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Dreaming of Hamlet

NISHI Natsuko

Stawomir Mrozek’s Tango (1965) has been compared with Shakespeare’s Hamlet since its
first performance. In Poland in the 1960s, there was a unique interpretation of Hamlet due to
the catastrophic war and the socialist regime. In Zbigniew Herbert’s poem Elegy of Fortinbras
(1961), the new king grieves over his role he must play after Hamlet’s death. With the hero
gone, he must rule the anthill-like Denmark forever. Meanwhile, Jan Kott’s essay discusses
about a Hamlet performance in 1956, the year Poland achieved temporary liberalization. In
that performance, politics was the only concern, making everyone on the stage keep watch on
one another, caught up in political issues. Kott also pointed out that Fortinbras played a huge
role in that performance. Tango was written around the same time when Hamlet was viewed
like this. While Arthur, the protagonist, can be seen as the present-day Hamlet, Eddie, who
kills Arthur and takes over the family at the end, can be seen as the present-day Fortinbras.
Eddie was seen as a symbol of political oppression, especially in socialist Poland. The old
world collapsed because of the war, making Eddie the new king.

Tango is also a tragi-comedy. Konstanty Gatczynski wrote a comedy version of Hamlet in
the late 1940s. In his version, Hamlet cannot decide whether he should order coftee or tea,
and dies from the lack of decision. Sadly, it is Galczynski’s Hamlet that most resembles
Arthur. Although he boasts he will save the world by bringing back order, in reality he fails to
convince any of his family and dies a meaningless death. He is more of a clown than a hero.
For one reason, he is too immature to achieve such a goal. For example, he tries to reason
with Ala about women’s virtues and how women should be protected by men, just as Ophelia
is protected by Hamlet. But unlike the passive Ophelia, Ala has her own will. Arthur is so
obsessed by his ideals that he cannot see reality, which leads to his fall. However, the most
important reason that Arthur becomes a clown is that tragedy does not make sense in the
world of Tango. It is Stomil himself that claims the only thing left in this world is farce.
Arthur is murdered, not tragically but miserably by the powerful but mindless Eddie. Hamlet
is out of date in the world where violence conquers reason. Arthur is a Don Quixote who

failed to make himself Hamlet.



