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LISA HOPKINS

“Denmark’s a prison”’: Branagh’s Hamlet
and the Paradoxes of Intimacy

At the opening of Kenneth Branagh’s film of H#.,_«, a gate with the name “Hamlet”

written on it slides away to show us a guard profiled against a grille. The effect is of
entering the frame, of penetrating to ever greater degrees of intimacy, and it inaugurates a
pattern of closing and opening of doors which pertains throughout the film. Branagh is

fond of this door motif, and, | think, uses it with considerable success elsewhere in his
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the 1988 Renaissance Theatre Company production and in Adrian Noble’s 1992 Royal
Shakespeare Company one; moreover, when interviewed about his direction of the play
on screen, his first remark was that H#. . was the first play he had ever seen in the
theatre, when he was fifteen,” and he has reused here the actor he saw in the role, Derek
Jacobi. He has also peopled the set with two other kinds of actors. The first category is
those who are famous for acting on screen, though not generally in Shakespearean roles,
such as Julie Christie, Kate Winslet, Charlton Heston, and Jack Lemmon. Secondly, there
are several actors in the cast who have been noted stage Hamlets of the past, including
Michael Maloney (Laertes), Sir John Gielgud (Priam), and of course Jacobi (Claudius).
What Branagh,“#% ’+included is anyone who is famous from an association with a
previous film of AP, . Nor does he allude much to any of these, or indeed much to
other films (at least recent ones) at all. In .-, , . he had signalled from the outset an

allegiance to film as a medium, but in retrosp
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nagging suspicion that there is something you can’t see is distracting rather than tension-
building (and distracting was a word used by a number of reviews of the film).> In the
second, the plethora of doors underlines the extent to which the spatial logic of the set has
itself driven the interpretation rather than 7.’,',« ¢ ¢ ¥. A particularly distracting presence is
the small wooden model of a theatre to which Hamlet turns during the “Oh what a rogue
and peasant slave” soliloquy, and almost equally intrusive is the use of the chapel for
Polonius’ speech of advice to Laertes. With apparent perversity, this begins outside, with
Laertes dressed to go and in a hurry to depart, and then without explanation switches
inside, with the gentle ecclesiastical music serving to dissipate any sense of urgency; and
yet Laertes still leaves as if he is now departing, so that it is difficult to understand the
point of the cut to the inside in any terms other than the desire to show the audience more
of the set.

At first sight, my contention that the play withholds intimacy may seem a
paradoxical one, because Branagh’s /M. _- undoubtedly gives us more of the play than
we have ever seen before, apparently offering access on an unprecedentedly generous
scale. In the first place, it insists on its status as an uncut text (leaving to one side for a
moment the textual issues which make this an impossibility): all of Shakespeare’s words,
it assures us, are here. In the second, it even more insistently supplements those words
with pictures: whenever a character is mentioned, we are shown him, and a whole range
of previous performances of Shakespeare in general and A#._«’in particular are evoked,
particularly by the presence of so many famous former Hamlets. Even Tom Stoppard gets
a look-in when Claudius, like his alter ego in ¢, «,4Z :““lf’ GLé «cyy A_<DE (in

-

which Simon Russell Beale, the second gravedigger, was acting concurrently at the
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National), clearly cannot tell Rosencrantz and Guildenstern apart and has to be corrected
by Gertrude—further underlining the ways in which the stage is at least as potent a
presence as the screen in the film.

Shakespeare’s own method, however, is rarely to expand or explain and often to
suggest, and Branagh should, I think, have taken his cue from his writer, because
inclusivity, so far from facilitating intimacy, actually precludes it. For one thing, the
manic inclusiveness of the film means that, inevitably, it must be large scale. Other things
also conspire to bring this about: as | have suggested above, the very choice of Blenheim
dictates it, which is on a more than human scale, as does the Don Giovanni-like motif of
the statue. Thus we get scenes like l.ii which is really more reminiscent of a Cecil B. De
Mille epic than of a Shakespeare play. This “epicness” has dictated features of the film
itself, most notably the wide screen which means, in turn, that the film is best viewed in
the cinema, as a collective experience, rather than at home as an individual one.
(Nicholas Farrell, who plays Horatio, observes that emotions in the film are produced “to
inspect in the safety of your—of your cinemas,” clearly realising that the expected
“homes” is inappropriate here.)® In one way, encouraging people to see the filmin a

group rather than alone might seem to be true to the viewing conditions originally
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Branagh than with any of the other characters. At our first introduction to Gertrude and
Claudius, for instance, the camera is trained steadily on them, though it is clearly
noticeable that we are looking # at them rather than on a level, and 1 do actually wonder
whether this is part of the trouble—that Branagh is perhaps so in awe of this galaxy of
stars that he has assembled and, in some cases, coaxed out of retirement, and of the
weight of associations that they bring. In Joe Baltake’s opinion,
The film’s casting isn’t so much a distraction, but it does call attention to the
movie’s one strange flaw. For all the perfectionism and dedication that Branagh
has brought to the project, all the attention to detail and all the sweat and anguish
to get it just right, for all his desire to appease his potential audience and expose
them to Shakespeare, something vital got lost along the way: the personal
touch...Branagh was so much in control that he overlooked himself.*2
r;'v/.Mz“lr _«, t00, praised much of the acting, but felt that “If there’s a lapse, it’s in the
central performance.” For Baltake, the reason for this was that “in bringing ‘Lawrence
of Arabia’ dimensions to the play, Branagh dwarfed his own point of view.”** Branagh
does indeed seem to have been striving for an epic effect, not least by including Julie
Christie, who had starred in David Lean’s D,,h,,‘,’7 ; ¥, (1965), and choosing as his

cinematographer Alex Thomson, who had also worked with David Lean. But it is not a

wholehearted generic a
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aim is to move further and further inside the mind of the actor.*® His own practice in
HP._., however, comes closer to Olivier’s theory than his own, at least when it comes to
himself. Indeed Lawrence Guntner remarks that “Having learned from Olivier, he does
not interrupt long soliloquies but begins with a close-up and moves up and away with the
crane to emphasise Hamlet’s isolation,”® though this description applies in fact only to

‘lH
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Rosencrantz and Guildenstern where he is instantly suspicious of their motives for
visiting him; in his conversation with the Gravedigger where he is concealing his
identity; in his questioning of Ophelia during the nunnery scene—and when on “Let the
doors be shut on him” (111.i.133) the extent to which they are being shut on us too is

sharply underlined as he closes his eyes. Branagh does look directly at Laertes in the
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The same is true for the other scene in which the shot/reverse-shot technique is
used to great effect, the conspiracy of Laertes and Claudius. It is true that the technique is
also used to structure the final conversation between Hamlet and Horatio, which is, for
me, one of the strongest parts of the film. Even the risky use of Robin Williams as Osric
cannot detract from Hamlet’s clarity and stature here; there is an originality and firmness

of vision signalled by everything from the small details—for once Branagh’s Hamlet is
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nevertheless, on
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suggesting that Branagh was indeed concerned primarily with negotiating with"_.
predecessors and traditions.)

Again, though, this becomes an image of the failure of communication rather
than the achieving of it. In particular, the insistent use of the mirror throughout the scene
seems to me to evoke a previous Branagh film, the critically ill-fated M¥ 4-1!‘:,%/, *

I A r,,, (1994) (which also seems to be recalled in the mingling of its famous fire

and ice motifs when during the aftermath of the ghost scene fire bursts up from the earth).
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personal knowledge. This is certainly the case with the Trojan war vignette, Hamlet’s

description of what is
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view throughout his soliloquy about the state of his soul, with the camera advancing ever
more closely towards him as it had on Heston, and the same technique is used for “Do it,

England” (IV.iii.68). Fortinbras is also treated to a close-up as he advances out of the

mist
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the most fully realised and elaborate version of Elsinore that money could buy—and yet
the result is that we see less than ever before of M. . the prince. By attempting to offer
the whole, Branagh effectively refuses to disclose what he considers important, and thus
the film, by showing us everything about Hamlet’s world, shows us nothing about his

mind. For Br
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14 Baltake, http://www.movieclub.com/reviews/archives/96hamlet/hamlet.html

5See HW._« %, vy "2 BBC2, first shown 5.2.97.

**J. Lawrence Guntner, “H#. o, MEsh“and K L% on Film,” in Jackson, CW.4é -C¥Z,,
122.

" William Shakespeare, \;-,0,“;3 111, ed. E. A. J. Honigmann (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), 1.i.28.
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