INT. Theatre auditorium – FRIDAY EVENING

ALISTAIR:

Are you happy with the position of this chair, Tony?  Nearer the front?  OK?  Right.  I’m ready to go.

Jonathan enters.

JONATHAN:

Oh!  There’s no table!  Where’s the table?  Oh, really – they are totally incapable of doing anything properly!

ALISTAIR:

No, I told them we didn’t need it.

JONATHAN:

What?

ALISTAIR:

I felt it was an unnecessary barrier between the actors and the audience.

JONATHAN:

But there isn’t an audience.

ALISTAIR:

Oh, yes, there is – us.  I decided that it would be better if we sat in the stalls.  That would give us the opportunity to hear their vocal projection in its true context.

JONATHAN:

Ah, yes.  In its context, of course.  Sorry, I’m rather tired – I’ve only had two hours sleep in the last three days, I’m afraid.  Do excuse me.  Cracking up.

ALISTAIR:

You’ve done a fine job, Jonathan.  So far -

JONATHAN:

But you haven’t read it yet –

ALISTAIR:

I’m sure it will be fine – just perfect, in fact.  Now if we could take our seats in the auditorium.  I’ve set up a microphone so they can hear us.  But I really don’t want them to be able to see us.

JONATHAN:

Fine, fine – whatever you say.

They leave the stage and find their seats in the stalls.

ALISTAIR:

(over PA)

Lights up, please.  Right, backstage – can you hear me?

RICHARD:

(offstage)

Yes, I can hear you.

ALISTAIR:

Who’s first?

RICHARD:

It’s me.

ALISTAIR:

Who’s me?

RICHARD:

Richard.

ALISTAIR:

Fine, Richard.  You can come out now.

Richard enters dressed in swashbuckling outfit – something between the Pirate King and Zorro, with a fencing foil ready drawn.  He leaps in, rather than walks, swishing the sword threateningly in the air towards an imaginary opponent, and delivering the lines in a menacing, aggressive manner.

RICHARD:

Ah ha!  To be, or not to be; that is the question.  Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune – or to take arms against a sea of -

	ALISTAIR:

(Interrupting him, as Jonathan quietly has apoplexy)

Richard – thank you – yes – very interesting.  We hadn’t quite seen Hamlet as Zorro, but –
	JONATHAN:

Oh, my god – what does he think he’s doing?  He’s making a farce of the whole thing! 


RICHARD:

But the whole thing ends up in a big sword fight –

	ALISTAIR:

Yes, it does, but Hamlet doesn’t really want to fight –
	jonathan:

Doesn’t he realise that Hamlet is man of thought – of contemplation.  He’s playing it like the silly Pirate King -


RICHARD:

Big dramatic moment as Hamlet kills all the baddies –

	ALISTAIR:

I don’t think –
	JOnathan:

It’s Kevin Kline! He thinks he’s Kevin Kline!


jonathan:

(Unable to control himself any longer)

For god’s sake Richard!  Have you no insight at all?  Hamlet isn’t a swashbuckling pirate – he’s a sensitive, peaceful soul who detests the violence of his age, and tries to wrestle with his conscience to find another way of dealing with the injustice of what has happened –

RICHARD:

But he has a big swordfight – it says so.

JONATHAN:

But he’s no good at sword fighting, and he loses!  He hates violence!  Don’t you understand, you addle-pated clodpoll?!

RICHARD:

What?

ALISTAIR:

What Jonathan means is that Hamlet is a thinker, not a doer.  To him, violence is the very last resort.  So, do you think you could do that line again, as if you were saying it to yourself?

(Richard says it to himself)

When you’re ready.

RICHARD:

I just did it.

ALISTAIR:

When I said ‘to yourself’, what I meant was –

JONATHAN:

Get off!  Get off, you raving lunatic!  You couldn’t play Hamlet in a million years!  You’re an insensitive, ignorant, unintelligent Neanderthal!  Get out!  Get out!

RICHARD:

So I didn’t get the part, then?

jonathan:

Get off!  Get out of my sight!

ALISTAIR:

Thank you, Richard – that was great!

RICHARD:

I thought you said I didn’t get the part –

ALISTAIR:

Er – no – but great attempt!

JONATHAN:

(to Alistair, as Richard leaves the stage)

Didn’t you see?  Didn’t you hear?  He’s a buffoon!  Playing the back end of Daisy was too difficult for him!

ALISTAIR:

Jonathan – keep your cool.  You didn’t explain about Hamlet to him.  How do you expect him to understand?  He doesn’t have your extensive background in the arts.

JONATHAN:

Hmph!  I suppose so – but -

ALISTAIR:

So, who is next?

SHARON:

(off stage)

Hello –

ALISTAIR:

Hello – where are you?

SHARON:

Here –

ALISTAIR:

Do you want to come out onto the stage where we can see you?

SHARON:

Oh, all right.

(Sharon enters, not wearing the frogman outfit)

Hello.

ALISTAIR:

Hel-lo –

SHARON:

Hi –

ALISTAIR:

And you are?

SHARON:

Ophelia.

jonathan:

Sharon.

ALISTAIR:

What?

JONATHAN:

It’s Sharon, and she’s auditioning for Ophelia – oh, I give up - god help us –

ALISTAIR:

Well, you certainly look the part.  Do a twirl for us, Sharon.  Yes, indeed – you certainly look the part.  Do you have any lines for us?

SHARON:

No, I didn’t have time to learn any lines, so I thought I’d mime the part.

Jonathan:

Mime it!?  Mime it!?  Shakespeare, the greatest wordsmith who ever lived – and she wants to mime it!

ALISTAIR:

Jonathan – patience.  Go right ahead, Sharon – we’re watching.

jonathan:

(aside to Alistair)

Are you insane?  You can’t mime Ophelia.

But she does: first the innocent daughter and sister, appalled at any suggestion of her virtue being impugned. Then the passionate woman, filled with sexual desire for the young prince Hamlet.  ‘Get thee to a nunnery’. Then the anguished mental conflict between duty and desire, ending in her swimming on the stage, then drowning before their very eyes, (a la Shelley Winters).  The whole scene played as a comic ballet, each emotion played to the hilt – and then some!  Over the top of this, Alistair and Jonathan’s comments.

Alistair:

Sh, Jonathan – let her do it.  Wow has she got a personality –

Jonathan:

It depends which bits of her you’re looking at.

alistair:

Oh, yes – I see it - the innocent virgin – appalled at her father’s accusations of impropriety –

JONATHAN:

Really?

ALISTAIR:

And now, the lusty, wanton creature, desperate with desire for the unattainable young prince – oh, yes!

JONATHAN:

Of course –

ALISTAIR:

And now, the conflict – the conflict between her duty and her desire.  Should she kill herself?  Should she prostitute herself for love?  Who can she turn to?  No one – and in the final throes of the heroic struggle with her conscience – she drowns – inevitably.  Bravo!  Bravo, Sharon!  Excellent portrayal.

JONATHAN:

You are insane.  She hasn’t got two brain cells to rub together –

ALISTAIR:

But she does have other things –

JONATHAN:

I don’t believe this.

ALISTAIR:

Thank you, Sharon – that was most interesting.

SHARON:

Is that it?

ALISTAIR:

Yes, thank you, Sharon – I’ll see you a little later, I expect.  I’d like to discuss your interpretation.

Sharon exits.

JONATHAN:

I’m speechless.  What are you thinking of?  Sharon couldn’t play Ophelia if you paid her.

ALISTAIR:

If you were of the opinion that these people couldn’t play the parts, why did you write them?

JONATHAN:

Oh, really!

ALISTAIR:

Next, please.

Barney enters.

And who are you?

BARNEY:

I’m Barney – we met the other day.  Can you hear me all right?

ALISTAIR:

Of course, of course.  Now, you are auditioning for the part of?

BARNEY:

I thought I’d try for Hamlet.

ALISTAIR:

So, Barney – what do you want to give us?

BARNEY:

Well I thought we could have a chat about the character of Hamlet, and so on.  Maybe some lines afterwards.

ALISTAIR:

Fine, Barney – what do you think, Jonathan?

JONATHAN:

Oh, if you must –

(yawns)

ALISTAIR:

So, Prince Hamlet, how do you feel about Ophelia?

BARNEY:

(In the style - and the exact words - of Oscar Wilde)

All women become like their mothers.  That is their tragedy.  No man does – that is his.

JONATHAN:

Is that supposed to be clever?

BARNEY:

It is perfectly phrased.  And quite as true as any observation in civilised life should be.

ALISTAIR:

So, you believe that because Ophelia’s mother is dead, she has no choice but to commit suicide – interesting.  And you, as a son, cannot follow the path to corruption and wickedness, as you perceive your mother has done.  How do you feel about your mother?

BARNEY:

To lose one parent may be regarded as misfortune; to lose both looks like carelessness.

ALISTAIR:

So, the truth of the matter is you blame yourself not only for your father’s death, but also the loss of your mother to your uncle Claudius?

BARNEY:

The truth is seldom pure, and never simple.

ALISTAIR:

So - your relationship with Ophelia – what were your intentions?

BARNEY:

The only way to behave to a woman is to make love to her, if she is pretty, and to someone else, if she is plain.

ALISTAIR:

So, detached and cynically callous?

BARNEY:

The truth isn’t quite the sort of thing one tells to a nice, sweet, refined girl.  What extraordinary ideas you have about the way to behave to a woman!

ALISTAIR:

The arrogance of kingship!  Excellent!  So how do you feel about your murderous uncle Claudius?

BARNEY:

I love hearing my relations abused.  It is the only thing that makes me put up with them at all.  Relations are simply a tedious pack of people who haven’t got the remotest idea how to live, nor the smallest instinct about when to die.

ALISTAIR:

Marvellous, marvellous – what did you think Jonathan?

(Jonathan snores)

Oh, he seems to have gone to sleep.  But I’m sure that’s no reflection on your improvisation, Barney.  I thought that was great.

BARNEY:

It was Wilde.

ALISTAIR:

Yes, it was great –

BARNEY:

No, it really was Wilde.  It was Oscar -

ALISTAIR:

Yeah, right.  I think we’ve found our Hamlet.  Jonathan, Jonathan –

(Jonathan snores gently)

