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‘Mobled queens’ and ‘dunghill idiots’: 
The Trojan War as 

Metatheatre and Parody

Natália Pikli

The ‘Hecuba scene’ in Hamlet (ii. 2. 359–540)1 is a theatrical tour de force. Interweaving 
the recollection, in a tragic mode, of a poignant episode of the Trojan War and a 
serio-comic discussion of the actor’s art, it offers the audience a multi-layered 
experience. It is this moment in the play, launched by Hamlet’s request for a ‘Trojan’ 
speech, that this chapter investigates: first, discussing the ways in which orators and 
players convey emotions, then moving on to the actor’s complex metamorphosis 
in and through the Hecuba speech, addressing theoretical and practical concerns 
regarding acting; finally, outlining in brief how two recent Hungarian productions 
demonstrate possible approaches of present-day theatre to the multi-layered nature 
of the Hecuba scene.

Much scholarly attention has been paid to the myth of Troy infusing Shake
speare’s works,2 with valuable comments on Hecuba’s appearance in Hamlet. 
Numerous studies have acknowledged the metatheatrical, self-ref lexive nature of 
the interaction between Hamlet, Polonius and the Player.3 Polonius and Hamlet/

1	 Unless otherwise indicated, all references are to Hamlet, ed. by Ann Thompson and Neil Taylor, 
Arden Shakespeare Third Series, rev. edn (Bloomsbury, 2016), which follows Q2.
2	 See the introduction to this volume. Also: Heather James, Shakespeare’s Troy: Drama, Politics, 
and the Translation of the Empire (Cambridge University Press, 1997); Tanya Pollard, Greek Tragic 
Women on Shakespearean Stages (Oxford University Press, 2017); The Female Tragic Hero on the English 
Renaissance Stage, ed. by Naomi Conn Liebler (Palgrave Macmillan, 2002); Lisa Hopkins, Greeks and 
Trojans on the Early Modern English Stage (De Gruyter, 2020); entries on Troy and Troy-related figures 
in Shakespeare’s Classical Mythology: A Dictionary, ed. by Janice Valls-Russell and Katherine Heavey 
(Bloomsbury, 2025).
3	 Discussion of metatheatre varies from philosophical-ethical-theoretical approaches to more 
performance-based analyses launched in the 1970s and 1980s by Lionel Abel, Sigurd Burckhardt, 
and James L. Calderwood. However, they remain essentially literary, focusing on the text and 
the intentions of the ‘poet-dramatist’ as in, for example, Richard Hornby’s Drama, Metadrama 
and Perception (Associated University Presses, 1986). (For a useful summary see Richard Fly, ‘The 
Evolution of Shakespearean Metadrama’, Comparative Drama, 20.2 (1986), pp. 124–39.) Arthur 
Johnston focuses on metatheatrical elements in comparing Hamlet as a tragic revenger with Hecuba, 
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Richard Burbage’s4 praise of the broken voice and tears in the Player’s eye ref lects 
on the actors’ method, centuries before Konstantin Stanislavski or Lee Strasberg 
theorized the ‘psychophysical’ approach and ‘method acting’, emphasizing the 
interrelation of body and mind in actors’ training and performance, which led 
to further investigations with the ‘cognitive turn’ in performance studies.5 Much 
scholarly ink has been spent on the dilemma of whether we can call acting in 
Shakespeare’s time Stanislavskian or not,6 with no general consensus. The following 
close reading of the Hecuba scene revisits such questions on the art of acting, 
and aims to offer new insights regarding not only Shakespeare’s attitude to the 
Trojan myth but also the views on acting Shakespeare puts forward in this scene. 
These aspects are discussed in the light of recent theoretical approaches such as the 
‘cognitive approach’ and the ‘spectatorial turn’.7 Although I will brief ly comment 
on such theoretical issues, the main focus of the chapter is on theatre as practical 
business. Shakespeare himself was a theatre person to the core; therefore, what 
happens on stage and in the auditorium during this scene proves intriguing in 
historical and more general theatrical contexts as well, informing us of the workings 
of theatre then and now.

Why did Shakespeare turn to Hecuba in this scene of Hamlet? The myth of 
Troy as fashioned by Homer, in the Iliad and the Odyssey, and Virgil in the Aeneid, 
with its translatio imperii which initiates the myth of the westwards transfer of 
Troy to Rome and, later, medieval Europe, infused the thinking of early modern 
Englishmen. It was an essential part of the grammar school curriculum in Latin, 

‘The Player’s Speech in Hamlet,’ Shakespeare Quarterly, 13.1 (1962), pp. 21–30. Amy Cook’s more recent 
interpretation, informed by cognitive sciences, opens a new line of enquiry, which I find very useful, 
‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet: Rethinking Emotion and Empathy in the Theatre’, Journal of Dramatic 
Theory and Criticism, 25.2 (2011), pp. 71–88.
4	 The 1618 elegy commemorating his death (probably written by John Fletcher) confirms that 
the star tragic actor of the Lord Chamberlain’s and the King’s Men, Richard Burbage (c. 1567–1618) 
played Hamlet: ‘no more young Hamlett, old Hieronimo, | Kinge Leer, the greev’d Moore’ (quoted 
in Lucy Munro, Shakespeare in the Theatre: The King’s Men (Bloomsbury, 2020), p. 17).
5	 Besides Cook’s article (cited note 3), see Bruce McConachie, Engaging Audiences: A Cognitive 
Approach to Spectating in the Theatre (Routledge, 2008), and John Lutterbie, Toward a General Theory of 
Acting: Cognitive Science and Performance (Routledge, 2011).
6	 According to the Stanislavskian actor training method, psychophysical transformation works 
both ways, imagination and feelings produce bodily phenomena (tears), while practised physical 
gestures may also trigger psychological-emotional states: see Konstantin Stanislavski, Собрание 
сочинений, ed. by A. M. Smeljansky (Isskustvo, 1989); for an English summary of Stanislavsky’s 
main ideas and his inf luence on English acting, see Annie Tyson, Shakespeare and Stanislavsky. A 
Practical Guide for Actors, Directors, Students and Teachers (Bloomsbury, 2025). Critics often mention but 
rarely elaborate on such implications in the Hecuba scene. Matthew Steggle mentions in passing how 
it describes the Player’s ‘real’ tears as produced by ‘almost method-acting concentration’, Laughing 
and Weeping in Early Modern Theatres (Ashgate, 2007), p. 53. Peter Thompson argues that Stanislavski’s 
technique of emotion memory ‘was — and is a method of making real what is simulated’, while 
arguing that ‘the Elizabethan actor would not have so consciously imported experience into his 
character’, Shakespeare’s Theatre (Routledge, 1983), p. 130. John H. Astington takes a cautiously 
supportive view of ‘natural acting’ in Actors and Acting in Shakespeare’s Time: The Art of the Stage 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010).
7	 For the spectatorial turn see John McGavin and Greg Walker, Imagining Spectatorship: From the 
Mysteries to the Shakespearean Stage (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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and the works were made available to a wider public in several English translations 
throughout the sixteenth century.8 By the end of the sixteenth century, however, 
a panegyric approach co-existed with a more distanced ‘Ovidian’ attitude.9 Such a 
mixture of reverent and irreverent homage to Troy is clearly visible in the Hecuba 
scene, where it intertwines with metatheatrical concerns in a serio-comic way. 
Humour and tragedy coexisted in Christopher Marlowe’s (and Thomas Nashe’s) 
The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage, which was performed by the Children of 
the Queen’s Chapel, probably some time between 1584 and 1586, with the quarto 
published in 1594.10

The popularity of Troy on the Elizabethan stage started in the second half of 
the 1580s (probably 1585–86) when the Children of the Queen’s Chapel had a run 
of The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage. The turn of the century brought an even 
more noticeable surge in interest, with Chapman’s translation of seven books of the 
Iliad in 1598, and the proliferation of other Troy plays on the public stage, some 
of them performed by the Admiral’s Men between 1595 and 1600 but since lost.11

Hecuba, as Tanya Pollard has pointed out, was lodged in Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries’ imagination deeper than any other Greek heroine,12 usually 
appearing as an icon of tragic grief and passionate revenge. For Hamlet, she was 
a particularly apt basis for comparison: her personal grief for Priam also had a 
civilizational dimension (the destruction of Troy) which corresponded to Hamlet’s 
cosmic lament on ‘the world out of joint’, fused with the filial mourning for his 
father.13 Therefore, from a dramaturgical point of view, it seems coherent that 
Shakespeare’s grieving, revengeful hero should choose to focus on ‘Aeneas’ tale to 
Dido’, and, within that tale of the destruction of Troy, more specifically on Hecuba, 
initiating an emotional transfer on stage. The Player’s passion in impersonating 

8	 For an evaluative summary of the Elizabethan translations of Virgil see ‘Appendix: The 
Elizabethan Virgil’, in Jonathan Bate, How the Classics Made Shakespeare (Princeton University Press, 
2019), pp. 277–83.
9	 Heather James suggests that the translatio imperii of Troy to Rome was both familiar and 
controversial by the 1590s, Shakespeare’s Troy, p. 30.
10	 The authorship of the play is reassessed in depth, in favour of Marlowe rather than a collaboration 
with Thomas Nashe, by Ruth Lunney (ed.), Dido, Queen of Carthage (Manchester University Press, 
2025), pp. 5–17 ; see pp. 22–24 on possible dates of performance; and p. 20 for ‘Dido’s “continuities” ’ 
with other Trojan-themed plays of the time.
11	 Misha Teramura gives the following list of lost plays related to Troy and translatio imperii, based 
on Henslowe’s records and his own findings: Hercules (with his visit to Troy, 1595 May–Nov), Troy 
(1596 June–July), Dido and Aeneas (1598 Jan), The Conquest of Brute (Day and Chettle, 1598 July–
Dec), Troy’s Revenge (Chettle, 1599 Feb–Oct), Brute Greenshield (1599 March), Troilus and Cressida 
(Chettle and Dekker, 1599 Apr), Agamemnon (Chettle and Dekker, 1599 May–June), Ferrex and Porrex 
(Haugton 1600 March–May): ‘Brute Parts: From Troy to Britain in the Rose, 1599–1600’, Lost Plays 
in Shakespeare’s England, ed. by David McInnis and Matthew Steggle (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 
pp. 127–47 (pp. 128–29).
12	 Tanya Pollard notes that Euripides’ Hecuba was ‘by far the most popular of the Greek plays 
printed, translated and performed in sixteenth-century Europe’; Shakespeare ‘alludes to [Hecuba] 
fifteen times by name, and additionally by status’, ‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, Renaissance Quarterly, 
65.4 (2012), pp. 1060–93 (pp. 1064, 1074); for a fuller treatment see also Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, 
pp. 117–42.
13	 I would like to thank Janice Valls-Russell for calling my attention to this aspect.
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Aeneas’ and, simultaneously, Hecuba’s feelings, leads to Hamlet’s passionate 
berating of himself in his soliloquy, calling himself a ‘dunghill idiot’ (Q1, 7.404), or 
‘rogue and peasant slave’ (Q2, ii. 2. 485; F, ii. 2. 546). After reaching an emotional 
climax, he sets on a pragmatic course of action to discover Claudius’s murderous 
deed with the help of a short play. However, the performance of the First Player, 
the curious combination of Anglo-Saxon14 and Latinate vocabulary in the speech 
itself, combined with the use of catchy and memorable phrases throughout the 
scene, from ‘mobled queen’ to ‘what an ass’, affect the ‘serious’ dramaturgical intent 
and may potentially compromise the tragic image of the grieving mother and wife, 
with a hint of self-ref lexive theatrical parody. Besides Hamlet’s well-known allusion 
to the ‘little eyases’, the Trojan matter in the Hecuba scene could also function 
as a metatheatrical jab at rival playwrights’ attitudes and styles, presenting serious 
material in a potentially parodic vein. Thus the ‘Hecuba scene’ may also indicate 
that Shakespeare could not completely escape the challenges presented by the ‘War 
of the Theatres’ even though the ‘war’ was raging mostly between Ben Jonson and 
the duo of John Marston and Thomas Dekker.

Dramaturgical Linearity and Crowd-Tickling Detours

In all three extant versions of the early modern Hamlet playtexts, the dramaturgical 
intention of the second part of ii. 2. is easy to follow.15 After meeting first Polonius, 
then Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet welcomes the actors, talks about and 
to them as a connoisseur of theatre politics and practices in London around 1600, 
mocking the children’s companies. Then he asks for an impromptu speech from 
his favourite fictitious and elitist play, which he himself starts performing. The 
First Player steps in to continue and finish the ‘Pyrrhus speech’. The actor’s skill in 
evoking emotion in turn inspires Hamlet’s self-deprecating soliloquy, which ends 
with the pragmatic idea to ‘catch the conscience of the King’ with the performance 
of a play, in the same way that his own guilty conscience has been triggered by the 
Player’s passion. The powerful impetus of the scene comes from the rhetoric and 
the actors’ emotional power over on-stage and off-stage audiences.

First the Player’s enacted grief affects Hamlet, then Hamlet decides to follow a 
similar route with Claudius: a play’s emotional impetus should propel the murderer 
to confess. This provides a line of action that is logical and psychologically easy 
to follow. This linearity, however, is marked by crowd-pleasing detours to create 
a colourful scene: the topical references to the war of the theatres, the potential 
stylistic parody of earlier Trojan plays, alluding to episodes from Hecuba’s story in 
Marlowe’s Dido, all add metatheatrical f lesh to the dramaturgical bone, together 
with the comedy inherent in the opposition of Prince and (Fool-ish) Polonius, 
played out as a prelude to the Player’s speech. The exaggerated passion and complex 

14	 Pollard points out the significance of the Anglo-Saxon vocabulary in translating ‘Hecuba’s 
foreign and classical origins to an intimate, local setting’ (‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, p. 1062), thus 
enhancing the directness of the emotional appeal in the speech.
15	 Pollard discusses the mirroring effect of metatheatre and Hamlet’s choric role in a very 
persuasive way (‘What’s Hecuba to Hamlet?’, pp. 1082–88).
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yet expressive vocabulary of the Player’s speech may also be considered a tongue-
in-cheek imitation of the dramatic style of talented playwrights like Marlowe or 
their less gifted imitators.16 Several critics have pointed to the stylistic triangulation 
between this speech, Marlowe’s Dido and the uneven quality and archaic feel of 
Virgilian translations by Stanyhurst and Phaer-Twyne.17 Even if direct verbal 
parallels seem hard to find, such an obvious insert bears the marks of potential 
travesty, similar to the Pyramus and Thisbe insert in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.18

Metatheatrical allusions must have been highly popular, since even Q1, which 
probably stands closest to a text cut for performance, abounds in such potentially 
humorous references, praising the city ‘tragedians’ (probably, the Globe players) 
and deriding the ‘humour of children’ (7.273), who performed in the Blackfriars 
Theatre.19 This added to the comic list of dramatic genres by Corambis/Polonius, 
and to Hamlet’s light-hearted comments on the different categories of players, 
together with his more serious ref lection on actors being inf luencers of common 
opinion (‘the chronicles and brief abstracts of the time’, 7.381).20 Though the Hecuba 
speech is significantly shortened for the First Quarto, the crowd-pleasing elements, 
parodical jibes and quotable phrases to be jotted down in commonplace books or 
remembered in taverns are preserved in this version as well. Polonius’s appreciative 
remark (‘ “Mobled queen” is good. Faith, very good!’, Q1, 7.365), recorded in all 
three textual versions, alludes to the popularity of such practices.

Rhetorical Oration Versus Actors’ Performance

Rhetoric and acting share the common goal of persuasion, orator and actor often 
employing similar devices in affecting audiences. Both performative forms favour 
the ear, and in early modern England it was widely held that through the ear, one 

16	 Charles and Michelle Martindale’s reading of the scene expresses an opposite view: ‘Hamlet’s 
fondness for a play which was only acted once suggests an elitist and academic taste appropriate to 
the university-educated prince. But, while we would want to call the speech a pastiche, it should not 
be treated as parody’, Shakespeare and the Uses of Antiquity: An Introductory Essay, 2nd edn (Routledge, 
1994), p. 118. Lunney (ed.), Dido, Queen of Carthage, notes that Hamlet may be a response to Dido’s 
‘speeches of high emotion’ and their ‘moments of stunning eloquence’, p. 56.
17	 Heather James, ‘Dido’s Ear: Tragedy and the Politics of Response’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 52 
(2001), pp. 360–82; James Black, ‘Hamlet Hears Marlowe, Shakespeare Reads Virgil’, Renaissance and 
Reformation, 18 (1994), pp. 17–28. Bate sums up the general attitude to Virgil’s style succinctly in his 
Appendix: ‘the Elizabethan Virgil had a curiously archaic feel in the 1590s’ (How the Classics Made 
Shakespeare, p. 283).
18	 Bate also points out parodic intent: Shakespeare ‘deliberately brackets out the [Virgilian] epic 
voice by giving it to the Player’, since he feels it ‘undramatic’, How the Classics Made Shakespeare, p. 
143.
19	 These passages are the longest in the Folio text (F ii. 2. 337–60) defending ‘common stages’ as 
derided by Jonson in Cynthia’s Revels. The conf lict between ‘public audience’ turning to ‘private’ 
plays (Q1, 272–73) also appears in Q1. I agree with Bednarz (also quoted in Thompson and Taylor 
(eds), Hamlet, p. 498) that cutting these lines in Q2 may have been necessitated by political caution, 
Queen Anne becoming patron of the same children’s company by 1604, rather than a lack of 
popularity with the audience.
20	 This phrase is reshuff led in Q2 and F.
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may reach the heart directly. As Pollard has pointed out, the Hecuba scene is infused 
with allusions to the power of diction, since Hamlet insists first on the verbal 
part of an actor’s performance (‘We’ll have a speech straight’, ‘Come, a passionate 
speech’, ‘One speech in’t I chief ly loved’, ‘I heard thee speak me a speech once’, ii. 2. 
368–71, my italics); thus, Hecuba’s grief ‘poisons’ Aeneas and, through the Player, 
the audience as well, through the ear,21 to some extent also recalling the ‘Murder 
of Gonzago’, in which lethal poison is poured in the ear.

Effective performance by either orator or actor was often praised as bewitchment, 
which could be aligned with the rhetorical figure enargeia, the skill to make the 
audience feel that they are not so much hearing as witnessing the actual scene, their 
emotions ‘actively stirred’ to make them feel ‘present at the actual occurrence’, as 
Bate points out.22 Rhetoricians as well as actors were allowed to generate such 
powerful emotions in their audience, however, actors fared less favourably in the 
opinion of their contemporaries, as they were often despised for their ‘imitating’ 
and ‘counterfeiting’ emotion as opposed to ‘honest’ orators.23 All the Quintilian-
based oratorical treatises, like Henry Peacham’s The Garden of Eloquence (1593), 
emphasized that direct imitations were beneath the dignity of the orator and were 
to be left to the actor, those ‘expert counterfeiters of mens manners’.24 Still, there is 
little practical difference between the actor delivering a longer monologue on stage 
or an orator speaking from the pulpit with great emotion, as is shown in the Hecuba 
scene, and in Polonius’s remarks.

Hamlet’s delivery of the speech is praised by Polonius as ‘well spoken, with 
good accent and good discretion’ (ii. 2. 404–05). Indeed, Hamlet delivers his part 
of the speech (388–402) with oratorical talent: provided we can follow the complex 
phrasing, we are convinced of Pyrrhus’s wickedness, painted in black and red with 
heraldry terms (‘sable arms’; ‘total gules’), and can see defeated Troy clearly in our 
mind’s eye, with graphic adjectives and similes composing a powerful ekphrasis. 
Still, the long Latinate words and complex phrases (‘coagulate gore’), especially 
in such a dense passage, might prove tiresome for ordinary playgoers, effectively 
satirizing the ‘honest method’, straightforward and unpretentious diction, which 
Hamlet praised just a couple of lines earlier. Discrediting the words he uttered 
previously adds a touch of self-parody to the character, and may allude to his 
frenzied state of mind. In a larger context, the speech ref lects on the excesses of 
stylistic violence in Senecan plays and revenge tragedies, which also inf luenced 
translations or re-workings of Trojan material.25 Hamlet’s recital is overblown but 

21	 See Tanya Pollard, Drugs and Theatre in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2005), 
pp. 137–38, on the ‘poisonous speech’, reaching the heart through the ear.
22	 Bate’s reading of the Pyrrhus speech relies on the combination of two rhetorical figures: energeia 
(evoking antique figures in motion) and enargeia (How the Classics Made Shakespeare, pp. 140–43).
23	 Andrew Gurr contends that ‘oratory claimed to be superior to acting, since orators built up the 
real emotion their words expressed inside themselves, while actors did not’, ‘Metatheatre and the 
Fear of Playing’, in Neo-Historicism: Studies in Renaissance Literature, History and Politics, ed. by Robin 
Headlam Wells, Glenn Burgess, Rowland Wymer (D. S. Brewer, 2000), pp. 91–110 (p. 99).
24	 Quoted in Evelyn Tribble, Early Modern Actors and Shakespeare’s Theatre: Thinking with the Body 
(Bloomsbury, 2019), p. 44.
25	 In his dramatization of the Trojan War in 1 and 2 Iron Age (1612–13), Thomas Heywood uses a 



‘Mobled queens’ and ‘dunghill idiots’     181

musical with melodic sound associations (‘more dismal’, ‘th’ominous horse’), which, 
combined with a strong iambic metre, could also appeal to less educated members 
of the audience in its sheer musicality, even if they might not have understood the 
full meaning of such complex phrases. Marlowe (and Nashe) could easily delight 
in such complicated diction, but they were writing Dido for an elitist audience, 
enjoying performances by the Children of the Queen’s Chapel fifteen years earlier 
— the varied audience at the Globe around 1600 required different performative 
and authorial attitudes to ensure box-office success.

Since Hamlet primarily appears as an orator here, his speech suffers from being 
unaided by the variety of actors’ devices. Therefore, Hamlet’s stopping in mid-line 
(‘So proceed you’, ii. 2. 403) and Polonius’s quick line of praise come as refreshing 
change, allowing the audience a brief respite from trying to grasp the meaning of 
a highly complex speech. In addition, Polonius’s servility in his praise of Hamlet’s 
oratorical skill, coming as sudden relief from the emotional burden of tragedy, 
confirms his position as the comic butt in the scene.26

The First Player takes up Hamlet’s cue with wonderful timing; the audience’s 
imagination and compassion have already been worked on by the orator’s (Hamlet’s) 
skill, and brief ly alleviated by Polonius’s remark — by now they have reached 
an emotionally relaxed state, highly receptive to new experiences. A professional 
actor recognizes this opportunity, so the Player continues. His ‘painting’ of the 
murderous deed of Pyrrhus contains more action-related description and is phrased 
in a slightly less convoluted style, with a greater number of short Anglo-Saxon 
words. His mythological references are applied in a phrasing easy to understand: 
the gist of the simile of ‘never did the Cyclops’ hammer fall | On Mars’s armour, 
forged for proof eterne | With less remorse’ (427–29) may be followed even without 
knowing precisely who Mars or Cyclops are. Although such ‘big’ names as Venus or 
Mars circulated freely in ballads and other popular material, the ordinary hammer 
and armour graphically suggest the implied action even to those who have never 
heard of them. Groundlings could giggle at hearing the phrase ‘strumpet (Fortune)’, 
and nod at the image of the wheel with broken spokes: they could react easily 
to concepts and images taken from their daily lives rather than from humanist 
education (‘Hyrcanian beast’). While descriptive phrases originating in heraldry 
may have f lown above their heads (and ears) as fancy phrases their betters used and 
understood, action and ordinary concepts could fire their imagination and com
passion easily.

Polonius’s infamous remark (‘This is too long’), and Hamlet’s curt and uncivil 
retort (‘It shall to the barber’s with your beard. Prithee say on — he’s for a jig, or 
a tale of bawdry, or he sleeps’, 436–38) present a multi-layered theatrical moment. 
The audience may take both sides; however, in either case, it is a win-win situation 
for Hamlet. While some may agree that the speech was too long, Polonius takes 

style ‘fusing vernacular and classical language’ (Teramura, ‘Brute Parts’, p. 133).
26	 Jeremy Lopez also notes how the audience, ‘having been taught that nothing Polonius says can 
be taken seriously’, is inclined to laugh whenever he intervenes, Theatrical Convention and Audience 
Response (Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 14.
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the brunt, sparing them. Therefore, they may feel relieved that Polonius uttered 
what they had in mind while remaining safe from direct criticism. Or, some may 
laugh at Polonius’s lack of appreciation and side with Hamlet, whose elitist stance 
on jigs and tales of bawdy at this point (counterbalancing his own use of ballads 
and bawdy elsewhere) might delight the more educated members of the audience. 
Such members in the audience may nod in appreciation at mythological references. 
In both cases, the audience’s self-assurance may remain unharmed.27

Hecuba’s Tears and the Actor’s Metamorphosis

The final part of the speech, focusing on Hecuba’s grief, represents the peak of com
passion in the Troy-related performance, even though the Player returns to complex 
vocabulary, prefaced by the short interaction about the ‘mobled queen’ (440). The 
Folio’s emendation to ‘inobled’, points to the fact that although its meaning as 
‘muff led’ or ‘veiled’ might have been clear to the select few, as Thompson and 
Taylor remark, ‘generations of playgoers must have found it a vaguely impressive 
word without knowing what it meant’.28 However, impressive phrases, even with 
some vagueness in meaning, like ‘mobled queen’ or ‘bisson rheum’ (444), could 
affect any member of the audience regardless of education, especially if supported 
and elucidated by the actor’s intonation and gestures. Their approximate meaning 
could be easily inferred from the immediate context, all the more so since they 
exuded an onomatopoeic musicality. Like a poem in a partly understood foreign 
language, the emotional content of these words could be successfully conveyed 
when related by an able actor. Thus, the pain of an old mother, who suffered the 
unbearable loss of her family, could elicit sympathetic audience response, even if 
they were unfamiliar with Hecuba as a Greek tragic heroine.29

For the educated, however, mention of Hecuba already signified the power of 
tragedy to move. Sidney’s well-known reference to the force of theatrical per
formance making tyrants weep, in Apology for Poetry, was based on a Plutarch 
translation that referred to Hecuba.30 As Pollard points out, Hecuba, and Greek 
tragic women in general, served as ‘conductors for a kind of affective electricity’, 
enabling a ‘sympathetic transfer of emotions between bodies’.31

The Player’s eminence as an actor in transmitting emotion is emphasized by 

27	 Cook also emphasizes how in the theatre the audience is often at the mercy of competing claims 
for their empathy, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, pp. 77–78.
28	 Thompson and Taylor (eds), Hamlet, p. 301.
29	 Cook draws attention to the ‘social emotional contagion’ and ‘automatic mirroring’ present in 
the theatre, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, p. 82; for a fuller discussion of such issues see McConachie, 
Engaging Audiences.
30	 ‘Sidney similarly, if less directly, cited Euripides’ Hecuba as an example of “how much [tragedy] 
can move”, in retelling Plutarch’s account of the play’s impact on “the abominable tyrant Alexander 
Pheraeus, from whose eyes a tragedy well made and represented drew abundance of tears” ’, Pollard, 
Greek Tragic Women, p. 8. This idea linking Hecuba’s female tragic revenge and Hamlet’s male 
‘unpregnant’ one forms the basis of her detailed analysis of the scene in the chapter ‘What’s Hecuba 
to Him?’ (pp. 117–42). However, she only deals with metatheatrical issues tangentially.
31	 Pollard, Greek Tragic Women, pp. 7, 8.
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the remark of Polonius, the on-stage spectator: ‘Look where he has not turned his 
colour and has tears in’s eyes. — Prithee, no more!’ In effect, it appears to achieve 
a unifying cathartic moment, aligning onstage and offstage audiences. Even if 
the ‘spectatorial turn’ in modern theory mostly insists on the particularity and 
diffused nature of audience reaction,32 I argue that the Hecuba scene demonstrates 
two distinct forms of audience engagement: one, when there are several positions 
offered to sympathize with, a kind of multi-layered effect; second, a unifying 
feeling of following the actor’s emotional journey at its highest emotional peaks 
and in Hamlet’s direct address to the audience. As Nashe records in a contemporary 
account of the audience’s response to the Shakespearean performance of Talbot’s 
death in 1 Henry VI, he was to ‘have his bones new embalmed with the tears of ten 
thousand spectators at least (at several times), who, in the tragedian that represents 
his person, imagine they behold him fresh bleeding’.33

Even if there is no scholarly consensus regarding the exact positioning of 
Elizabethan acting on the spectrum of different practices, from formal-stylized to 
illusionistic-psychologically realistic acting ‘in character’, it seems undeniable that 
some form of Stanislavskian ‘personation’ was present.34 Lead actors, who did not 
double their parts, were especially famous for emotionally inf luencing the audience 
with their ability to metamorphose into the character,35 as is clear from reports of the 
boy-actor playing Desdemona inducing tears to praises of Burbage’s achievements in 
characterization.36 Therefore, we are inclined to take Polonius’s words at face value 
(especially since Hamlet repeats this claim later): the First Player’s physiological 
transformation persuasively signals his ‘being in character’, his psychophysical 
transformation into an eye-witness of tragedy, while also transforming the audience 
into eye-witnesses of heartfelt grief. The English (Hapgoodian) term ‘personation’ 
is a little misleading, since Stanislavski’s original Russian word is perezhivanie, 
which means a ‘living-through’ of emotions, penetrating the life (zhizn) of that 
Other, the character. Whether the Shakespearean actor achieved this by using the 

32	 ‘We need an approach to reception dynamics that will pay much closer attention to the 
individual spectator, and to the range of possible variations of impact and response within any 
given audience that a particular scene or action might provoke’, McGavin and Walker, Imagining 
Spectatorship, p. 18.
33	 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Pennilesse, 1592, sig. H2r, in modern spelling Thomas Nashe, The 
Unfortunate Traveller and Other Works, ed. by J. B. Steane (Penguin, 1972), p. 113.
34	 For the purposes of this chapter, I only refer to this notion of Stanislavski, leaving aside other 
principles, like ‘continuous characterization, an organic connection between scenes, the need to 
develop an inner life for the role, a consistent through-line of action’, William Worthen, Shakespeare 
and the Authority of Performance (Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 212.
35	 See Steggle’s reference to this debate, Laughing and Weeping, p. 42. Andrew Gurr emphasizes 
that Burbage’s ‘personation’, relying largely on Shakespeare’s ability to create non-stereotyped roles 
for the leading actor, and the fact that he was spared the doubling of roles, which ‘left little time for 
tricks of characterization’ for most other actors, became one of the most lasting assets of the Lord 
Chamberlain’s and King’s Men, The Shakespearean Company, 1594–1642 (Cambridge University Press, 
2004), pp. 14–16.
36	 The boy actor who played Desdemona in the King’s Men production made the audience cry in 
1610 during a performance in Oxford (Henry Jackson’s account as quoted in Steggle, Laughing and 
Weeping, p. 88).
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Stanislavskian ‘magic if ’ and ‘emotion memory’, recalling an episode of grief or 
pain from his personal past, or with the help of any other method, is less relevant 
than the effect he had on the onstage and offstage audiences. The Globe audience 
must have been as moved as Polonius,37 and Hamlet’s seeming indifference (‘’Tis 
well’) and sudden switch to pragmatic issues (catering for the actors, preparations 
for the Murder of Gonzago) could be interpreted as an attempt to conceal his feelings, 
which he reveals later in his soliloquy.

Besides the emotional effect of the Player’s recital of Hecuba’s grief, there is a hint 
of self-conscious, tongue-in-cheek irony in Hamlet/Burbage’s (or any other star 
actor’s) comparing himself to and praising another actor for the f lawless ‘personation’ 
he himself is famous for. This may have functioned as a comic in-joke between the 
company and their usual audience at the Globe, who, according to Andrew Gurr, 
shared an almost intimate familiarity (comparable to today’s audience preference 
for a specific theatre’s acting style and repertoire), which ‘helped to generate the 
sort of metatheatrical alertness that the company exploited’.38 The Hecuba scene 
feeds on such ‘metatheatrical alertness’. In the soliloquy, the Hamletian ‘dream 
of passion’39 mirrors the Player’s, resulting in the same changed complexion and 
heartfelt emotions (instead of Hecuba’s grief, Hamlet’s guilt-induced remorse and 
self-debasing anger), probably with the actor even re-producing similar gestures.

The Player is in a peculiar position: he is first defined as a professional actor with 
no personalized identity, then transforms into a dramatic character (Aeneas) at the 
will of Hamlet, reciting the speech of ‘Aeneas’ tale to Dido’, creating a mise-en-abyme 
effect with Hamlet and Polonius as onstage audience. When it comes to Hecuba, his 
identity is even more complicated: in part, he remains Aeneas, an eye-witness and 
co-sufferer of Troy’s fall, but he also becomes Hecuba in taking over her grief.40 For 
a powerful transmission of emotion, the Player should turn into Hecuba to share 
and perform her grief to make ‘milch the burning eyes of heaven | And passion in 
the gods’ (455–56). One might argue that the Player’s tears rather ref lect Aeneas’ 
commiseration;41 but since the actor has one and the same body, pragmatically he 
must also identify with the source of the emotion to be transmitted, with Hecuba. 
To elicit the sympathy of the audience, who are eye-witnesses to an eye-witness’s 

37	 Lopez also points out that at a certain point of the Player’s speech, ‘the audience stops thinking 
sardonically and begins to take it seriously’, Theatrical Convention, pp. 14–15.
38	 Gurr, The Shakespearean Company, p. 15.
39	 According to Astington, this ‘dream of passion’ is the Elizabethan equivalent of how the actor 
employs Stanislavski’s emotion memory, Actors and Acting in Shakespeare’s Time, p. 16. However, 
he insists on how it remains ‘a display of emotional reaction which stimulates sympathetic feeling, 
but which is ultimately insubstantial and illusory’, pp. 140–42. Even though without long rehearsal 
periods and time allowed for character immersion in the Stanislavskian/method-actor manner early 
modern actors could not have digested their role as thoroughly, however, without a certain degree 
of emotional truth in their performance, they could not have become so successful.
40	 Gurr denies this, insisting that the early modern audience ‘rarely lost sight of that duality 
[between player and his role], as we so willingly do now’, ‘Metatheatre and the Fear of Playing’, p. 
96. In his view, everybody at the Globe watched plays with a high degree of intellectual awareness, 
resulting in an almost Brechtian detachment from the emotional power of the plays, p. 103.
41	 Steggle bases his analysis on the simpler duality of player and character Aeneas (Laughing and 
Weeping, p. 53) as opposed to my contention of a greater complexity in layers of personation.
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account, Hecuba’s pain must be felt to be ‘real’ on stage.42 Although Hamlet 
comments on the Player’s ‘personation’ of Aeneas (‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to 
her, | That he should weep for her’ ii. 2. 494–95), seen from a pragmatic point of 
view, the actor’s passion originates in Hecuba herself, as the epitome of grief, not 
in her story. The imagination of the actor kindles the imagination of the audience: 
if the Player can imagine the suffering of Hecuba, he will be able to transmit this 
passion to the audience. In Thomas Palmer’s phrasing, such audience participation 
was not rare: ‘Like Scenes, we shifted Passions, and that so, | Who only came to 
see, turned Actors too’.43

Finally, Hamlet’s passionate soliloquy is replete with phrases and concepts still 
in use in actor training (‘his whole function suiting | With forms to his conceit’, 
‘motive [...] for passion’, 491–93, 496).44 Hamlet starts with an unfavourable com
parison between himself and the Player, falling into self-debasement (‘rogue and 
peasant slave’, ‘dunghill idiot slave’ Q1, 7.404), then he praises good acting and 
describes the ‘over-exaggerating’ actor, which he then becomes with his own 
overblown passion, until he ref lects on himself and finds serenity and purpose in 
devising the theatrical trap for Claudius. Such Protean changes within a soliloquy 
show in miniature what Lois Potter and Evelyn Tribble have suggested regarding 
Burbage’s Hamlet, that the part was ‘purposely written as a vehicle for the display 
of actorly skill, a tour de force of variety that could be set against Alleyn’s Hieronimo’ 
in the recent revival of Kyd’s play by the Lord Admiral’s company in 1600.45 
Paradoxically, it is the moment of craftily ‘overblown’ acting when modern-day 
Hamlets often have their most direct effect on the audience, like Mark Rylance in 
the Globe Hamlet (dir. Giles Block, 2000), as Bridget Escolme points out,46 or Csaba 
Polgár in the Örkény Theatre production (2014), both of whom directly challenged 
the audience to answer the questions ‘Am I a coward? | Who calls me villain?’ 
(506–07). The direct interaction of the audience, Rylance’s ‘mock-fight’ or ‘pub 
brawl’ (in Escolme’s words) and Polgár’s sporting a gun, challenging members of the 
audience to take it and shoot at him (which almost happened on one occasion, when 
a teenage audience member walked up to him and took his gun), is part and parcel 
of the direct emotional transfer that expert actors effect, and which Shakespeare 
included in his words.

42	 Based on her research on the relationship between theatre and cognitive sciences, Cook also 
confirms that ‘it is only through accessing the actor’s own emotions that he or she can portray the 
emotions of a character’, ‘For Hecuba or for Hamlet’, p. 74. Bridget Escolme, Emotional Excess on the 
Shakespearean Stage (Bloomsbury, 2014), agrees that ‘the actor is both a creator and feeler of passion’, 
p. 156.
43	 As quoted in Steggle, Laughing and Weeping, p. 92. Although Palmer’s verse appeared in the 
Beaumont-Fletcher Folio (1647), and praised their ‘Tragicke Muse’, it aptly describes what happens 
during the Hecuba speech to the audience.
44	 Present-day actors’ manuals are still reliant on such terms, see Rick Kemp, Embodied Acting: 
What Neuroscience Tells Us about Performance (Routledge, 2012) and Declan Donnellan, The Actor and 
the Target (Nick Hern Books, 2005).
45	 Potter as quoted in Tribble, Early Modern Actors, p. 140.
46	 Bridget Escolme, Talking to the Audience: Shakespeare, Performance, Self (Routledge, 2005), pp. 
70–72.
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The meta-cognitive awareness of actors, ‘identifying’ with a role, and their 
emotional effect on the audience still present a mystery, which is investigated by 
many, with approaches ranging from cognitive sciences to actors’ manuals.47 In my 
view, one of the most illuminating contributions is Ralph Richardson’s. Drawing 
on his own experience, he describes the work of expert actors as driving four 
horses at a time: focusing on the practised movements, listening to the audience, 
adding impromptu details to the well-rehearsed part, and ‘living what’s happening’ 
in one part of their minds. Managing all ‘these layers of attention in real time’ 
means existing in the form of a ‘controlled dream’.48 Shakespeare, as an actor and 
playwright, provides valuable commentary on such issues in the Hecuba scene.

Hecuba in Hungary

In the theatrical season of 2017–19, the Budapest stage was ruled by two Hamlet 
productions by established and paradigm-setting theatres: István Örkény Theatre 
and Vígszínház (Comedy Theatre). Both Vígszínház and Örkény Theatre are 
popular repertory theatres in Budapest, with their own distinctive styles and 
audiences. Vígszínház, located in a beautiful late nineteenth-century building, 
focuses mostly on having a popular appeal with quality drama and a more 
traditional approach, entertaining the largest theatre audience in Budapest (c. a 
thousand seats) every day. Örkény Theatre is a smaller venue, a former cinema 
theatre (c. 400 seats), which primarily targets an intellectual audience and offers 
experimental stagings, while remaining audience-friendly in its theatrical methods. 
Although Örkény Theatre’s Hamlet, directed by László Bagossy, premiered years 
earlier (21 March 2014), it has proved such a success that even more recent and 
innovative Shakespeare productions by the same theatre company (1 and 2 Henry 
IV ) could not overshadow its popularity, enjoying a five-year run. Vígszínház 
presented their rival version on 1 October 2017, directed by Enikő Eszenyi, clearly 
in response to the former production. The setting for both is a modernized Danish 
court: the basic constituent of Bagossy’s mise-en-scène is the stage fashioned as 
football stadium grandstand, whereas Eszenyi’s interpretation is based on the idea of 
a militaristic and corrupted country, led by the aff luent royal couple, with Claudius 
as an ageing slick playboy, his hair in a bun, carrying oversized tumblers of wine. 
Besides differences in directorial interpretation, their treatment of the Hecuba 
speech indicates two possible alternatives for the modern stage, mostly focusing on 
metatheatrical questioning regarding the actor’s art and the effect on the audience, 
since Troy appears only in the words and imagination of actors and audience.

Bagossy’s Hamlet is peculiar in its mixture of different acting styles,49 achieving 

47	 Perhaps the most informative studies are those that combine theory with (personal) practice, like 
Lutterbie and Kemp. The cognitive turn employs intriguing concepts like ‘embodied simulation’, 
‘conceptual blending’ and ‘mirror neurons’. An investigation of the relationship between these 
theoretical approaches and the Hecuba scene lies outside the scope of this chapter.
48	 Richardson as quoted in Tribble, Early Modern Actors, p. 10.
49	 Bagossy’s directorial attitude and Brechtian changes in his productions of The Tempest 
and Hamlet are analysed in detail by Gabriella Reuss, ‘The Chair Leg and the Stadium’, Cahiers 
Élisabéthains, 95 (2018), pp. 1–16.
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a lasting effect on the audience, which is partly due to the directness of the actors’ 
emotional appeal, utilizing the relative smallness of Örkény Theatre. Bagossy cast 
Csaba Polgár, a popular and very energetic young actor, as Hamlet, and László 
Gálffi, an aristocratic-looking, highly acclaimed older actor, as Ghost and First 
Player (as well as Gravedigger/Clown). The Hecuba scene was kept, with a strongly 
comedic metatheatrical focus. The Players arrived in stagehand black, led by two 
ageing, well-known actors ( Judit Pogány and Gálffi) from the top of the grandstand. 
Their entrance set the serio-comic tone of the scene: Hamlet’s welcome ‘How are 
you?’ was answered by Pogány’s self-ironical shrug and an inserted colloquial line 
(‘Well, you can see...’), which elicited laughter from the audience, humorously 
alluding to the poverty of brilliant but financially unrewarded actors in Hungary. 
When Hamlet started the speech, he was kindly but firmly interrupted by Gálffi’s 
First Player, who corrected his scansion of the line, with his finger beating out 
the pentameter, then listened with a tutor’s patient and fatherly interest. Hamlet’s 
delivery of the Pyrrhus speech sounded like that of an enthusiastic amateur actor, 
kindly patronized by the professional Player, who mouthed some words of Hamlet’s 
speech, then they finished the lines together in good humour, with Polonius’s 
remark eliciting further laughter from the audience. While Hamlet’s delivery of 
the speech was passionate and heartfelt, his already ‘antic’ appearance (with tutu, 
sunf lower, and smeared red lipstick on his face) potentially undermined the tragic 
effect.

Gálffi’s telling of ‘Aeneas’ tale to Dido’ also worked on the audience in an 
ambiguous way: he started softly, sitting on a grandstand seat, his voice and 
emotional engagement with the passion of Hecuba becoming stronger line by line. 
The emotional impact, however, was soon undercut by Polonius’s (Imre Csuja) 
noisily searching for candy in his pockets, then with his phone ringing, and his 
answering ‘I can’t now, I’m in the theatre’. Unfazed by all this, Gálffi continued 
building up the emotional momentum of the speech, effectively giving the 
appearance of a world-weary actor, who gets carried away with both the passion 
of Hecuba and that of his art, till he finally stood up, supported by one-toned 
majestic music and ended the Hecuba speech in full emotional perezhivanie, his 
throat constricting, almost choking on the final words, with the other (female) 
Player (Pogány) finishing the speech for him. Hamlet, as well as the audience, 
seemed mesmerized for a moment,50 witnessing the full perezhivanie of the actor and 
sympathizing with his/Hecuba’s/Aeneas’s passionate grief. Only Polonius looked 
unshaken, but remained silent. However, the cathartic moment was broken by the 
Player’s self-ironical but sad comment, as he stepped out of his role: ‘That’s all for 
now. On an empty stomach’.51

Bagossy’s directorial choices also allowed for a multi-layered performance and 
reception of Hamlet’s soliloquy later in the scene. Polgár started the monologue 

50	 I watched this production four times; what I rely on here is my personal experience of sitting 
in the auditorium on 29 April 2019.
51	 Reuss argues that Gálffi’s diction is symptomatic of an old-fashioned theatrical style and is 
‘a fine piece of stylized declamation’ (‘The Chair Leg and the Stadium’, p. 11); however, I am not 
convinced that his performance lacks emotional power.



188     Natália Pikli

in an emotionally charged way, with the auditorium lights on, as close to the 
audience as possible. Then he moved back to mid-stage and repeated the same lines 
with over-exaggerated gestures, and finished the speech coming downstage to 
the audience, addressing them even more directly and provoking them to answer 
the question ‘Am I a coward?’, even improvising some potential ‘answers’ (‘Look, 
he’s right, he’s a coward’; ‘I’m so disgusting, it makes me throw up, too’). His self-
debasing passion was over the top but delivered in such a relatable, angry-teenager-
next-door fashion that it made empathy possible. Finally, he stepped out of his role 
and let the curtain fall for the interval, with the words: ‘Let’s go to the theatre 
then’, in Ádám Nádasdy’s recent Hungarian translation of ‘the play’s the thing’. 
Consequently, Bagossy’s Hamlet used the emotional and metatheatrical potential of 
the Hecuba scene to its highest effect, in a multi-layered and innovative way. Even 
though present-day Hungarian audiences know very little of the story of Hecuba 
(and no stagecraft was provided to learn anything about her), she was employed in 
creating the theatrical effect of the scene successfully.

Eszenyi’s directorial approach in Vígszínház productions may be criticized for 
several reasons, mostly for her lack of a coherent, overarching reading of the plays she 
stages, but her treatment of the Hecuba scene proved quite original.52 For Hamlet, 
she made good use of Vígszínház’s huge stage, which could easily house a military 
jeep and a three-metre-high transformable glass-metal cube. Nevertheless, the most 
effective moment of the production, resulting in total silence in the auditorium, was 
the speech of the First Player (Károly Hajduk). With the auditorium lights on, he 
arrived quietly in shabby clothes and started reciting one of the best-known anti-
authoritarian poems of Hungarian literature, Attila József ’s Levegőt! [A Breath of 
Air!], which was written in 1935 but still speaks to Hungarians.53 It is a poem every 
schoolchild must learn by heart, it is included in the GCSE curriculum every year, 
and several of its lines are quoted incessantly about how our hearts are not simple 
data to be filed away, and how freedom and true order originates and lives on in 
the soul, even in the face of outer chaos and tyranny. In this locally meaningful 
and politicized substitution of the Hecuba speech, the simple but heartfelt recital of 
the poem was emotionally as effective as the Trojan queen’s grief, our and Hamlet’s 
tragedy becoming comparable to the tragedy of Hecuba both on a personal and a 
political level.

*  *  *  *  *

The Hecuba scene holds numerous opportunities for today’s theatre, its intricate 
intertextual and metatheatrical matrix offering many possibilities a present-day 

52	 For a fuller treatment of Eszenyi’s Hamlet, and Attila József ’s poem (‘a data protection poem’) 
re-shaping the position and identity of spectators in the light of recent political scandals and data 
leaks, see Zsolt Almási, ‘A néző identitása: Mi József Attila Hamletnek?’ [The Identity of the 
Spectator: What’s Attila József to Hamlet?], Bárka, 5 (2018) <http://www.barkaonline.hu/esszek-
tanulmanyok/6507-a-nez--identitasa--mi-jozsef-attila-hamletnek>, publication date 27 November 
2018 [accessed 3 August 2019].
53	 For John Bátki’s translation, see artist Diane Sophrin’s webpage: <https://dianesophrin.com/
tag/a-breath-of-air/>.
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performance may benefit from, instead of simply cutting the scene, which is not 
unusual. Shakespeare created a scene that caters for multi-layered performances 
and equally multi-layered audience reception. It comments on the actor’s complex 
metamorphosis as Player/Aeneas/Hecuba, exemplifying ‘the actor’s capacity to 
embody myth’.54 As Jonathan Bate points out, what happens here is not only energeia, 
a rhetorical method to ‘evoke antique figures in motion’, it also works as enargeia, 
the orator’s, poet’s actor’s gift or skill of imagination ‘to make the audience feel that 
they are not so much hearing as witnessing the “actual scene” ’.55 In addition, this 
emotional transfer of emotions via words is combined with meaningful comments 
on the actor’s art then and now, highlighting the ways emotions are called forth 
both in actor and audience.

54	 Florence March and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrin, ‘Introduction’, Cahiers Élisabéthains, Mythologising 
Shakespeare — A European Perspective, 90 (2016), pp. 7–18 (p. 13).
55	 Bate, How the Classics Made Shakespeare, p. 30.




