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Practice exam question 

Staging Ophelia 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 5 of the magazine. 

The opening of the answer 
It is true that Ophelia is often seen as little more than a victim by audiences. From her first appearance 
of being told how to behave and what to do by her family, to her last when Gertrude tells of her suicide 
by drowning, the text seems to present her as easily manipulated and passive. It is possible for 
audiences to see her as more complex, but this very much depends on how an actor and the 
production present her. This essay concentrates on her opening and final scenes, and argues that 
recent productions have shown that not only is she more than a victim but it is difficult to see her as 
one to begin with. 

Shakespeare’s lines seem to establish Ophelia as the subordinate in all her relationships. In Act One, 
Scene Three, Laertes uses imperatives to command his sister. First, to write to him on the first night 
after he leaves for Paris, and then to treat Hamlet’s affection towards her as unimportant. His 
dominance is emphasised by the length of his speeches compared to Ophelia’s when discussing 
Hamlet trifling with her affection. The shared line, which smothers her thoughts between two of his 
utterances, reinforces this: 

LAERTES Hold it a fashion and a toy in blood… 

  No more. 

OPHELIA No more but so. 

LAERTES  Think it no more. 

Ophelia’s scant reply seems to assent her brother’s thinking. As some editors suggest, if the actor 
expresses the phrase as a question, it is a weak objection which ushers in a further 30 lines or so of 
brotherly wisdom on how she should think. 

The entrance of her father only reinforces the audience’s impressions of Ophelia as a weak victim of 
patriarchal authority. Polonius concludes his speech about Hamlet and young men with the definite, 
unambiguous directive that his daughter is not to ‘give words or talk with the Lord Hamlet’. He caps his 
long speech with ‘Look o’t, I charge you’, thus suggesting his words do not express advice but issue 
an order. Ophelia’s weakness is reinforced in Act Two when she confirms that she acted as Polonius 
‘did command’ by refusing Hamlet’s letters and invitations to meet. The sense of Ophelia as a victim is 
often reinforced on stage. As Cathy O’Neill notes, the RSC production in 2001 cast a nineteen-year-
old, Kerry Condon, who was pushed around physically and was, in Michael Billington’s words, a 
‘slight, fey Ophelia’ who seem ‘an unlikely lover for this Hamlet’. 
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However, Ophelia can be seen as more than a victim. O’Neill notes of the first scene that ‘Ophelia is 
intelligent, calling out Laertes’ sexual double standards and is critical of him and the Church in the 
same breath. It reveals her as observant and pointed rather than soft and good’. Perhaps Ophelia has 
inner strength but needs to pay lip-service to her patriarchal role. She thanks Laertes for his ‘good 
lesson’ and is respectful — ‘good my brother’ — before she shows a more worldly side by recognising 
male hypocrisy. For example, she comments on the advice and behaviour of ‘ungracious pastors’ who 
counsel others to follow the ‘steep and thorny way to heaven’ while treading the ‘primrose path of 
dalliance’. The use of balance oppositions in the same line — ‘thorny’ and ‘primrose’ — and the 
resonant conclusion of her sentence reinforces the duplicity through sound. The ‘r’ sounds that have 
been building since ‘reckless libertine’ culminates with rhetorical force in cutting monosyllables in the 
alliterative phrase ‘recks not his own rede’. O’Neill argues that rather than being the pawn of her father 
and brother, Ophelia can reclaim the scene. She cites a Time Out review of Simon Godwin’s 2017 
RSC production in which a recent playful, spiky Ophelia, played by Mimi Ndiweni, ‘is so grossed out by 
Laertes’ reference to her “chaste treasure” that she pelts him with grapes, then pulls out condoms 
from his bag’. This way of playing Ophelia seems more appropriate for an audience familiar with 
issues of sexual politics and male hypocrisy through movements like #MeToo. It also highlights how 
much impact of the character comes from the way she is performed. This pomposity-puncturing, anti-
patriarchal and all-knowing Ophelia can be an integral part of the play and its arguments (exposing 
lies and hypocrisy) rather than simply an adornment to who fits into one of two binary stereotypes: the 
victim or the sexualised neurotic. 

Commentary 
Here the dominant assessment objective is AO2, which is to analyse ways in which meanings are 
shaped in literary texts. The response is consistently analytical, covering a range of aspects which are 
blended into a coherent argument. Several analytical elements are often explored together and the 
emphasis is on how effects and meaning are created. For example, the second paragraph explores 
sentence purpose, speech length and the use of a shared line. 

Close reading is deployed in the fourth paragraph to show how Ophelia can be played as a stronger 
character, exploring a range of rhetorical devices and how they work together. The meanings created 
by acting and certain productions are also explored in the answer, making good use of some of the 
material from ‘Stage Ophelia’, including the actions of Mimi Ndiweni in the 2017 RSC production, 
which built on Ophelia’s strength in exposing male hypocrisy. This discussion also uses context (AO3) 
to good effect, commenting on audience responses to sexual politics and male hypocrisy in 2017. 

The other assessment objectives are also met clearly. AO1, which is to articulate informed, personal 
and creative responses to literary texts, using concepts and terminology, and coherent, accurate 
written expression, is met through the quality of arguments. It is well-structured and uses a range of 
critical terms and concepts. The answer begins with a clear response to the question and signposts its 
main points, then progresses to explore Ophelia’s image as a victim by using detailed reference to Act 
One, Scene Three. Different interpretations (AO5) are explored in the context of different productions 
with clear analysis of this. For example, it explores a specific interpretation of Ophelia as a victim in 
the 2001 production, starring Kerry Condon. 
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