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PROSPECTUS

I am proposing to compose my thesis on and about the production of Tom
Stoppard’s play, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. This will be in fulfillment
of the requirements for the current Master of Fine Arts (M.F.A.) program.

Absurdist theatre has long been a personal interest. The difficulty of
discerning purpose out of purposelessness is an inherent challenge of life.
Absurdist theatre carries forth that challenge as well to all involved: audience
and company alike. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is a wonderful
example of absurdism - and the philosophies of existentialism versus
predestination - available for the stage. It is comic and yet menacing, light and
yet rife with importance.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead reflects humankind’s tribulations and
tangles in discovering its place in society. In this topsy-turvy time when leaders
make better followers and the least of us do the most, individuality is a sequence
of numbers or one’s place in the bread-line. It is this association of identity with
non-identity that makes Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead so important. Itis
a purposeful quest into the lack of purpose in the everyday exchange.

The thesis itself will be broken-down as follows:

* Chapter 1: Research: This chapter will focus on existentialism and

predestination as philosophies. Their roots and evolution from as early as

the Bible, and ancient Greek and Roman philosophers until now will be
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traced. This first chapter will also touch on major proponents of the
philosophical schools and their contributions to contemporary
permutation.

Chapter 2: Analysis: This chapter will be dedicated to the script analysis of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead according to Francis Hodge’s
dictum: Play Directing: Analysis, Communication, and Style (Prentice Hall.
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey. 1994.)

Chapter 3: Production: This chapter will summarize the production of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, the developments and pitfalls. It
will contain a history of the rehearsal process, and an overview of the
fruition of the play.

Chapter 4: Evaluation: This final chapter will be a self-evaluation, with
regard to production and rehearsal, as well as every other aspect of the
process.

Appendices will follow the chapters as necessary.

The production of the play will be done with respect to the era that it

addresses: Elizabethan England. The costumes should reflect those of the

Shakespearean stage. The set itself should be mostly simple. The actual skeleton

of the Macbeth set (produced at Lindenwood University Jelkyl Theatre Spring

Semester 1998) would suit staging perfectly. Minimal adjustments must be taken

into account, of course.
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The character breakdown calls for thirteen men and two women. Certain
parts, however, could be either sex. Additionally, “courtiers” and “attendants”

are noted as extra secondary characters.
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CHAPTER 1

Investigating the Use of Religion and Anti-Religion in Tom Stoppard’s Play,

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead

Theatre is a religious experience. This is a fair statement as modern theatre can
trace its ancestry to the earliest rites and rituals of ancient worship. Moreover, and
most importantly to Western culture, the Greeks expanded these rituals into events
that lasted days. The combination of religion and entertainment was inevitable, and
to some extent the elements are interchangeable. Early dramatists competed in
contests which were “held in an outdoor amphitheater adjoining the sacred temple
of the god, [and which] followed several days of religious parades and sacrifices”
(Worthen, 13). Evidently, there was some connection between divinity and theatre

that appealed to the ancient Greeks.

Although modern theatre can find most of its roots in Greek ritual and festival, it
is currently young and learning. In negotiating its place in this modern age, theatre
rebels, and curses; as well, it deifies and sanctifies. According to Peter Brook,
“...theatre [is] a holy place in which a greater reality [can] be found” (54). There still
remains a connection between religion and entertainment; the theatre, however, is
testing this relationship, the way a teenager tests the limits established by its
parents. Modern plays and productions assail religion, and the boundaries of

humankind, attacking our own spiritual and moral fiber.
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Friedrich Nietzsche would claim that “God is dead.” His nihilistic philosophy
would be an influence on Jean Paul Sartre who would assert that humankind is its
own torturer. Both would swear that humankind was alone in its journey from
womb to tomb. Modern theatre strained away from its roots as an adjunct to the
altar and became a venue for anti-religion. An ignorant, church-going audience
might stumble onto the lesson that God has abandoned us in some Parisian theatre;
it might wind up witnessing a degenerate Ubu (of Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi) stumbling,
belching, and profaning the stage; it might wind up rioting, and screeching for
morality.

Anti-religion is, however, the growing pang of an ever-metamorphosing art form
such as theatre. Itis necessary for modern playwrights to assault decency in order
to derive that God can exist in the apocalyptic world of Samuel Beckett's Waiting for
Godot (in spite of that over-analyzed third word in the title). Although God, Himself,
might not be a character on the stage, in the manner the Greek deities were wont to

do, His influence is.

In overly simplistic terms, God is any unexplainable occurrence. According to
one’s moral and spiritual upbringing, God can answer to a milieu of names: fate,
destiny, Divine Intervention, coincidence, happenstance, or dumb luck - all of these
terms can essentially be interchanged. “’This is God: we must rely on him even if he
does not correspond to any of our rational categories”” (Camus, 25). Religion

suggests that there is an eternal being which involves itself in our affairs of which
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we have little - or no - understanding; anti-religion suggests that (to avoid the
profane) sometimes “stuff does just happen.” Each theology cannot ultimately
account for the outcome of events, but does acknowledge that something has
happened outside of the realm of human explanation. For instance, the
improbability that the law of probability would permit a coin being spun to wind up
“heads” nearly one hundred times is an unexplainable occurrence, or overly
explainable occurrence. Such is the case in Tom Stoppard’s creed Rosencrantz and

Guildenstern Are Dead.

Stoppard created a world that both crumbled and rebuilt the foundation of God
in modern theatre. He, however, used as his foundation the most famed work of
English Literature: William Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Stoppard borrowed the dramatic
incidences in the Elizabethan tragedy to use as a proving ground for two wayward

souls: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are two minor characters in Hamlet. Their
presence is merely a literary device to move the play forward. They are brought in
by the king to assist in determining Hamlet's source of dismay. Later, Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern are used as Hamlet's escorts to England. Any courtier or
attendant could have fulfilled these minor necessities of the plot. However, the Bard
of On-Avon deemed it essential to utilize two lengthy names. Shakespeare left these
two named characters, unfortunately, bereft of much flesh; they are flat, nondescript,

and generally lacking. Their words are those of little importance, mostly
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agreeability. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are sad, doomed personages who
kowtow to King Claudius, Prince Hamlet, Queen Gertrude, and lastly - by report

and assumption - to the King of England, who, after meeting, removes their heads.

Stoppard took these two hapless Elizabethans and began the construction of his
play. Perhaps it was the fact that these two were so much like the rest of us that
make them so appealing; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are without any
incriminating mark or letter of appreciation, much like any next door neighbor.
Names are the only known factor, those and facial features, and that is all that is
necessary. Especially when creating a play of modern morality, Stoppard must have
found it necessary to discover some timeless Everyman. Shakespeare has proven his

work qualifies as timeless; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern could be any duo.

In Stoppard’s play, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern begin their journey in a void.
The audience is without the knowledge of time or place (save intimations made by
costuming). At this point, one wonders if they were placed in this nether space, or if
they proceeded there of their own volition. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern admit
that they are traveling, but that is such an obscure term. It is metaphorical: anyone
could be a traveler, whether it be a road, or life. Such vagueness allows the overall
allegory: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are each of us, attempting to discern his or

her own purpose in an unclear world.

Beginning without the benefit of foreknowledge or history, Rosencrantz and

Guildenstern attempt to discover for themselves their purpose. They have at their
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disposal no Bible or Talmud. Unlike Teiresias, the blind seer who managed to find
himself in so many Greek dramas, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have no benefit of
prophecies or predictions from which to plan. They are truly blind. Then follows
the question: are they in control? Are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern existential

heroes, or unwitting pawns of predestination?

Initially, it must be noted that the structure of Stoppard’s play mirrors ancient
Greek ritual. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is set up in three acts; the
Dionysion festival, or City Dionysia, put up a trilogy of plays each day over the
course of three days. This fact already limits the capabilities of the two main
characters, as they are now serving as altar boys to the gods; Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern must fulfill their function in the worship of the god of theatre,
Dionysus. In ancient Greece, the City Dionysia, “opened with a lavish parade of
religious officials and dramatic performers through the city, followed by religious

observances and sacrifices held in the theater” (Worthen, 14).

In Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, the Tragedians, led ostentatiously by
the Player, parade across the stage. They are the “religious officials and dramatic
performers” of whom Worthen speaks. Obviously, they are the dramatic

performers, but less obviously, the Tragedians fulfill the role of religious officials.

In ancient Greece, the chorus would voice its collective opinion on behalf of the
society at large, and put up for all to see their own suggested belief; “they caution

moderation and register wonder” (Clayes, 2). The early playwrights used this
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device to help elucidate what it was that they thought the least of society would say
or do if confronted with a certain situation. “To some degree the chorus functions as
an on-stage audience, responding to events that it can neither control nor fully
understand” (Allison, et al, 5). The Greek chorus, therefore, became a way to
incorporate the laypersons into the religious ritual. The presence of the chorus
allowed society onto the stage and alongside the altar to contribute toward worship
and toward the ultimate goal of understanding. To further illustrate this, the
“chorus consisted of citizen amateurs, representing their tribal group in the dramatic
competition” (Knox, 21). By placing the chorus in the action, the audience was
reminded of what it already knew. This gave everyone a common starting point

from whence to venture further.

The Tragedians, true, speak collectively through the Player. Yet, they still are
symbolic of the Greek chorus. Stoppard utilizes these performers to demonstrate to
the modern audience what he perceives as the least common denominator: “...
blood, love, and rhetoric...” (Stoppard, 33). As well, the chorus similarly became
symbolic of a kind of divine inspiration. To elaborate: the chorus was an observer,
but with more insight than the main character. In Sophocles’ play, Antigone, for
example, the chorus introduces the title character with disdain, remarking that she
“is a dark sign of the gods” (Sophocles, 78). The collective voice knew before Creon
that Antigone was his eventual disintegration. They also tell on Antigone herself:

“Your own blind will, your passion has destroyed you” (Sophocles, 104). The
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chorus knows before any of the characters what has happened, what is happening,
and what is to happen; they are omniscient, as per divinity. They have some godly

foreknowledge that the tragic heroes’ lack.

The Tragedians also possess this godly foreknowledge. The Player cautions
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to “concentrate on not losing [their] heads”
(Stoppard, 66). As well, the Player out and out declares that “it is written”
(Stoppard, 80). That same phrase resonates with Biblical portent. Jesus often cites
Old Testament prophecy to declare that things promised have come to pass.
Stoppard further takes the Biblical word and alters it to demonstrate the tie to ritual;
he bastardizes the Lord’s Prayer several times through the course of the action:
“Give us this day our daily mask” (Stoppard, 39), “Give us this day our daily cue”

(Stoppard, 102), et cetera.

In the City Dionysia, following the parade of performers and preachers,
observances and sacrifices were next. Of course, the sacrifice would be Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern. Both are well aware of death looming on the horizon as the
subject is broached early in the play; the first time the word “dead” is mentioned is
five pages from the beginning. This immediately begins the cycle of question and
non-responsiveness. According to Stanley Clayes, “It is the human condition not
only to be involved in the process of growth, decline, and death but to be aware of
that involvement and to question its meaning” (1). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern

were both quite aware of the direction that their life was taking; they might not have
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understood completely their purpose, but overall, they knew that things were
getting worse. They could not foresee, however, their unfortunate demise. After all,
“the bad end unhappily, the good unluckily. That is what Tragedy means”

(Stoppard, 80).

In early Greek tragedy, the audience would watch the hero become “involved in
a process larger than [the hero could] see objectively ... “ (Clayes, 2). Therefore,
there is no escape for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Their entire existence is based
in tragedy: the original play, Hamlet's full title is The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of
Denmark. The Player introduces his band as “Tragedians” three times, once in each
act. As a matter of fact, in the City Dionysia, “competing playwrights each produced

a TRILOGY [sic] of tragedies, staged over three days” (Worthen, 14).

Further examples of the lack of control of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are
found in Stoppard’s use of the characters of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. These
plagiarized personages often infiltrate the stage unannounced. The ancient Greek
dramatists such as Sophocles, or Aeschylus, drew from mythology because of its
renown. It was easy to utilize such familiar characters in order to bring “ethical
problems of motive and action to the stage” (Worthen, 13). For Stoppard: Claudius,
Gertrude, Hamlet, and the rest are equivalent to a Western myth. The characters are
known, studied in high school or collegiate English classes. Their very names
resonate with import. Stoppard, on the surface, uses Shakespeare’s children as a

collective plot device, characters used to move the action forward. They deliver the
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bits of news and direction which motivate Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: “glean
what afflicts him” (Stoppard, 40). Without them, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
would deliberate ad infinitum the overall meaning of life, taking a momentary break

on occasion for a game of questions.

Stoppard further uses the myth of Hamlet to prove that it has been said before, it
is being said now, and it will be said again. That is the essence of the theatre; plays
are meant to be rehearsed and performed over and over again. For practical
purposes, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is a play; there is a tangible form of
the lives of Stoppard’s characters: a bound collection of paper. Yet, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, as characters, still are disbelieving and dumbfounded by the events.
At any point, the actors could skim the pages to know their outcome, but the words
of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern will remain the same. There can be no changing
the fact that these two will die. Guildenstern confesses that “there is a logic at work
- it's all done for you” (Stoppard, 40); that logic is the confines of Stoppard’s (and in

certain instances, Shakespeare’s) written word.

For Stoppard, the use of cast of Hamlet, and the - albeit shocked - reaction of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern furthers this. Despite using contemporary prose for
the majority of the play, the title characters do shift into Shakespearean style with
every intrusion by Hamlet, Claudius, or some other. Stoppard’s heroes do this
unwittingly, but find it also natural. Itis as if they began reciting the known phrases

of a rite. Similarly, this theatrical ritual has a heightened flair, in the same manner a
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priest might chant when preparing communion or a baptism. Modern religion still
draws on age-old tradition and well-recognizable ceremony. It does so because
there is a comfort, when dealing with the ultimate unknown, to utilize something
that is known. It is of the same reasoning that the Greeks drew on the myths of their
day. After all, the City Dionysia, was a religious festival; it was intended to offer
praise to the gods and goddesses, chiefly Dionysus. Stoppard elevates Rosencrantz

and Guildenstern as his perpetual sacrifice.

The audience must realize that what is being seen is a play, but the immediacy of
theatre makes it seem that these are real people travailing toward some conclusion.
The audience, with their stage-borne counterparts: the Tragedians, watch and awe at
the unfurling events. But, these events first unfurled in 1964, and they continue to
re-unfurl over and over again. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have no choice; they
are the prisoners of the play. “Wheels have been set in motion, and they have their

own pace, to which we are ... condemned” (Stoppard, 60).

Of course Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are fated to die; “as the title reminds us,
they are being carried so rapidly toward death, they might just as well be dead
already” (Hayman, 140). Enveloped in tradition and ritual, there is obviously no
choice than to be blindly pummeled through the gauntlet of their existence. They
might not have had any chance to avoid their tragic end, but could either of them

have done anything to avoid the circumstances of their deaths? Guildenstern
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admits, “there must have been a moment, at the beginning, where [they] could have

said - no” (Stoppard, 125).

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are seemingly aware of how choice can be
ultimately important. Guildenstern cautions his friend to make wise decisions
because of the inherent danger in free will: “Your smallest action sets off another
somewhere else, and is set off by it” (Stoppard, 39). This runs counter to the idea
that some divine power is an unforeseen puppeteer. The Roman Stoics suggest that
we have control in our lives, and that we should exercise good decision making, or

“the gift of reason” (Seneca, Moral Essays. vol. IL. 111). These philosophers agreed

that man has the ability, and the responsibility to create a better life. Itis up to the
“wise man” to create a life that is not “corrupted by external things” (Seneca, 119).
Guildenstern further attempts to allay his counterpart’s fears by consoling: “don’t let
them confuse you” (Stoppard, 37). This phrase indicates that the cast of Hamlet is
one of those “external things” that could possibly “corrupt” the heroes’ outcome. To
be safe, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern instead rationalize, theorize, and continue to

think things through.

“What justifies thought is its extreme consciousness” (Camus, 20). Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern are infinitely conscious; they are well aware of their amorphous
predicament. They do not know their boundaries, and choose to keep it as such.

They do not leave the stage, instead they allow the cast of Hamlet to come to them.

They choose inaction. Herein lies the difference between predestination and
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existential choice: opposed to letting some divine power pin the two to the stage,

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern could have left at any point.

Samuel Beckett had proven that “the premise for dramatic action is that action is
useless” (Hayman, 2). Stoppard knows this; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern illustrate
this. Rosencrantz turns to Guildenstern and beckons for them to go; Guildenstern
replies: “Ilike to know where Iam. Even if Idon’t know where I am, I like to know
that. If we go there’s no knowing” (Stoppard, 95). Guildenstern would prefer to err
on the side of caution; caution to extreme is no action. Stoppard’s characters adhere
to the Stoic claim that “the happy man is he who allows reason to fix the value of

every condition of existence” (Seneca, Moral Essays. vol. II., 111). The two travelers

are bound to make sense of things before making a rash decision.

Existential philosophy declares that humankind is a sum of its choices. Although
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern might not make the wisest choices, they are still
tallying up decisions that contribute to their downfall. If either had left the stage,
the outcome would have been altered, but ultimately, they would both die. Their
deaths did not have to be in England. Yet, death is inevitable. Despite any choice
made by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, they could not change the final outcome;

they can only alter the course they follow.

This is where we find absurdity in existence: the fact that humankind struggles
only to die. No matter what path is chosen, each traveler will wind up dead. There

is no sense in it. There is no divinity in dying. There is no fate or god or goddess
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directing our lives for each individual forges his or her own path. There is no ritual
to life, for each decision creates a distinctly different reaction than one similar to it
Life is interpreted as we reason out the consequences of our choices. Therein lies the
meaning. “There can be no absurd outside the human mind. Thus, like everything

else, the absurd ends with death” (Camus, 23).

According to Camus, absurdity (the senselessness of existence) requires a
sacrifice of hope. This sacrifice does not call for despair, however; “being deprived
of hope is not despairing” (Camus, 67). Instead it is the rational acceptance of one’s
lot that prevents a wish for something better; for there can be no better than what is
at hand. Neither Rosencrantz nor Guildenstern show despair at their total:
Rosencrantz declares that he is “relieved,” Guildenstern acknowledges that they will
“know better next time” (Stoppard, 125). Each has come to his conclusion and
accepted his fate. Both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern realize that it is their

culmination of decisions that has led them to their end.

“No one dies except on his own day” (Seneca, Epistles, 55). That day is within
the pages of Stoppard’s play for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Guildenstern
acknowledges that their common choice to follow the messenger had set events into
motion. Personal events are triggered by an initial decision; other events are
affected by one’s choices as well. Although Guildenstern quips: “Spontaneity and
whim are the order of the day. Other wheels are turning but they are not our

concern” (Stoppard, 116). Stoppard’s title characters are aware of the other
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individuals also making decisions but choose not to acknowledge them for what

they are.

To elaborate, if one is the sum of his or her own choices, then humankind is the
total of all choices. Eventually, these choices will converge and create incidences.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have chosen their path, and now the paths - made by
other person’s choices - are all coming to meet. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
could have deflected their death; they had that inherent ability to choose another
path. However, the chosen path culminated in their meeting of Hamlet and

Claudius, and all of the dire consequences associated with that blood-stained family.

Tom Stoppard manages to straddle the fence between faith and faithlessness
with such balance as befits a tightrope walker. Stoppard never admits that God is
an influence, yet never says that He is not. At the outset of Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern Are Dead, one can already notice that this is not just an homage or
parody of Shakespeare, but that it is an investigation into what lies beyond.
Stoppard presents both sides of the argument: the character of Guildenstern
suggests that something can “be done by luck alone” (Stoppard, 12), and later
corroborates that someone weaker than himself would have cause to “re-examine

his faith” (Stoppard, 12).
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Stoppard, unlike many other modern dramatists, such as Jerzy Grotowski or
Antonin Artaud, does not attempt to sway his audience into one form of belief or
another. Instead, he poses the dilemma of faith. Stoppard even admitted in an
interview that he “didn’t know what the word “existential’ meant until it was
applied to Rosencrantz” (Delaney, 58). Yet, he demonstrates how thin the line is

between faith and faithlessness with such dizzying grace:

If we postualte, and we just have, that within un-, sub-, or supernatural forces
the probability is that the law of probability will not operate as a factor, then
we must accept that the probability of the first part will not operate as a
factor, in which case the law of probability will operate as a factor within un-,
sub-, or supernatural forces. And since it obviously hasn’t been doing so, we
can take it that we are not held within un-, sub-, or supernatural forces after

all; in all probability, that is (Stoppard, 17).

Stoppard sums it up best: “It must be indicative of something...” (Stoppard, 16).
However, Stoppard never dictates what that something is. Instead, he recommends
that our existence is worthy of thought, even today in our modern world. Stoppard
does not suggest that one course of thought is superior to another. Whether or not
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were the pawns of predestination, or if they chose the
path of their demise is irrelevant. Understanding existence is a double-headed coin.

Either explanation is plausible. The ancient Roman philosopher, Seneca, states “since
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man was born for inquiring... consider how little time has been allotted to him...”

(Moral Essays. vol. 1L, 195).

According to Albert Camus: “ Understanding of the world for a man is reducing
it to the human, stamping it with his seal. The cat’s universe is not the universe of
the anthill” (13). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are exceptional allegories; they
spend what could be three hours in front of an audience attempting to derive some
modest divinity in their lives. One cannot know whether or not our universe has
already been dictated by some higher power, our lives previously scripted by the
Great Playwright in the Sky. One can also not know if our choice truly does play

any part in our eventual outcome.

Humankind is the wooden boy, Pinnochio. It is a puppet sans strings. We are
ignorantly free to make choices. However, there is some divine influence at work,
whether actively or passively: we are either directed, or observed. Stoppard uses the
stage as a pulpit. He suggests that there is more to humanity than what is obvious.
He gives us no answers and, if anything, only foists numerable questions in our
collective lap. The theatre is religion. It is immediate and forceful. By observing
actors actually fretting through some prescribed set of events, an audience is
challenged to become involved. That involvement can either be emotional, physical,
cerebral, or a combination. Stoppard is not requiring the audience to glean some

established theme from his work, instead his thrust in the penning of Rosencrantz and
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Guildenstern Are Dead is to present both sides of the argument. It is up to each of us

to derive how divinity plays in our lives.
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CHAPTER 2

The Analysis of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead in the Method Prescribed by

Francis Hodge

Francis Hodge, in his book Play Directing: Analysis, Communication, and Style
(Prentice Hall. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey. 1994.) laid down a plan to assist
director’s in their homework. He established an outline of analysis that is
exceptionally comprehensive; it tackles both character and plot-oriented elements.
Hereafter is the director’s analysis of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead

according to Hodge’s outline.

I. Given Circumstances
A. Environmental Facts
1. Geographical location, including climate
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead can be divided into three
geographic parts. Happily, these divisions follow the lines of the three
acts of the play. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are at first found in the
void, flipping coins. Soon, it is revealed that they are on a road
travelling. After that, the road is determined to be the road leading to
the castle of the king. Then, we discover that the king is Claudius, the

King of Denmark, and that the castle is Elsinore. Lastly, Rosencrantz
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and Guildenstern find themselves on a boat, crossing the English

Channel, sailing for England.

a. ACTI

“Pale sky before dawn, a man standing on his saddle to bang
on the shutters...” (Stoppard, 19). And so our heroes set forth -
with more gusto than gray-matter, it seems - for the where to
and wherefore are yet to be revealed. Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are travelling. Of that, we are sure. They are on
the road. Or, more precisely (ironically), they are on a road. It
could be anywhere at the outset, and like Holmes and Watson
do our heroes reveal to the audience a very elementary locale.
We can assume that the weather is fair enough for travelling by
the fact that neither Rosencrantz nor Guildenstern mention the
contrary. Therefore, the weather - by virtue of its absence in
conversation - can be considered to be a non-factor. As well,
the true geography of the two heroes’ journey can be assumed
to be irrelevant. Itis the fact that they are travelling that is
important, at least at the outset. Itis the impreciseness -- the
absence of definition — that lends to the overall menace of the

play. These two characters are searching - searching for their
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own identities in an unidentified locale assisted by anonymous
thespians performing arcane dumbshows.
b. ACTII

This Act occurs mostly in the court of the king. We discover
that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are in Denmark,
accompanied by a plethora of courtiers, the king and queen,
their attendants, and the prince. Itis in this act that most of
Shakespeare’s tragedy is involved. We are treated to
pantomime reenactments of scenes from Hamlet, as well as the
“Murder of Gonzago,” the famed frame in which to hang the
king.

The seasons seem to fly by. Time is quickly passing. And,
although the weather might be clear, it is surely getting colder.
As Guildenstern points out toward the end of this act, it is
“autumnal.” Not that the time of year itself is incredibly
important, it is a metaphor for their journey. They have passed
through the four phases of the year in a matter of phrases, and
find themselves approaching the cold, hard truth of their
expedition.

c. ACTII
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern find themselves on a boat.

Specifically, they are crossing the English Channel on this boat
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to deliver the Prince of Denmark to the King of England. As the
play moves from open to close and vague to specific, the boat
becomes the first concrete location mentioned. From starting on
an expanse of land possessing some unnamed road, to being
confined within the wooden fore and aft of a ship crossing the
English Channel, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern make their way

from life to death.

2. Date: year, season, time of day

The time period of the play is important, although vague. Itisa
time of taverns and royal courts, a time of gypsy performers and
messengers on horseback. It is a time of kings and queens, and sea-
borne diplomacy. Itis the time of King Claudius of Denmark, usurper
of King Hamlet.

The time of year is uncertain. Itis probably spring or fall - or all at
once - for there is no mention of uncomfortable temperatures. As
mentioned earlier, near the end of Act II, the seasons hurry by.
Whether Rosencrantz and Guildenstern cannot comprehend how to
tell ime, or the world itself had accelerated upon its axis is unknown.

As for the time of day, one can observe noticeable changes. For Act
I, the two heroes have been on the road for some time, therefore, the

day is heading toward its close. For ActIl, it is most likely daytime, as
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the court is abuzz with activity. Moreover, the passing time has
probably been several days, as one activity of the court, although
contingent on what had transpired previously, seems to require more
time than is allotted within the pages of the script. Within an exchange
of nine lines, Rosencrantz notes “the spring can’t last for ever,” then
“the summer won’t last,” and finally Guildenstern remarks that “it's
autumnal” (Stoppard, 93-94). Act III, aboard the boat, occurs over
some time as well. At the beginning of the act, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are attempting to decipher whether the sun is rising or
setting. Some time passes in a swift blackout before the act continues,
as Hamlet had to have had time to switch the letters: the letter
condemning Hamlet written by King Claudius, and the letter forged
by Hamlet turning the tables on Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Then,
pirates attack.

The problem of Time in this play, as with most of the environmental
facts, is that the conventional qualities are both vague and, yet,
possessed of a twofold purpose. For instance, not only do the
characters of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern set forth on their
existential hadj, but they are also characters from the Elizabethan
stage. When Hamlet was first produced in the Globe Theater, around
1600, these two wayfarers were first lost. The fact that Shakespeare

neglected to round out the livelihoods of these supporting characters
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leaves them stranded without identity. This is how Stoppard finds
them and delivers them unto a contemporary audience. For nearly
four hundred years Rosencrantz and Guildenstern suffer without full
breadth of personality, which makes their modern quest for identity so

poignant.

3. Economic environment

Although their financial position is never truly disclosed, nor are
their occupations, it can be discerned that Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are of a fairly well off station. Both obviously have
enough liquid currency - specifically guilders - to have gambled on the
outcome of flipping them nearly eighty-five times by the outset of the
play. As well, the recurring motif of wagering on chance (and, at
times, certainties) proves that money is really of no concern. The two
do, however, raise a brow at the idea of receiving “such thanks as fits a
king’s remembrance” (Stoppard, 36).

One can also deduce that they are of some noble standing as they
have been associates of aristocracy - as Hamlet's boyhood friends - for
quite a long time. Both have had some formal teaching, as their
friendship with Hamlet is mentioned as extending into their school

days.
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Guildenstern, especially, has some degree of higher instruction. As
an instance, he inquires of the Player if the Tragedians have any of the
“classics” in their repertoire. He is also of the understanding of the
methods of rhetoric and logic: syllogisms, and sound reasoning, as
demonstrated in ActI. Although the manner of his schooling, and
ultimately, to what extent he has been educated is left unwritten.

Rosencrantz is a different branch on the same tree. Whether or not
he has been formally tutored or not can only be assumed. He does not
indeed come across as the brightest of individuals. But, this could lend
itself more toward his desire to be entertained. Still, to associate with
Guildenstern, especially in a time when class was of some importance,
tends to fortify the belief that they are both of equal financial
backgrounds.

Again, all of this is speculative. The fact that they have had some
formal education is merely one instance of the necessity for capital.
Both were more than likely the children of various, but wealthy
landowners, which enabled the two - by virtue of heritage - to mingle

with the royal Danish family and to find some level of scholarship.

4. Political environment
The world of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is a shadow of

Shakespeare’s Hamlet. It is a monarchal government set slightly awry.
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The current king is only such by usurpation. The former queen still
retains her title and authority, due only to her appeal to the usurper.
The former prince is still the prince, but he is no longer simply the son
and heir; he is now the son/nephew and heir, not to mention the
vindicator of his father’s wrongful death.

Polonius is advisor to the current king. Ophelia is his daughter and
“advises” the prince. The phrase “My Lord” is used often by those of
lower standing to address their betters. Messengers bang on shutters
and implore those inside to hurry “lest [they] come too late”
(Stoppard, 19).

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are those implored from inside.
Summoned by the king, they scurry to appease his regal bidding.
Having grown up with the nephew-prince, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are put to assailing Hamlet with questions to discover
answers to imperial questions. But, not only do these two parrots
persist blindly on behalf of their liege; they, too, have their own
monarchy.

Guildenstern is definitely the one to wear the crown while
Rosencrantz wears the coxcomb. It is Guildenstern who drives the
conversation forward; it is Rosencrantz that steers toward tangents.

Guildenstern seeks answers, whereas Rosencrantz proposes
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diversions. The former serves as father and caretaker, and the latter as
adolescent comedian.

Enter the Tragedians. The Player reigns over his group of decadent
clowns without so much as a peep of dispute. Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern see this band of gypsies as potential clues to heretofore-
unassailable dilemmas. Guildenstern begs of the Player: “What are we
supposed to do” (Stoppard, 66)?

The Player is undeniably intuitive of his calling. He has no
questions of himself or his audience. This self-assurance makes his
presence magnetic to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Since they,
themselves, are completely disassociated from everything, finding
someone with self-confidence is comforting. This imbues the Player
with a somewhat royal glow, despite his base partners. Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern seek him as if he were an oracle.

On the other side of the coin - at least for a little while -
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have something the Player and his
Tragedians need . . . money. In Act I, the actors are desperate,
prostituting themselves before the two travelers. This, naturally, puts
the opponents on equal terms: one retains information, the other spare
change. However, as the play progresses, the Tragedians manage to

weasel a better position with the court; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
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are still mostly unaware. Again, the namesakes of the play

unfortunately find themselves to have the lesser hand.

5. Social environment

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have known each other for quite
some time. They were childhood friends of Hamlet. More recently,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have been “spinning coins together
since I don’t know when” (Stoppard, 17). There is quite a bit of
dedication from one toward the other.

Likewise, there is a bond of friendship between the two, beyond
their obvious working relationship of two lost men trying to forge a
map. They are dependent on each other as much as ships need the sea.
One cannot rule if one has no one to be ruled. Guildenstern needs
Rosencrantz to impress, and Rosencrantz wants an impression. So, out
of their necessity grows tolerance, tolerance into acceptance, and
finally acceptance into appreciation.

Although Guildenstern seems to carry the partnership, he is
undoubtedly indebted to his compatriot. Rosencrantz is his wall off
which to echo and hear his own - although distorted - voice. The two
are inextricably tied to one another in some manner reminiscent of

something by Jean-Paul Sartre. Rosencrantz, minus Guildenstern, is a
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tragic buffoon; Guildenstern, sans Rosencrantz, is no more than a
tedious windbag.

The Tragedians are traveling escapes. They provide an opportunity
for whoever watches to abandon his or her most pressing situations.
Hence, their appearance is attractive to the pleasure-seeking
Rosencrantz. Guildenstern scoffs at the entertainers; they are little
more than a potentially amusing nuisance. To Rosencrantz, they are a
diversion; to Guildenstern, they are a distraction.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are both brimming with decorum
when they arrive at court. Diplomatically, they assimilate well into
their upper-class surroundings. However, little does the royal family
know of their invitees. Properness and elegance are not qualities

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern easily maintain unless in royal view.

6. Religious environment

As Rosencrantz and Guildenstern search for their selves,
indubitably they find themselves searching for God. However, the
script only alludes to their spiritual quest. Surely, God is referenced in
the lines: “Good God,” and “God by you, sir,” as well as others. So,
there is some acknowledgement of the Almighty. The repetitious
parody of “The Lord’s Prayer” (“Give us this day our daily mask”

[Stoppard, 39], “Give us this day our daily cue” [Stoppard, 102], and
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other examples.) obliges some knowledge of the Bible, or at least
Christian ritual. But, it is what is not said that makes this element the
most powerful and menacing of all of the environmental facts.

Existential drama empowers the individual. Itis the individual’s
choices that make the person. Religion is humanity’s coming to terms
with his seeming abandonment by any higher power. This self-same
issue is very much prevalent in Stoppard’s play. God, as well as
society, has forsaken Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. The two
Elizabethans are set adrift on the ocean of je ne sais quoi with neither
map nor favorable winds.

Death is an issue of religion that is the most tangible to Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern. Both are seeking the answer to what death might
be. Rosencrantz out and out asks of his cohort, “Do you ever think of
yourself as actually dead” (Stoppard, 70). Yet, they attack and retreat
from this subject often. Neither has an answer, only speculation. And,
each without faith is left wallowing in fear.

Guildenstern defines fear as “the crack that might flood your brain
with light” (Stoppard, 15). As they approach the point of being scared
to death, the Player acts as priest. He consoles them with performance,
as a pastor allays his congregation with varied rites and rituals. On the
boat, in Act III, Guildenstern confuses Hamlet with the Messiah: “He is

needed for our release.”




Stahr 30

Everyone needs someone to be his or her savior. Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern seek their salvation in distraction and analysis until that
no longer satisfies them. Finally, at the close of the play, they realize
that their choices were not the best. They come to terms with their
loss, and humbly fade away. Having existed in obscurity, and
troubled by ambivalence both toward and by them, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern accept their fates; they have no more choices left.

The Ambassador, in the epilogue of the play, delivers the twain’s
eulogy. As they lived in obscurity, so should their final rites be
obscure. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern need no more than this:

The ears are senseless that should give us hearing
To tell him his commandment is fulfilled,

That Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead (Stoppard, 126).

B. Previous action
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were sent for. There was a messenger who
had arrived at some point prior, banged on their shutters, roused the two
from their sleep, and told them to make haste to the court of King Claudius.
So, like faithful servants, they gathered their belongings and leapt onto the
road. As for the previous action set forth in the script, that is nearly complete.
What remains is the previous action that is - but is not - connected to

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. It is the culmination of events that are
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explained within the pages of the current play, but are inherent to the original
piece: Shakespeare’s Hamlet. King Hamlet is dead; his brother now wears his
crown, as well as warms his sheets. Hamlet, the prince, is incensed,
possessed, and mad. To distract Hamlet and to discern the cause of his
madness, the king calls upon two of the prince’s childhood friends:
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. And quickly, Stoppard lifts us from

Shakespeare’s classic and thrusts us into his own work.

C. Polar attitudes of the principal characters

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern begin the play with trying to decipher their
situation. They, indeed, end the play in much the same manner. In essence,
their position has not changed. Granted, they have traveled. In much the
same way that life carries each of us, they move from not knowing anything,
to meeting and acquainting themselves with various personalities along the
path toward death, without ever knowing exactly why or what has truly
transpired.

There is a change, though, within the characters of Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, which separates Stoppard’s work from the works of Beckett or
other dramatists of the Theatre of the Absurd. The characters do have an
epiphany, no matter how slight or subtle.

Guildenstern admits in Act I that “At least [they] are presented with

alternatives” (Stoppard, 39). So, thus far, there is hope. The characters realize
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that there are choices to be made each with potential. There is a chance for
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to take control of their intangible situation.

But, along the way, somewhere, the two main characters lose sight of their
ability. They relinquish their inherent power to decide for themselves, and
eventually find themselves on a boat crossing the English Channel. Whether
or not they comprehend that they had opted not to chose is irrelevant. But, at
the end of the play, as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are facing their own
extinction, there is found the revelation. Again in a simple sidebar by
Guildenstern, the audience discovers the unfortunate truth: “There must have
been a moment, at the beginning, where we could have said - no. But
somehow we missed it” (Stoppard, 125).

The above sad statement is admission of failure. Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, although earlier presented with such potentiality of
circumstance, miss their opportunity to say, “no.” They could have at any
moment abandoned their mission, taken control of their own situation and
lives, but instead allowed the intrusions of the Tragedians and the cast of
Hamlet to dictate their fate. They unwittingly never tried, and thus suffered

ultimately.

I1. Dialogue

A. Choice of Words



Stahr 33

Stoppard’s mastery of the English language is evident on every page of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. The dialogue is witty and intelligent,
lending itself to a more educated audience. But, the overall humor and the
essence of the situation are universal.

Some of his words are definitely academic, such as calling “foul” in the
game of questions for utilizing “rhetoric.” Another example would be
Guildenstern’s wont to add a “syllogism,” or later to “extemporize.” The
playwright uses his characters’ dialogue to elevate the situation to an almost
satiric level. Such scholarly language (for instance “avuncular” or “cf.”)
creates a double-edged sword: on the one side it establishes the characters’
intelligence and education; on the other, it proves them to be too diverted to
use their intelligence to change their situation.

Stoppard also mocks this linguistic vehicle in the tradition of the Theatre
of the Absurd. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern both struggle at times to find
the right word or phrase. Occasionally, there is no struggle; simply, the
wrong phrase is used. But, as a tool used to present the futility of language,

this is both parody and poignancy.

B. Choice of Phrases and Sentence Structure
Guildenstern has the most well-written speeches. His monologues are full
of poetic mastery and eloquence. His words are educated and his sentences

grammatically correct. Rarely are the dash or ellipses used, as he generally
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finishes his thought without interruption. Instead, semi-colons and colons
are used, including an occasional parenthetical expression, to suggest his
level of scholarship.

Rosencrantz, on the other hand, is the opposite. His thoughts are often
broken and interrupted. Therefore, the grammatical marks absent in
Guildenstern’s speeches are found in Rosencrantz’s. His sentences are often
fragments as he struggles with trying to discover the correct way to phrase
his thought. He oftentimes imitates Guildenstern, but in a choppy and less-
eloquent manner.

The Player is fully capable of rendering what he thinks. Although he
speaks with less pomposity than Guildenstern, he does compare in his use of
flare and drama. Itis evident, though, in most of the Player's monologues,
that he has rehearsed his pitch. His introduction and initial sale to
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, where the Player rattles off his company’s
repertoire, is a prime example of his skill as an actor.

The rest of the dramatis personae generally speak in the manner set down
by Shakespeare. Their style is poetic, and marked so. Their sentences are
usually long and embellished, and the use of the comma is prevalent. But,

this again separates them as members of another era.

C. Choice of Images

1. The coin.



Stahr 35

The coin that is flipped in the opening sequence, as well as
throughout the play, is significant of several things. Not only
revealing the economic situation of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, as
well as enlightening the audience as to their outlook on gambling, this
coin is a metaphor for the two main characters themselves.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are two sides of the same coin. One
seeks distraction; the other seeks response. Further, they share the
same situation, with their fate determined by chance - an unlucky flip
of the coin.

Beyond that, the fact that the outcome is most always heads, the
coin can be considered to be a recommendation, or even a warning. It
is some other-natural communique suggesting that Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern keep their heads - that they try to think clearly - else it
could be their heads delivered by the English King . . . which becomes

so, after the letters are switched (Act III).

2. The Tragedians.

According to Jaques: “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and
women merely players” (As You Like It, Act 1, scene 7). Although the
Tragedians serve the Player as fellow performers, the whole lot also
serves a further purpose. Since all the men and women are merely

players, then the converse must also be true: the Tragedians are merely


















