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    Tom Stoppard (OM CBE FRSL) is regarded as one of the most prominent and influential writers in contemporary theatre. Born in what is now the Czech Republic, Stoppard (born Straussler) fled Nazi occupation with his family, moving first to Singapore then to a boarding school in Darjeeling. Stoppard’s father was interned and subsequently died in a Japanese internment camp, and his mother remarried an English military officer who moved the family to England and encouraged his step-children to become proper Englishmen. Stoppard dropped out of school at 17 to pursue journalism, and though he never received a university education, he began working in theatre criticism and writing radio plays before his first play was purchased to be staged in 1963. This was followed by receiving a Ford Foundation grant which allowed Stoppard to write his break-out hit, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, thus beginning his illustrious career as a dramatic writer.


    The recipient of four Tony Awards and one Oscar, Stoppard has created a body of work spanning four decades and multiple mediums. Drawing on existentialism, metatheatre, farce, and formal innovation in the theatre, Stoppard has sometimes been accused of consciously creating paradoxical or overly cerebral work, relying heavily on highly-structured language. Nonetheless, he continues to pursue socially relevant themes in addition to painting with broad strokes stories about general morality and human agency. He continues to work in both theatre and film, in addition to taking on teaching positions at universities such as the University of Oxford, and has received three honours from the British government for his contributions to literature. He remains one of the most produced playwrights in the world.
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    Winner of the Tony Award for Best Play in 1968, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead is the play that brought Tom Stoppard to prominence. The play follows the characters Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (referred to throughout the play as Ros and Guil), the often cast-aside pair of courtiers from Hamlet (play by William Shakespeare, 1609). As they move in and out of scenes from the original Shakespearean text, the two attempt to understand the limits of their existence outside of Hamlet and ascertain whether or not they have any control over their fates; as Stoppard’s play follows the plot of Hamlet as it pertains to the characters, the audience is aware that Ros and Guil will eventually be killed. Under these conditions, Stoppard creates a metatheatrical world in which the two characters attempt to understand the terms of their existence or ‘role’, wrestle with their identity, and muse on the meaning of life – all while being drawn against their will into their scenes from Hamlet performed through the original verse. As Ros and Guil move in and out of knowing the terms of the theatrical performance, this play provides a perfect example of the playwright’s Beckettian manipulation of theatrical form and examination of human agency, identity, and the limits of freedom and awareness.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT1


    The play opens to a “place without any visible character” (p.1). Elizabethans Rosencrantz (Ros) and Guildenstern (Guil) are calling heads or tails with a coin. Guil has spinning coins, which Ros has been calling heads on, filling his bag with the coins he has won from Guil. Guil grows bored with the game and begins to check out the parameters of the stage space. He waxes philosophical about probability and is angered to find that Ros ostensibly does not mind the same improbable result occurring every time. He remarks that if the odds had not been in Ros’ favour he might have minded the improbability. He is angry with Ros’ complacency and lack of fear.


    Guil runs through the possibilities of such improbability, including assessing his essence and reflecting on the existence of God. He asks Ros what the first thing he remembers is, then pursues questioning the nature of probability as a means of staying occupied. He indicates that he remembers being sent for by a messenger, but nothing further. Ros cuts his fingernails. He recalls being awoken that morning by a messenger on urgent business, but neither knows in which direction they are to go or what they are to do. As Ros thinks he hears a band, a group of six Tragedians arrives.


    They are pleased to find an audience and offer to perform for them in exchange for some change. Ros gets himself confused with Guil when introducing the two to the Tragedians. The lead Player offers various narratives which Guil and Ros may either watch or participate in. Ros remains disengaged, but Guil questions the Player about where and to what “action” (p.17) the troupe is headed. The Player takes this as a cue to offer a scene of the Rape of the Sabine Women and relays the various prices for engaging in the action. Guil rebukes the Player for being banal, and the Player laments that the “indifferent” (p.18) times have made them stoop to such levels. Ros ineffectually tries to ask the Tragedians what they perform, but Guil manages to keep them from leaving by enticing them into a bet. He bets first on a coin toss and ends up winning all of the Tragedians’ money by correctly predicting heads. He then bets them on the odds that the Player’s birthday doubled will be an even number. As they have no money to offer Guil, they present him Alfred, the young boy they had attempted offer as the woman raped in their Sabine women scene. Guil asks the Player if they know any Greek tragedies, but the Player says only those tragedies of love, blood, and rhetoric – the blood being “compulsory” (p.24).


    Then, the Player takes a position onstage and calls out a number indicating entrances and exits to the Tragedians, who promptly leave the stage. The Player does not move, but stands awkwardly, until Ros makes him lift his foot to retrieve Guil’s coin. It is tails for once.


    At that moment, the lighting changes and Hamlet chases Ophelia onto the stage. Silently, Hamlet attempts to embrace Ophelia, but does not and merely sighs. He exits backwards, not taking his eyes off Ophelia. She runs off in the opposite direction. Ros and Guil, who had been frozen throughout the scene, attempt to leave but are stopped by the entrance of Claudius and Gertrude, who address the two men by name. Once again, they mistake Ros for Guil and vice versa. This scene is exactly that which takes place in Hamlet, wherein Claudius and Gertrude entreat Ros and Guil, allegedly close friends of Hamlet, to find out the reason why Hamlet is behaving so oddly. The two men obediently take their charge and leave as Polonius enters with a message for the King and Queen. The scene from Hamlet ends when Polonius, Claudius, and Gertrude exit, leaving Ros and Guil alone once more. Ros, frustrated, recalls a time when he could remember his own name. Guil reassures Ros that while they have no choice, they are presented with “alternatives” (p.30); he tells Ros to relax and that there is a logic at work, even if it has already been decided for them.


    The two discuss their task of discovering what is the matter with Hamlet, and they question what kind of favour with the King it will bring them. They consider searching for Hamlet but ultimately decide to stay where they have been “placed” (p.33). The two then play a game of “questions” (ibid.), questioning each other incessantly and without effect until Guil genuinely and angrily asks Ros what his name is. As they come to the conclusion of their game, musing on what the game even is and what its rules are, Hamlet enters. However, they fail to get Hamlet’s attention as Ros responds to Guildenstern’s name and the two frustrate their own efforts.


    Guil tries to roleplay as Hamlet, with Ros questioning him in order to glean what afflicts him, but Ros fails to understand the setup and Guil laments being stuck with such a stupid partner. Ros eventually understands the setup, even though when he is addressed as Rosencrantz he assumes he is roleplaying as Guil. The two go over the details of Hamlet’s situation, particularly his father’s death and his uncle’s marriage to his mother, concluding that the unnatural situation is clearly the cause of Hamlet’s change in temperament. They assert that this conclusion is “well known” (p.42). At that moment, Ros believes he hears a band playing, and, looking upstage, sees Hamlet talking. The Act ends with the entrance of Hamlet, who had been talking with Polonius. Polonius leaves Ros and Guil to meet with Hamlet, and though Hamlet mistakes Ros for Guil at first, the three walk off arm-in-arm laughing.


    ACT 2


    Act 2 opens with the trio continuing their conversation from the previous scene, though indecipherably at first. They pick up the end of the dialogue from Act2, Scene2 of Hamlet until Hamlet leaves with Polonius. Ros and Guil are unhappy with their results, as Hamlet asked 27 questions and answered only three; while Guil wants to believe that they made headway, Ros believes that they were made out to be fools and that Hamlet is suspicious of them. They conclude that in their exchange they merely got Hamlet’s “symptoms” (p.48) of what they diagnose to be depression and “a sense of grievance” (ibid.). Guil tries to ascertain the direction of the wind in reference to Hamlet’s assertion that he is only “man north north-west” (p.46). He considers the direction of the audience as north but ultimately is frustrated in his efforts. The two go back to waiting for someone to come along. Guil muses on their situation, saying that they had better hope that any spontaneity on their part would disrupt the order of things – as it would be a sign that they have some autonomy. Ros shouts “fire” (p.51) at the audience and is frustrated that no one moves.


    Ros takes out a coin again and flips it, and Guil asks him whether it landed on heads or tails. Ros says he does not remember, and Guil asks him what the last thing he remembers is, rhetorically noting that they “burn [their] bridges” (p.52) the moment they cross them. They play a game where Guil guesses in which hand Ros is holding the coin. Guil guesses incorrectly twice and turns away, and Ros searches himself for the ostensibly missing coin. At that moment, Polonius, Hamlet, and the Tragedians enter (picking up at Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s next entrance at the end of Act2 in Hamlet). Hamlet tells Ros and Guil that they are welcome at Elsinore that night, then he leaves.


    Meanwhile, Ros and Guil taunt the Player with plays on words for not having caught up with his work. The Player has an outburst, upset with Ros and Guil for having left them earlier when the Tragedians had been performing for the pair. Without an audience, the actors were completely degraded, and the Player exclaims that actors are “the opposite of people” (p.53). He attacks the two by asking them to think of the most embarrassing thing they have ever done in private and then saying he saw it. The Player gives an impassioned monologue about their plight, and Guil applauds him as though he were performing. The Player moves to exit, and Guil asks him how it is that he can move freely, to which the Player replies that they have been there before. He warns them to focus on “not losing [their] heads” (p.57), which he credits not to knowledge but to “precedent” (ibid.).


    Before he leaves, Guil implores the Player for some direction about what he and Ros are to do. The Player instructs them to simply relax and respond to what occurs. The Player asks Guil and Ros what they assume about their situation, and they again discuss Hamlet’s state of alleged madness. They conclude he is “stark raving sane” (p.60). They try to figure out why Hamlet is so but come to no conclusion. Guil allows the Player to exit so that the latter can learn his lines. Ros tries to recall where his coin might be, Guil says they must think of the future and not the past, and Ros asks Guil if he ever thinks about dying and being put in a coffin. Ros begins to ruminate on death and again tries to catch the attention of anyone – either in the wings or the audience – to no avail. He concludes that there must be a moment when a person understands that they are mortal, but that he does not recall, so people must understand innately. He tries to tell religious jokes to get attention, but with no response, so he concludes that he and Guil are being taken for granted and forbids anyone to enter.


    However, at that moment, Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, and Gertrude enter, immediately engaging Ros in the action of Act3, Scene1 of Hamlet. They inform the King and Queen that Hamlet is happy at the prospect of hearing the players enact a scene, and the group leave Ros and Guil alone again. Ros attempts to exit but sees Hamlet (in the middle of what would be the famous “to be or not to be” soliloquy, though we do not hear him speak). Ros debates intervening but ultimately does nothing, and Hamlet exits with Ophelia. Guil mocks


    

    

    

    ACT 3


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
mmaries.com

Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern
Are Dead

BY TOM STOPPARD





