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Female 
Hamlets

his supposed inability to make up his mind to action 
is a ‘feminine’ characteristic. Perhaps this is why, 
although there is always a certain curiosity when a 
woman takes it on, there is seldom anything like the 
downright hostility that greeted Fiona Shaw’s portrayal 
of Richard II in Deborah Warner’s 1995 production. 
‘Where will it all end?’ wailed most British critics, ‘with 
Maggie Smith playing Falstaff?’

In an interview with the New York Times, Warner 
suggested that it was ‘much more shocking that an 
Irish person should be playing an English King than 
a woman’, while Shaw reported that she got far more 
letters complaining that black actors playing fourteenth-
century courtiers was historically inaccurate. So why 
did it seem so shocking to the critics? Richard is not an 
action-man hero like Henry V.

But is even that unthinkable? Why should virility be 
the only aspect of human behaviour that a female actor 
is not allowed to impersonate? Kathryn Hunter has 
played Richard III, and Michael Billington — probably 
the most insightful of British theatre critics working 
today — said that when male roles are played by 
female actresses, ‘instead of impersonating maleness, 
[they] universalise the character.’ While that may be 
true of roles where the character’s sexuality is either 

A recent headline announced ‘Shameless star to 
play Hamlet’, referring to Maxine Peake’s stint 
as Veronica in Channel 4’s saga of dysfunctional 

family life, which may have gone some way to preparing 
her for Elsinore’s family frictions.

Peake isn’t the only woman to play the Dane by a 
long way. Tony Howard’s Women as Hamlet (2007, CUP) 
identifies hundreds:

Ever since the late eighteenth century, leading 
actresses have demanded the right to play the 
role — Western drama’s greatest symbol of active 
consciousness and conscience.

In 1899 the great tragedian Sarah Bernhardt 
described her own interpretation as ‘manly and 
resolute’. In 1920 Asta Nielsen decided that her Hamlet 
was really born a girl, but forced to live her life in male 
disguise.  In 1979 Frances de la Tour played the prince 
as tough and unglamorous, while Angela Winkler 
seems to have been both girlish and androgynous at 
the Edinburgh Festival in 2000. There is clearly scope 
for as many female Hamlets as for male interpretations.  

Women playing men
The Hamlet role has often been examined in terms of 
how ‘manly’ the Prince’s introspection is, or whether 
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With the RSC’s 2014 production of The White Devil 
featuring a female actor in an archetypally male role, 
Cicely Palser Havely looks at the interpretations and 
problems that arise when women play men
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Further research

Google a play’s title, a theatre, or an actor and 
you will always have a wealth of material and 
insights at your disposal. Any of the names or 
productions mentioned here will give you a good 
starting point.

Always remember that no performance 
represents the last word on a play. Use reviews 
with caution.

Experimenting with gender swaps is often 
illuminating as a thought experiment, and there 
is no need to restrict yourself to plays. Exploring 
similar implications in novels can be just as 
illuminating.
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unimportant or shaded with ambiguity, it is worth 
asking whether that must always be the case.

Men playing women
Vanessa Redgrave once played Prospero in The Tempest 
— a character whose sexuality does not matter much. 
But if Mark Rylance can play Cleopatra at the Globe 
in 1999, why shouldn’t Janet McTeer play Antony? 
That isn’t a part that can be universalised (or can 
it?) — though the play echoes with questions about 
‘manliness’.

Billington suggested that male actors tend to imitate 
the ‘femininity’ of female roles they take on, implying 
that even the most sensitive male actor in a female role 
is likely to emphasise characteristics that he thinks are 
quintessentially feminine. So a male Cleopatra is likely 
to be on the girly side — even though the text allows 
for a tough interpretation.

This seems to be the result of some ancient 
prejudices. Until the eighteenth century female roles 
were always played by men. From the great female 
roles of Greek tragedy (Antigone, Electra, Medea) to 
the Virgin Mary in medieval mystery plays, it seems to 
have been unthinkable that a woman should step out 
of the domestic sphere and represent her own sex on 
stage.

Shakespeare had a lot of fun with boy actors playing 
girls who had to pretend to be boys, and once women 
were allowed to act they had ample opportunity to dress 
up as boys and show a shapely leg. These traditions 
are still alive in pantomime, but there remain a few 
boundaries to be demolished.

Pushing the boundaries
Director Maria Aberg cast women in two substantial 
male roles in her 2013 production of Shakespeare’s 
rarely performed King John for the Royal Shakespeare 
Company (RSC). In the modern-dress production, 
Paolo Dionisotto was easy to accept as the Papal Legate 
(the Catholic Church may not want women as priests, 
but it has its share of female executives). More striking 
was Pippa Nixon as Richard the Lionheart’s illegitimate 

child, a.k.a. ‘the Bastard’ — the play’s conscience in a 
dirty, violent world, but also (in Aberg’s words) ‘a classic 
independent warrior: irreverent, funny, aggressive’. The 
female version of this character may not be familiar 
on the RSC’s stages, but she is well established in the 
cinema and in video games, from Katniss Everdeen to 
Lara Croft.

In this year’s RSC production of John Webster’s The 
White Devil, Aberg replaces Vittoria’s brother Flamineo 
with a sister, played by Laura Elphinstone. This is 
certainly not gender-neutral casting. Webster’s Flamineo 
is a raving misogynist who engineers his sister’s 
adultery. Behaviour which is no doubt reprehensible 
but entirely conventional among the male villains of 
Jacobean tragedy becomes much more problematic 
when it comes from a woman — something you might 
well consider if this is one of your texts.
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