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NICHOLAS JONES

Hamlet in Warsaw:

The Antic Disposition of Ernst Lubitsch

Hamlet is like a sponge. Unless it is produced in a stylized
or antiquarian fashion, it immediately absorbs all the
problems of our time.

Jan Kott, “Hamlet of the Mid-Century”1

I was Hamlet.  I stood on the shore and spoke BLAH
BLAH BLAH to the breakers, behind me the ruins of
Europe.  The bell tolls in the state funeral.

Heiner Müller, 
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the solemnity of the apparition, the oath, and his ominous future.  This mimetic shtick

layers absurdity on top of the manic comedy that we have seen in earlier lines as Hamlet

follows the ghost’s peregrinations under the stage (“Hic et ubique?  Then we’ll shift our

ground….Well said, old mole.  Canst work i’ th’ earth so fast?” [1.5.165, 171]).  As the

play goes on, Hamlet works his “antic disposition” with the speed, flexibility, and

satirical insight of a comic – with Polonius (2
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not improve as a result, his move from hammy performance to comic improvisation is a

strategic intervention of the kind that Europe desperately needed in 1942.  It anticipates a

new Shakespearean dramaturgy, more flexible, less pompous, and more “of the Mid-

Century.”

Even in the fantasy world of romantic comedy, change occurs in response to the

application of pressure.  Kott’s premise about Hamlet was that it would be modernised

only “under great stress.”30 In one of the stress moments of To Be or Not to Be, Tura,

disguised as the Nazi agent professor Siletsky, walks past the co







EnterText 1.2

Jones: Hamlet in Warsaw  275

react to such a blatant trivialisation of Nazi brutality—genocide presented as small talk?

How should the audience react?  This kind of tasteless epithet is part of what shocked the

earnest critics of the film’s dark comedy.  It is shocking, and it shocks Tura into his first

real insight into how insensitive and brutalised this enemy has become.

Tura’s response (pulled off with Jack Benny insouciance and a knowing chuckle)

is f



EnterText 1.2

Jones: Hamlet in Warsaw  276

interviews enables him to see that this enemy is remarkably predictable.  When Tura

feeds Ehrhardt the line from the earlier scene about his London nickname, Ehrhardt—the

real Ehrhardt this time—responds with  the same eager joviality as Tura did earlier,

acting the ro
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sitting room, we need little more than Jack Benny’s classic double-take [videoclip 2],

followed immediately by a thoughtful look at the extra false beard he’s carrying, and then

a knowing glance at the razor in the adjoining bathroom.  In classic Lubitsch manner, the

rest of the skit that Tura assembles is hidden behind a closed door until Ehrhardt himself

enters into it, boisterously over-confident and obviously doomed to make a fool of

himself.38

As he im
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comes from the need to overcome isolation—to collaborate with his own company.

Immediately on the heels of the third improvisation, in yet another turn, the rest of the

company is brought into the action.  Believing Tura to have been exposed in the

confrontation with the corpse, they march into Ehrhardt’s office dressed as Nazis and

denounce Tura as an imposter.  “Well?  What have you to say for yourself now?  Here is

a man with a beard, and you didn’t even pull it!” exclaims one of the false Gestapo,

indignant at Ehrhardt [videoclip 8].  The comment reconfigures Tura’s victory over

Ehrhardt: what had seemed lithe, funny, and improvisatory, is revealed as just a tired
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the director asserts a withering authority:  “What does the script say?”  “I make an

entrance.”  “And what do you say?”  “Nothing.”  “Then say nothing!” [videoclip 10]

Early in the film, the company seems to have nothing to learn from the dispossessed in its
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enemy of laughter, and Greenberg will in some sense be the angel of laughter in the

story.”41

On the other hand, Greenberg is not averse to seeing himself as a star.  As in any

hegemonic system, challenges often take the form of fantasies of inversion and

substitution – the oppressed hope to take on the roles of the dominant.  Greenberg’s

fantasy is to star as Shylock in The Merchant of Venice.  In particular he wants to perform

Shylock’s “Rialto” speech, “Hath not a Jew eyes?”  While this would certainly threaten

Tura’s ascendancy over the company, it would not revolutionise the basic politics of

theatre, simply substituting one star for another.  From what we see of Greenberg’s

performance of the “Rialto” speech early in the film, the speech, in Greenberg’s hands, is

hardly an instrument of change [videoclip 11].  Like “To be or not to be” in Tura’s

acting, Greenberg’s “Hath not a Jew eyes” begins as a set-piece performed by a guy in a

goofy Viking helmet.  Moreover, this early in the film, the powerful speech is notably

separated from the contingencies of the political moment—the imminent invasion of

Poland by a dangerous Jew-hating ideologue.  So this first Rialto performance is not free

of ham.  Even so, Greenberg introduces with it a distinct theatrical edginess in his

privileging of an alternative Shakespearean text (instead of the canonically revered “To

be or not to be”), an alternative mode of performance (in the corridor of the theatre), and

an alternative goal to performance (to register outrage at the fate of the spear-carrier).

Once the Nazis invade Warsaw, Greenberg loses any chance of fulfilling his

fantasy of stardom.  The speech about the humanity of the Jew is hardly going to appear

on stage in occupied Poland.  But it does reappear in the streets.  The Rialto speech

appears a second time in the film as Greenberg and Bronski, now snow-shovelers on a
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bleak Warsaw street, reminisce about the good old days when they were spear-carriers in

a theatre.  Greenberg performs the speech again, now sadly (the fragment picks up with

the empathic line “If you prick us, do we not bleed”).  The Shakespearean text is now a

powerful fragment that signals loss, and hope, however distant—“I wonder if we’ll ever

carry a spear again?”  “Let’s hope so” [videoclip 12].  The Rialto speech in this second

manifestation develops the critique of ham acting in this new context of totalitarian

oppression: Jews, Poles, the dispossessed in general, are going to have to turn from ham
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better in the circumstances.  Greenberg speaks not specifically for himself, or for

Shylock, or for Jews, but for a unified Polish “us.”42

The scene is like the dark, unsettling street theatre of the post-war era: zany in its

unpredictability, inversionary, improvised, contingent, oddly serious in its fulfillment of

its comic potential.    It’s not funny—it does not serve, as Greenberg always wanted, to

“get a terrific laugh.”  But it is comic in a deeper sense, as Chaplin’s radio broadcast at

the end of The Great Dictator—earnest and sentimental in many ways—is nonetheless

still comic in its utterly implausible substitution of the tender humanity of a Jewish barber

for the insane rages of the Führer.  The “terrific laugh” that Greenberg wanted comes

later, as, on the basis of this excellent skit, the company manage to commandeer Hitler’s

private plane and fly in it to safety in England.  What a joke!  Or is it really?  Again, the

comic tones are mixed, and the laughs are uneasy.  As Bronski, still dressed as Hitler,

commands his Nazi pilots to jump out of the plane without parachutes, they do so

unhesitatingly [videoclip 14].  Bronsm4e 0 TD0.0056 Tcsna
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something different will happen, if we can judge by Lubitsch, or Greenberg, or the spirit

of comic improvisation that has entered the Teatr Polski during the film.  Maybe Tura’s

antic disposition to defeat the Gestapo presages an alternative to hammy, egotistic

appropriations, a different role for Shakespeare in post-war Europe.

The most controversial line of the film, in its day, was a joke made by Ehrhardt

about Tura’s acting.  Prompted by Tura, who wants to hear himself praised, Ehrhardt

wryly comments: “What he did to Shakespeare, we are doing to Poland” [videoclip 16].

Critics of the film—including several in the production team—thought the analogy was

in the worst possible taste.  It met with dead silence in the previews; to trivialise the

suffering the Nazis were inflicting on Poland by making it into a joke about bad theatre

seemed the worst of taste.  But Lubitsch defended the line and kept it in the film.44 He

was right, for the line became an important site of what Stephen Tifft calls “the

convoluted affinities between comic and fascist rhetoric.”45

Tute25 Tm35h 
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in the hands of the ham has gone through a transformation in its collaboration with

resistance and improvisation.46

One last scene: as the Polish company gather to plan their final scene in front of

“Hitler,” Tura calls out, “Friends….”   Instantly, Maria breaks in with “… Romans, [and]

countrymen.”  He does not apparently intend to have quoted Shakespeare, but she makes

him seem as if he had been starting one more war-horse speech: “We know you want to

play Mark Antony, but that doesn’t help us” [videoclip 17].  Tura is instantly labeled a

ham, and ham is dismissed from the occasion as irrelevant.  In the midst of struggles to

survive, we have to find new contexts for Shakespearean texts 
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calling it a “callous, tasteless effort to find fun in the bombing of Warsaw” (quoted in The American Film
Institute Catalog, 2555).
17 Bosley Crowther, New York Times, 7 March 1942: 13.  In the same issue, Crowther gives high marks to
the patriotic Captains of the Clouds, starring James Cagney, in which the bombers and the bomber pilots
are, as Crowther puts it, “stoutly heroic and exceedingly masculine.”  Lubitsch’s mixture of tones—off-
putting for a 1942 America that wanted to see itself as devoted to heroism—along with the confusion about
how to read the Carole Lombard role after her sudden death in a plane crash before the film’s release, may
have contributed to the film’s tangled financial situation: the production company wrote it off as a tax loss,
and Lubitsch himself had trouble getting paid his share, though some claimed that the film had made plenty
of profits (Eyman, 300-301).
18 Leo Braudy, “The Double Detachment of Ernst Lubitsch,” Modern Language Notes 98.4 (May 1983),
1073.  Braudy disagrees with this reading of triviality, seeing Lubitsch’s style of detachment as the key to
his moral commentaries: “The eye of the director, as both Jew and moviemaker, is totally skeptical of all
social order” (1077).
19 Lubitsch responded to the Philadelphia Inquirer critic in a letter asserting that the bombing is shown “in
all seriousness; the commentation under the shots of the devastated Warsaw speaks for itself and cannot
leave any doubt in the spectator’s mind what my point of view and attitude is towards those acts of horror.
What I have satirised in this picture are the Nazis and their ridiculous ideology” (quoted in The American
Film Institute Catalog, 2555).  Lubitsch’s response in the Times was even stronger: “Did I try to make them
look at the Polish background through rose-colored glasses?  Nothing of the kind.  I went out of my way to
remind them of the destruction of the Nazi conquest, of the terror regime of the Gestapo” (Ernst Lubitsch,
“Mr. Lubitsch Takes the Floor for Rebuttal,” New York Times 29 March 1942, section 8: 3).  Eyman sees
the film’s black comedy as deriving from the “mordant humor” of scriptwriter Edwin Mayer (292).
20 Braudy, 1083.
21 Lubitsch 
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Willson, Jr., notes that in order to create the interruption, Lubitsch has had to take the nunnery scene out of
its textual position immediately following “To be or not to be:”  “[Lubitsch] gets his laugh at the cost of
Shakespeare’s text.”  Robert F. Willson, Jr., “Lubitsch’s To Be Or Not To Be,” Shakespeare and Film
Newsletter 1.1 (December 1976), 2 ff., quoted in Kenneth S. Rothwell and Annabelle Henkin Melzer,
Shakespeare on Screen: An International Filmography and Videography (New York: Neal-Schuman,
1990), 59. Shakespeare’s scene order, however, was by no means canonical in nineteenth and early
twentieth-century productions.
34 “To be or not to be” is used by the lieutenant to transmit his love from England to Warsaw; intercepted
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48 I am using the term “deadly theatre” as Peter Brook does in The Empty Space (New York: Atheneum,
1968).

In writing this paper,


