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AN EARLY MODERN-DRESS “HAMLET” PRODUCTION IN HUNGARY

The Birmingham Hamlet of Sir Barry Jackson’s company in 1925 was one of
the interesting vanguard experiments of the age. H. K. Ayliff mounted there the
first modern-dress production of Hamlet, setting with in the fashion of this kind
of staging for some years to come. The priority and the originality of the production
have been contested several times, as for instance with reference to the 18th-century
Hamlet performances or to the Japanese production of Oto Kawakami whose
company played the tragedy in modern European dresses already in 1891, and went
on a tour with this moderndress version to the USA and to Europe in 1900 and 1903
respectively. But these performances were, in a certain respect, different from the
attempt of the English company in 1925. The 18th-century Hamlet appeared on
the stage in court dresses and with courtly manners so that, as D. A. Russel points
it out in one of his papers on Shakespearean costume, contemporary spectators
must have felt themselves far from him, if not in time still in rank and social status.
As for the Kawakami production, its modern setting is not likely to have brought
Hamlet nearer to the audience. For Japanese spectators European dresses, let they
be renaissance or modern ones, were equally unfamiliar, while for European players
Japanese actors, and Japanese way of acting made it difficult to come near to this
up-to-date Hamilet.

Sir Barry Jackson’s company, on the contrary, did its best to free the play from
all historical vestiges and to bring it as near as possible to 20th-century people. Thus
it was, after all, the first modern-dress Hamlet production that was intended to have,
and actually had the intensive and immediate effect of contemporary life and con-
temporary problems.

The success of the performance shows that the audience understood and apprecia-
ted the novelty and the importance of this experience. The company was invited,
still in the same year, to Kingsway Theatre London and in the next year Mr Ayliff
staged his modern-dress version already in the Deutsches Volkstheater Vienna with
the original setting of Paul Shelving, and Alexander Moissi as Hamlet. On the
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28th of May 1926, the Austrian company gave already a guest-performance of the
play in the Hungarian capital, and before some further months were gone, the fever
of modern-dress Hamlet productions pervaded the whole theatre world. Still in the
same year, Robbeling produced it in Hamburg, and K. H. H. Hilar in Prague,
in the next year Jessner in Berlin, and we could continue this enumeration mention-
ing almost all European and American cities, but instead of listing up these well-
known facts, let us add rather a new episode to the stage-history of Hamlet.

Few Shakespeare critics know, even in Hungary, that about a year after the
Birmingham premiere, of the 8th September 1926, a modern-dress Hamlet had its
first performance in a small Hungarian country town. Békéscsaba, this is its name,
is one of those Hungarian market or prairy towns which, as far as their culture,
civilization and way of living are concerned, have more in common with village
than with city life. Though Békéscsaba had a theatre building, it had no permanent
company, so that some amateur performances together with those given by strolling
companies were everything that people over there knew about theatre. They were
by no means sophisticated. The modern-dress Hamlet turned out however, to be
a box-office hit, and the company performed it in the next 5 years of its activities
44 times in 35 different country towns. We know from the managing director of
the company, from the late Nandor Alapi, that he got the idea of going on a tour
with a modern-dress Hamlet when seeing the Ayliff-Moissi production in Budapest
— but we do not know where he got the courage of bringing to the country a Hamlet
deprived of all its spectacular surroundings and historical hocus-pocus so dear
to popular audiences before and after Fielding’s Partridge. But this company was
not at a loss for courage and for high artistic demands. They toured the country
with a repertory including, instead of the usual musical and non-musical burles-
ques, plays of Shakespeare, Shaw, Wilde, Sophocles, Moliere, Ibsen, Pirandello,
Dickens, Hauptmann, Kaiser, Rolland, and a lot of other classical and modern
authors. But it is not only to the company’s but also to the spectators’ credit that
the modern-dress Hamlet could make the tour of the country. For, as contrasted
with the audiences of several metropolitan theatres, they appreciated this strange
Hamlet production and were grateful for it. Perhaps because they were less spoiled
by excellent performances as townspeople are sometimes and perhaps because
Hamlet has ever been one of the most popular plays in Hungary. The first translation
of the tragedy in 1790 by Francis Kazinczy was in the same time one of the first
victories of the Hungarian cultural renaissance at the end of the 18th century and
since its first performance in Hungarian language in 1794 the play was holding the
boards throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th both in the capital
and in the country. Let us quote only one example of its popularity. We think that
since the time of Shakespeare, Hamlet had seldom such a popular audience, in the
original sense of the word, as on the 6th of October 1835, when a strolling company
performed it in Debrecen before the country folk crowding into the town for the
great annual fair.
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But instead of conjecturing the causes of the success cored by the modern-dress
Hamlet and for fear of overrating the achievement of both actors and spectators,
let us rather state the simple fact that a new idea, a new Hamlet-conception starting
from a great metropolitan stage arrived within a year, i.e. sooner than some films
do today, in small Hungarian country towns and thus, due to the initiative of a daring
company, simple country-spectators of a poor strolling company saw the new Hamlet
production earlier than theatre experts and devotees of several big European cities,



