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Gertrude’s Guilt

When watching a production of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, many audiences have done themselves a great disservice by assigning themselves to the role of a passive observer and listener. By conceding that the story is already known, it becomes easy to overlook how the seemingly innocuous subtleties in the lights, camera, and action of the production influence the audience’s perception about the integrity and reasoning behind the motivations and interaction amongst the characters. Two film versions of the play, one directed by Franco Zeffirelli and the other by Kenneth Branagh, seek to unravel the treachery behind the death of a king and determine the culpability of the queen. The realization that Queen Gertrude has been unconsciously complicit in the king’s death is the core of Act 3.4. 
Hamlet is no fool and his quest to find and destroy those responsible for the murder of his father begins with those closest to him. Already feeling dejected by the death of his father, his mother’s hasty remarriage to Claudius only serves to provoke Hamlet’s suspicion that the circumstances surrounding his father’s death were less than noble. In Act 3.4, when Hamlet at last chooses to confront and accuse his mother of what he believes to be duplicitous behavior, we find the film versions-related in word- propose different interpretations through the use of lighting, camera work, setting, and actor performance. Both Zefirelli and Branagh imply the queen, although not guilty of physically partaking in the deed, subconsciously knew what had taken place and was loathe to admit it to anyone, especially herself. Both film versions have a different way of bringing about this insight.
To begin, it is important to distinguish the differences between the setting of Elsinore castle in the films as this prescribes the mood of the interior of the castle and therefore hints at the mindset of the characters. Zeffirelli chooses to set Hamlet in medieval times where Elsinore, classically constructed out of cold stone and low light, promotes an ominous tone. Queen Gertrude’s bedchamber, where Act 3.4 takes place, is dark, lit only by a fire and candlelight. The dimness reflects secrecy and shame, where shadows linger to suggest man’s ever-present conscience. In Branagh’s version, Elsinore takes place in the late 19th century. This world is closer to our own but still provides the necessary distance to encourage a sense of grandeur and romanticism of the past. The interior of Elsinore, specifically the queen’s room is luminous, enhanced by the white walls decorated by murals. The furnishings, in contrast to Zefirelli’s film, offer warmth and comfort. Branagh’s unorthodox staging is appealing because the sharp words spoken by Hamlet and Gertrude undermine the room’s essence as a safe haven. In effect, the room makes both characters vulnerable to one another, their actions, and motivations. Although Zefirelli and Branagh’s use of setting, props, and lighting are different, the desired effect is the same: a pervasive feeling that illusions are dictating the sanity of the characters. This is enhanced by the performances of the actors and the camera work employed by the directors.
The camera angles used by Zefirelli and Branagh are similar in approach as they both begin with a large amount of space between the actors and the camera, with each, to a certain degree, circling the room. As a result, the camera work summons comparisons to caged animals. As the conversation becomes more heated and frenzied, the camera moves in closer to the actors, establishing an uneasy sense of intimacy between the characters and the audience. The facial expressions and vocal tone of the actors- nuances picked up by the camera- reveal as much as the words written by Shakespeare. From the beginning of the scene, we see how Hamlet’s attitude, when confronting his mother, differs with each film version: Zefirelli’s verbal exchanges draw on contempt and mockery whereas Branagh’s utilizes exasperation and impatience. As the scene progresses the films diverge: Zefirelli casts an incestuous mist over the characters and Branagh focuses on Hamlet’s obstinate fury and distaste toward his mother. Both versions are full of passion, but the severe degree of difference in directorial interpretation leads the audience to wonder if Hamlet is justified in his logic to condemn his mother or if he has been corrupted by lust for his mother and jealousy toward his stepfather. This context questions the degree of Gertrude’s guilt; what did she know and when did she know it? 
After Hamlet casts aspersions on her person, Gertrude exclaims “O Hamlet, speak no more! Thou turn’st mine eyes into my very soul, And there I see such black and grained spots, As will not leave their tinct” (3.4.90-94). This is a pivotal moment in the scene as it is here where Gertrude’s stained soul is revealed to herself, Hamlet, and the audience. What drove her to this realization? Zefirelli’s version implies that the shock of the physical and mental abuse from Hamlet resulted in Gertrude’s amorous feelings finally manifesting themselves and that shook her from a haze of denial. The expression on Gertrude’s face and the sound of her voice suggest that she knew what occurred but had repressed the knowledge. Branagh’s version presents a more traditional familial subtext where Hamlet, enraged and bordering on exhaustion from his plans to avenge his father’s death, relentlessly pursues the truth through a vicious verbal attack. Again, Gertrude must confront her inner demons; however, Branagh’s version implies that Gertrude’s guilt floated toward the surface rather than being deeply buried in her consciousness. Neither versions refute Gertrude’s guilt but each exposes it through different methods.

In conclusion, Hamlet is Hamlet’s story and the supporting characters, such as Gertrude, aid him in his quest. Both Zefirelli and Branagh successfully portray Gertrude’s guilt as another piece of the puzzle of which Hamlet uses to avenge his father’s death. 
