. In theater or film whenever you see an actor playing 
an actor it’s always very over the top. In this case they’re 
supposed to be good actors, so I play it like I would any 
other character. Our characters in [Mousetrap] are the 
only Shakespearean looking characters-this play is set in 
modern times. Me, Ellen and Bernadette are going to be a 
burst of Shakespearean theatricality.

Sandy Twetten: Gertrude
Junior, Drama
My favorite part about Gertrude is that she’s an older 
character who grows over the show even though she’s 
isn’t the protagonist. She’s overly irrational and I think 
that’s great. You need 3D glasses to see the show. Don’t 
watch the movie version before you come to see the 
show, if you do, don’t compare it.

Anne Urbanski: Ophelia
Freshman, Drama
I love playing Ophelia. Everybody has one idea about 
what Ophelia should be. Being able to see her as a whole 
human, especially in relation to Hamlet, and giving her the 
holistic life she deserves has been really interesting. My 
favorite thing about Ophelia is that she is so intelligent. 
You can see in the way she sasses Laertes and is witty to 
Hamlet. She knows what’s going on.

Regina Wasilewski: Rosencrantz
Junior, Psychology
I never pictured Rosencrantz female, and neither did 
Stefan (laughing). After casting he said “Well, I didn’t 
know I was casting you!” David and I started out thinking 
that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were assholes because 
Hamlet is their childhood friend and they sell him out for a 
chance to move up in the world. As we kept on rehearsing 
they got more and more decent.

Katherine Weber: Cornelia, Norwegian captain
Junior, English and Drama
I think I give off that Norwegian vibe because I’m an 
ambassador to Norway and I’m also the Norwegian 
captain. One of my favorite scenes is the play-within-a 
play. It’s interesting to watch the players because their big 
and fun and Sam’s impossible to ignore.

It truly is an ensemble 
play and for everyone 
to get to know the text 
so intimately is really 

rewarding.




