
PLOT SYNOPSIS
Upon her father’s death and mother’s quick remarriage to her uncle, 
Hamlet has returned to Denmark to cope with her grief. Horatio reveals 
that he has seen her father; the next night, Hamlet confronts her father’s 
ghost, who charges her to avenge his alleged murder. Hamlet vows to 
find out the truth and obtain justice, and she will do so under the guise 
of madness.

Polonius and his daughter Ophelia have bid farewell to his other 
daughter, Laertes. Hamlet’s change in character unsettles Ophelia, and 
Polonius determines to find the cause of her lunacy. King Claudius and 
Queen Gertrude welcome Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to the castle 
and charge them with elucidating Hamlet’s madness. 

Meanwhile, Fortinbras’ army has neared Denmark; Voltemand arrives with 
assurances that Norway is not planning war, though the threat looms.

Hamlet maintains the illusion of madness, even with childhood friends 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. When the Players arrive, she enlists 
them to play “The Murder of Gonzago,” a play that mimics the death 
of Old Hamlet. Claudius interrupts the performance, appearing upset; 
Hamlet believes she’s found proof of guilt. But when she has the 
opportunity to kill Claudius as he prays, she hesitates. Hamlet visits 
Gertrude and accidentally kills Polonius, resulting in her banishment 
to England; on the way, she finds that Fortinbras’ army is still nearby.  

Laertes returns to discover that Ophelia, driven mad by the loss of her 
father and lover, has drowned in a nearby brook. As they go to bury her, 
the court encounters Hamlet, an unpleasant surprise return; Hamlet and 
Laertes quarrel over Ophelia’s corpse. Claudius and Laertes conspire 
to have Laertes challenge Hamlet to a duel. Laertes’ sword is poisoned, 
and Claudius poisons a cup of wine as well, to ensure Hamlet’s death. 
In the chaos of the fight, many lives are lost. Fortinbras marches into 
Denmark virtually unopposed.

—Hadley Kamminga-Peck, Dramaturg
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THIS ABOVE ALL: 
TO THINE OWN SELF BE TRUE.

HAMLET
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I’m hardly the first director to cast a woman as Hamlet. A 
formidable list of female talent has tackled the role through the 
ages: Sarah Siddons, Sarah Bernhardt and Maxine Peake, to 
name a few. It’s a fun afternoon of research, reading about the 
various productions and the critiques of the time. I encourage you 
to do it! One can learn almost as much about the trending notions 
of gender as one can about the performances themselves. 

I’ve been interested in a female Hamlet 
since my college days, 

when my Shakespeare acting professor purposely assigned us 
roles we’d never be cast in. (I played Falstaff: My tall, gangly, 
20-year-old, goody-two-shoes self was simply dreadful, but 
boy was it fun!) One of my female classmates was assigned 
Hamlet. It was the most compelling performance of the 
semester. The entire class was riveted—mesmerized by her 
portrayal. And it got me thinking, 

“Why not a woman?” 

Throughout the design and casting process for this production, 
I kept expecting to be asked, “Why? Why would you do that?” 
Surprisingly, to me, I wasn’t. Not once. I find that to be a wonderful 
sign of where we, collectively, are heading. The dozens of women 
who auditioned for the role brought their A Game. Unabashed, 
bold, sensitive, emotional, raw. It was thrilling to see all those 
incredibly talented female actors tango with a new partner—a 
role that most had never even considered a possibility.  

I saw things in the role, and in several of the character 
relationships, that I had never seen before. 

And I was reminded that there is always 
a new lens through which to see a person, 

or a situation or a belief. 

And perhaps that is one of the reasons why we keep doing these 
plays over and over again: for a new look, a new angle, a new 
moment of clarity. It shakes us out of our preconceptions. It forces 
us to look at the familiar with a new eye. It begs us to reassess. 

And maybe … that’s the Why.  
—Carolyn Howarth, director

WHY NOT A WOMAN?
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Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet 
London, 1899
Source: Library of Congress

Asta Nielsen as Hamlet
Silent film, 1921
Source: mapledanish.com 

Zainab Jah as Hamlet 
The Wilma Theater, 2015 
Photo by Alexander Iziliaev 
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The role of Hamlet is widely considered the pinnacle for 
Shakespearean actors, but what about for the actresses? As 
Sue Parrish observed, “Everyone in the world knows Hamlet. 
Women have no equivalent character. The famous … quotation 
‘It is we who are Hamlet’ makes me think: hang on, we women 
don’t get a go at doing this creature …There are two roles for 
women … Ophelia is iconized as the Madonna and Gertrude is 
demonized as the Whore.” 

More than 200 female actresses have taken on 
the melancholy Dane in the last 300 years.

The first recorded performance of Hamlet by a professional 
actress was on April 28, 1741 by Fanny Furnival at the Smock 
Alley Theatre in Dublin. British women continued to take on the 
role through the 18th century, and in the U.S. after the War of 1812. 

Some of the greatest actresses in history have 
played the role to great acclaim, 

including Sarah Siddons, Sarah Bernhardt, Eva La Galliene 
and Charlotte Cushman (who was also infamous for her public 
transvestism). In the 20th century, actresses such as Frances 
de la Tour and Ruth Mitchell took on the role; Angela Winkler 
portrayed the prince without gender for the Edinburgh Fringe 
Festival in 2000. And in 2015, the Wilma Theater in Philadelphia 
became the second theatre to cast a black woman as Hamlet 
(the first was Yale Repertory and the actress was a student). It is 
only in the last century that women have chosen to play Hamlet 
as a woman. In a 1921 silent film adaptation, Asta Nielsen plays 
the title role as, according to Edward Vining, “a princess raised 
as a boy for reasons of state and is trapped in the fiction of it.”

Many of Hamlet’s qualities would have appeared feminine to an 
Elizabethan audience, including his penchant for melancholy 
and weeping and his erratic behavior. Where Claudius exhorts 
him to behave “as ourself,” Hamlet seems to ignore the crown 
and fall victim to speculation and inaction. 

Yet in many ways, for a modern audience, 
Hamlet defies gender expectations. 

Her intense fixation on Gertrude’s actions suggest an 
understanding of the apparent depth of betrayal it takes to 
marry a dead husband’s brother; “Frailty, thy name is woman” 
takes on new meaning in this context. With a female Laertes 
and Fortinbras, the formerly father-son relationships are now all 
father-daughter; all three offer distinct futures for Denmark, each 
with her own strengths and faults, offering a counterpoint to the 
Polonius-Ophelia relationship. The gender swapping creates new 
character dynamics and relationships within the story, allowing 
for a new exploration of Shakespeare’s greatest play.

—Hadley Kamminga-Peck, Dramaturg

WHAT A PIECE OF WORK IS A WOMAN: 

FEMALE HAMLETS
CSF 2003


