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Abstract

Hamlet has been frequently performed on the Czech stage, not only during the nineteenth 
century but also throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. From 1905 until the 
end of his career at the National Theatre in Prague, Hamlet was also the mainstay of 
Jaroslav Kvapil’s repertoire. The aim of this paper is to concentrate on four productions 
of Hamlet at the National theatre in Prague in 1905, 1915, 1916, and 1920. In order to 
illustrate the critical reception of these four productions, the paper draws upon a range of 
period theatre reviews and critical commentaries. It attempts to show how directorial and 
acting choices have shaped the play in performance, by focusing in particular on Eduard 
Vojan’s renditions of Hamlet, set in different national contexts. Vojan (1853–1920) was 
one of the greatest Czech actors and performers of Shakespearean protagonists, famous 
for his deep, almost Protean insight into his characters. His portrayal of Hamlet (1905) 
still represents one of the best Shakespearean renditions on the Czech stage. Vojan dis-
covered and skilfully interpreted Hamlet’s complicated character. His Danish prince was 
a lonely, sarcastic, and nonconforming individual opposing the world’s pettiness. 

1. Jaroslav Kvapil and Eduard Vojan: Symbolism, Impressionism and  
Psychological Drama

During the period of the World War I, the Czech National Theatre was strongly 
linked to Jaroslav Kvapil (1868–1950). Kvapil was the first modern Czech director 
responsible for giving theatre direction its own place as a specific element of theatre 
work. He was also a poet, playwright, journalist, librettist, and translator. Kvapil’s 
activities, however, were not limited only to the area of culture and art – from 1915 
on he was a member of the Czech opposition movement known under the name 
Maffie and took part in creating a manifesto for writers that called for the renewal 
of constitutional freedom and parliamentary immunity and was signed by 222 
Czech writers, ultimately leading to the foundation of the Writers Council in 1917.1 

Kvapil’s stage performance was characterized by impressionistic stage direc-
tion, which drew on sensory perception. Typical of his directorial composition 
were moody atmospheres and a certain inwardness of the actors’ performance, 
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which was aimed at depicting the true dramatic character through analytical 
psychologism mixed with poetic elements and lyrical tones. He put an emphasis 
on sophisticated stage compositions used as a whole and in various details while 
stressing the compactness of the troupe of actors. His literary experience enabled 
him to build an architecture around theatre performance in all its complexity. 
However, he was also careful not to neglect scenography and musical accompani-
ment. Kvapil’s scenes were reminiscent of a colourfully harmonised and detailed 
impressionist painting (Götz 74). In his efforts to create the most accurate artistic 
interpretation, he gradually removed detailed narrative from the performance, 
bringing the production closer to the Elizabethan stage. Kvapil’s repertoire shows 
a diverse range of European drama despite the fact that World War I had subdued 
psychological issues and realistic historical plays. Kvapil’s greatest directing efforts 
rightfully include Shakespearean productions, namely Hamlet and Macbeth, with 
actor Eduard Vojan in the leading role. 

A substantial portion of the National Theatre’s repertoire was made up of 
Czech plays promoting national self-realisation (e.g. Václav Kliment Klicpera, 
Josef Kajetán Tyl, and Alois Jirásek). Attention was also given to symbolist drama 
presenting topics such as rebellion against order, the search for independence, and 
desires for freedom (e.g. Stanislav Lom, Otakar Theer, Viktor Dyk, and Jaroslav 
Maria). Thanks to Kvapil, Shakespearean performances took centre stage. Plays 
by Bernard Shaw, however, were also a relatively frequent part of the repertoire.2 

Kvapil’s productions during World War I, characterised by an ornate direction 
style and technical perfection, created the cornerstone of the National Theatre’s 
wartime repertoire and also represented the proverbial peak of his direction and 
dramaturgical work. After 1914, however, Kvapil did not undergo any further 
development artistically and drew no new inspiration in terms of delivery or 
expression (Černý and Klosová 390).

Eduard Vojan (1853–1920) was the leading actor at the National Theatre and 
member there from 1888 to 1920. Although he was initially placed in supporting 
roles (e.g. Douglas in Henry IV, Demetrius in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
Horatio and Fortinbras in Hamlet), he gradually came to be a pillar of the Czech 
stage through his strong will, diligence and precision while placing an emphasis 
on the methods of psychological realism. His immersion into the psyche of the 
characters, supported by eloquent mimicry and supporting dramatic diction, ranked 
him among the most prominent members of Czech theatre of the time. His artistic 
performance, however, was not limited only to implicating the results of mental 
processes; he also strove to acknowledge their causes and gradual development. 
He also imparted on his characters a certain truth and inwardness. In addition to 
Shakespearean characters, his artistic portfolio also included Moses from Stanislav 
Lom’s The Ruler, Torquato Tasso from Jaroslav Maria’s eponymous drama, or 
Jirásek’s Jan Roháč. Just before his death, he performed Tsar Paul from Merezhko-
vsky’s drama Death of Paul I. Two other roles in preparation – Bishop Nikolas 
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from Ibsen’s The Pretenders and Tetulliere from Rolland’s dramatic debuts The 
Wolves – were never performed. Vojan died May 31, 1920. His art of acting made 
him a prominent Czech and international artist. He can also without exaggera-
tion be considered one of the founders of Czech theatre. After Hana Kvapilová’s 
(1860–1907) death, Leopolda Dostalová (1879–1972) became Vojan’s main acting 
partner, who played Ophelia in Hamlet (1904, 1915, 1916, and 1920), Helena in 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1907), Portia in The Merchant of Venice (1909), 
Queen Anne in Richard III (1910), Goneril in King Lear (1913), or Lady Macbeth.3 

2. Vojan’s Hamlet at the National Theatre in Prague: 1905, 1915, 1916, and 1920

2.1 Vojan’s Ironic Hamlet (1905) 

The premiere of Hamlet was performed in Josef Vaclav Sládek’s translation in 
October 1915, with the skilled Eduard Vojan in the leading role. To illustrate 
Vojan’s artistic progression and development in the role of the Danish prince, 
we may first mention his memorable performance in 1905, which was deemed 
one of the best European interpretations of Hamlet (Burian 5). Although Vojan’s 
rendition was shaped by his knowledge of Chekhov and Ibsen (but also by his 
familiarity with the Hamlet of Kainz or Novelli), he chose not to imitate and 
took his own authentic direction. The success of Vojan’s Hamlet was primarily 
due to his confident identification with the character of the Prince. His identifica-
tion with Hamlet, supported by his ability for empathy, led Vojan to a consistent 
performance of the role while remaining free of theatrical cliché and unneces-
sary theatrical devices. Stripped of its theatrical effects, Vojan’s Hamlet was in 
a sense disembodied from the mundane (and to a certain degree generalised) 
and moved to the psychological level. Vojan lent the Danish prince a pale, 
jaded and an unwholesomely puffy face. He wore an inapproachable expres-
sion, and was dressed in black garments constricting his body and soul like 
a vice. He put an emphasis on the prince’s soulfulness, cultivation and, primarily, 
the irony that became Hamlet’s tool for expressing his relationship to others 
and to himself. As the Czech theatre critic Jindřich Vodák wrote in 1905, after  
the January premiere: 

[Vojan’s Hamlet] uses irony to close himself up against those whom he deems 
deserving of his fellowship and to keep them within their due limits. He uses irony 
sternly and ceremoniously, callously and dismissively, on the almost explicit condi-
tion that he be understood. He mocks like someone who stands above all others; 
one to which all others are too low or poor to be spoken to otherwise […]. A person 
who mocks in such a way is one who has been harmed gravely, one who has been 
unduly cheated! (Vodák 1905, 3, trans. I.M.)
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Hamlet’s irony, ranging from light sarcastic amusement to the irony of simulated 
madness, ended in a wild stream of jumps, unrestrained applause, and shouts after 
a scene with players (in act 3, scene 2) and left him exhausted and short of breath. 
Vojan likely created a Hamlet based on his Pilsen and Brno concepts of a suffering 
and deeply grieved man who, despite this, was not lacking in refinement.4 Here 
we may demonstrate the pain of Vojan’s Hamlet from the violent death of his 
father by quoting Vodák: 

Whenever [the pain] shoots into his words and face (especially in the first act and 
the scene with his mother in the third act), it is violently fettered and suppressed so 
as not to erupt into uncontrolled cries: sentences become almost fatally forlorn due 
to this inner battle; his teeth are locked together and his hands locked to his body 
to weather these oncoming storms. (Vodák 1905, 3, trans. I.M.)

Contemporary papers and later recapitulations correspond in their evaluation of 
Vojan’s performance as something exceptional and extraordinary. Jindřich Vodák 
even claims that “in all of our modern dramatic arts there is nothing that could 
equally match this Hamlet (Vodák 1905, 3, trans. I.M.). Proof of the value and 
attraction of the performance can be found not only in the sold-out premiere (which 
conflicted with the date of the Národní beseda [assembly of the National Social 
Educational Club] in Žofín, i.e. January 25, 1905) but also in other performances 
(Tille 20). In writing about Eduard Vojan, the Czech author Josef Teichman notes 
that Vojan’s compelling performances, to which he devoted every bit of himself, 
led to physical exhaustion. Vojan’s prominent position on the first Czech scene 
ultimately took a toll on his health (Tille 43). 

Vojan’s Hamlet was accompanied by the Ophelia of Hana Kvapilová, who 
successfully portrayed the subtle movements of Ophelia’s mind and mood swings. 
She painted Ophelia with a certain psychological fidelity without resorting to exag-
gerated theatrical means. Ophelia’s scene of madness was based on the contrast 
between moments of clearheaded sensibility and subsequent bewilderment. The 
balance of the physical and verbal, set by a precise delivery of the character’s 
individual attributes brought Kvapilová’s Ophelia close to the style of Japanese 
theatre art (Tille 21–22).4 The only criticism, although directed more towards 
Kvapil’s direction than the actual acting performance, was Ophelia’s somewhat 
tactless entrance on the stage during Hamlet’s soliloquy on being. Polonius was 
portrayed by Jindřich Mošna (1837–1911) as a serious man who is aware of the 
high position he holds. 

A description of the scenography can be found in both Vodák’s review 
(1905, 3–4) and in Tille’s memoir of Vojan’s Hamlet (22). The main portion 
of the plot took place in the multi-walled auditorium, in which the gallery and 
back columned hallway could be used as entryways. The narrow windows of 
the auditorium provided a view of the sky and the dominant tower of the castle. 
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The expansive auditorium served as a variable space that, through its colourful 
draperies and curtains, transformed into various chambers of the castle. The effect 
of the performance was strengthened by appropriately matching costumes and 
decorations. In this context, Jindřich Vodák praised the suggestive, imaginative and 
purposeful narrative, but at the same time expressed his wonder at the omission 
of Fortinbras’ scene (and other scenery) and the shortening of some of Hamlet’s 
soliloquies, for example reducing the welcoming of characters (act 2, scene 2) to 
merely welcoming the king, which could have (inappropriately) alluded to Hamlet’s 
plan.5 Vodák also points to the preference of complex scenic and costume work 
at the expense of the dramatic text. With a Hamlet-like sarcasm, he recounts the 
wardrobe used by the characters: “[…] the mad Ophelia is also thinking about 
her mad dress, and the queen, having summoned Hamlet after the theatre, quickly 
changes into her nightclothes!” (Vodák 1905, 4, trans. I.M.).

In general, Kvapil’s interpretation of Hamlet was defined by interplay among 
actors but also by excellent individual performances. Yet, it was without a doubt 
Vojan who helped write the play into the history of Czech theatre. 

2.2 Hamlet, a Lonely Philosopher (1915)

Vojan’s Hamlet portrayed ten years later was reviewed with similar superlatives. In 
the criticism of the premiere on October 17, 1915 published in Právo lidu, the Czech 
theatre critic František Václav Krejčí pointed to the character of the Danish prince 
as the peak of Vojan’s artistic career. Krejčí’s perception of the symbolic symbiosis 
between Vojan and Hamlet is evident: “If Vojan is the best Czech actor of these 
years, then Hamlet is the brightest zenith of his artistic career. For the contemporary 
Czech generation, these two names have become indelible” (K. 8, trans. I.M.). In 
comparison to the 1905 production, Vojan had further developed and emotionally 
deepened his performance. He kept the prince’s cultivation; his painful, sharp 
irony; and the gesticulations of a noble tragic. The prince, however, had matured. 
The former youth changed into a man in which adolescence and maturity mingled 
and churned. Hamlet’s transformation was naturally reflected in his behaviour. 
The prince’s sadness and irony gained a new dimension – from playful mocking 
that balanced philosophical consideration and wistfulness; wrathful and unfriendly 
sarcasm accompanied by grimaces, piercing glares, and laconic speeches in which 
he chastises his surroundings; to the desperately ironic complaints on the impossi-
bility of his love towards Ophelia and an alienation from all that is human. The “to 
be or not to be” soliloquy no longer sprung from the abyss of deepest despair as in 
the previous productions, and carried deep philosophical tones rather than merely 
being a painful personal confession. Even Hamlet’s previous roaring laughter after 
the performance played for Claudius was softened into an unobtrusive tone. The 
end of the performance showed the almost complete calm of the prince’s mind, 
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when “Hamlet the Philosopher renounces his wrath; gives up his sarcasm; reaches 
deep within; goes silent and tame; he accepts with resignation his alienation from 
the world and comes to terms with this in a resolute manner so as to comply with 
his external ties and obligations.” (Vodák “Hamlet” 2, trans. I.M.). Conscious of his 
differentness from the others and his need to rely only on himself, Vojan’s lonely 
and philosophizing warrior marches unyieldingly towards truth. By remaining 
internally closed and reserved, he forms a protective shield on the winding path to 
his dismal goal, confirming that he can only find help and support within himself. 

Vojan’s cultivated performance in the role of Hamlet, fully depicting the 
plasticity of the character, was mentioned by Krejčí with superlatives as “a rare 
and unique performance untouched by the years and, on the contrary, one that has 
aged like a fine wine” (8). Otokar Fischer commented on Vojan’s performance in 
a similar manner, calling it well-formed, excellently consistent, internally justified 
in every detail, and performed with tenacity, detail and strength as only the most 
mature artistic authority could (O. F. 4, trans. I.M.). 

Vojan’s Hamlet was harmoniously accompanied by the intellectual and sensi-
tive Ophelia portrayed by Leopolda Dostalová. A novelty of the performance 
was the concept of the ghost of Hamlet’s father (Karel Boleška) as a phantasm 
floating in a darkened vacuum. The play of lights and shadows was accompanied 
by acting scenes carried out by candlelight. Contrary to previous Shakespearean 
productions, which used two stages, Kvapil placed shorter scenes in front of the 
curtain near the apron. 

The performance was not lacking in cadence; according to critics, however, 
Vojan’s technique of precise, gradual articulation and subsequent accenting of 
individual words sounded rather negative in comparison to the more dynamic 
and fluent articulation of the younger actors. Also, critics failed to understand 
the omission of Fortinbras’ scene.6 Krejčí comments on this in the following:

I do not know why the direction has completely cut Fortinbras: if there should be 
any omission in Hamlet, it would be more appropriate to sacrifice some of Hamlet’s 
redundant reflections. Without Fortinbras, the tragedy is missing its true point: 
the victory of healthy, spontaneous energy over listless thought and divided will. 
Fortinbras today would actually have been a certain symbol of our time: the soldier, 
standing over the corpse of the philosophizing decadent and taking from him the 
sceptre of rule. (K. 8, trans. I.M.)

2.3 Hamlet, a Nonconforming Individual (1916)

In 1916, the world commemorated the tercentennial anniversary of Shakespeare’s 
death. The Shakespeare tercentenary celebration in the Czech lands can be understood 
not only as a great theatrical achievement, but most importantly as a presentation  
of Czech national self-awareness and identity. It furthermore attempted to strengthen 



 “Listen to many, speak to a few”: Eduard Vojan’s Hamlet on the First Czech Stage  113

the autonomy of the Czech theatre and demonstrate the Czech pro-Allied attitude. 
Prague contributed to worldwide Shakespeare celebrations with a cycle of fifteen 
Shakespearean productions, directed by Kvapil with Josef Václav Sládek’s trans-
lations. Hamlet was one of the greatest attractions of the festival.

Likely (yet not only) in reaction to the criticism against the removal of 
Fortinbras’ scene, Kvapil added the role of the Norwegian crown prince into 
the performance (act 5, scene 2) in 1916. The role of Fortinbras was played by 
Vendelín Budil’s disciple Miloš Nový (1879–1932). With regard to Kvapil’s social-
political activities, it seems probable that the performance carried a cautionary 
undertone of the possible enthronement of a new Habsburg monarch.7 There 
is no evidence of such reading, yet with respect to the Czech independence 
movement the director may have invited the audience to feel it as dangerous  
and unwelcome. 

The scenographer used a simple, minimalist scene that appropriately created 
a unified (but not monotone) and suggestive framework of tragedy with a gothic 
arch stretching towards the stage and the changing backdrops. In contrast to 
the previous performance, the graded arrangement of the stage was removed 
(F. P. 59). During the scene with Ophelia and the graveyard scenery, the flatly 
conceived backdrop, reminiscent of a fresco or tapestry, changed into a spatial 
arrangement. The scene with actors was situated on the apron from which Hamlet, 
Claudius, Gertrude and the other courtiers were watching the performance with 
hired players turned towards the auditorium, making their reactions for viewers 
easily decipherable.9 

2.4 Hamlet’s Emotional Ambivalence and the Echo of a Happy Past (1920)

Vojan performed Hamlet for the last time shortly before his death in 1920. This 
memorable final performance, the premiere of which took place February 2, was 
described in Fischer’s review (Dr. F. 4) and the memoirs of Vladimír Müller 
(140). At the age of 67, Vojan played the Danish prince without his beard or wig 
and almost completely without makeup. He bared the prince’s humanity and 
played Hamlet’s constant discord between love and affectation, which came in 
an exceptional manner to the foreground in the scene with Ophelia. Overpowered 
by emotion, he casts off for a moment the mask of madness and exposes his true 
emotions by placing a kiss on Ophelia’s hair. This tender moment of truth almost 
instantly changes into sharp irony and petulant distraction brought about by Polo-
nius’ presence. The scene at the cemetery was also characterized by a similar and 
contradicting emotional duality. The affectionate memories of Yorick calm the 
cutting tone of the prince’s sarcasm and colours it with affable shades of reflection 
on a carefree childhood. This echo of a happy past, however, does not sound for 
long. After a short and relieved forgetfulness, the prince returns to a bitter reality 
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that anticipates reconciliation with death, not revenge, as Vojan’s Hamlet was not 
(and could not have been) an avenger. Immersed in his own internal dream-world, 
he wishes to protect all vulnerable souls from wrath and betrayal (Dr. F. 4). 

In his last Shakespearean performance, Vojan remained faithful to his artistic 
nature and drew a psychological picture of Hamlet showing a deeply suffering, 
unhappy man expressing his grief over the whole human race. In addition to his 
vast acting experience, Vojan likely projected any number of his own personal 
struggles into the character of Hamlet, as he, similarly to the Danish prince, was 
often forced to battle with the adversity of fate. The role of Hamlet lent Vojan 
a supremacy not only on the first Czech scene, but in terms of Czech theatre in 
general. He was not, however, always adequately acknowledged professionally 
and financially, and was forced to fight for his elite position. On several occa-
sions, he was in danger of being ejected from the National Theatre and this rift 
with its management in 1908 was vented in the press. Vojan’s qualities, however, 
are confirmed (save for Jaroslav Hilbert’s criticism) by the positive reactions of 
professional criticism and enthusiastic responses from the theatregoing public.

Conclusion

Eduard Vojan is justifiably regarded as one of the greatest of all Czech actors. He 
imbued his Shakespearean roles with a psychological motivation and endowed 
them with nonverbal communication, transforming them into complex, multifac-
eted characters. Vojan used his vast range of vocal faculties, including various 
colours, modulations and tempos of voice and vocal accents. Miroslav Rutte later 
commented that “Vojan was an actor who had come to understand and master the 
psychological function of the voice,” which served as a sort of secondary inter-
pretation for his words (223). Jindřich Vodák also summarized Vojan’s sense for 
the spoken word and its content and his work with soliloquy reminiscent of an 
algorithm broken into individual parts, repeated so that none are lost, preventing 
even the smallest detail from escaping the audience and conveying the message 
to its fullest extent (“Eduard Vojan” 37). Vojan’s roles were characterized by 
grandeur, humanity and also partially irony. The greatness of his performances 
gave Vojan’s characters a fresh and novel dimension and compactness. Here we 
can use the words of Vojan’s primary critic, Jindřich Vodák, who attentively 
followed and evaluated Vojan’s artistic performances and devoted a treatise to 
Vojan’s masterful artistic legacy entitled Eduard Vojan (38). Vodák’s reviews still 
offer valuable insight into Vojan’s (not only) Shakespearean roles, thanks to their 
undeniable level of critical conveyance and objective evaluation. 

The characteristic elements of Vojan’s Shakespearean roles, i.e. individu-
alism and a humanistic charge, gained cogency and validity at a time when the 
Czech nation was striving for independence, as through them Vojan reproduced 
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the social-political contexts of his time. His art grew from realistic roots which, 
through continual criticism, gradually grew into the context of Czech modernism 
(Císař 59).
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Notes

1  Kvapil was faced with significant tasks at the end of the war and after it. He 
became a member of the revolutionary National Assembly and, at the end of 
November 1918, left for Paris to visit Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk in order to 
inform the Czech President of events in the newly formed republic. In the 
years 1918–1921, he worked as a section head of the Ministry of Education 
and National Awareness. In 1921, he took the place of Karel Hugo Hilar as 
director of the Vinohrady Theatre in Prague, which he managed until 1928. 
In 1944 he was arrested by the Gestapo and was imprisoned for a period of 
eleven months.

2  English drama was staged mainly in Josef Václav Sládek’s and Karel Mušek’s 
translations. 

3 Hana Kvapilová was a prominent Czech actress, from 1888 one of the leading 
members of the National Theatre in Prague. She had a deep understanding of her 
Shakespearean characters (e.g. Hermia 1888–1889; Titania, Puck 1890–1894; 
Perdita 1892–1897; Ophelia 1892–1893, 1897–1898, 1904–1905; Jessica 
1892–1893; Portia 1899–1900; Lady Macbeth 1902; Beatrice 1906–1907) and 
was able to live their inner world with extreme empathy. Leopolda Dostalová 
was member at the National Theatre in Prague from 1901 to 1959.

4  Vojan played a melancholic prince, who succumbed to emotion and his sombre 
mood. His emotions, however, fused with rational thoughts. Even during his 
outbursts of emotion, he did not abandon his rational thinking. He mused both 
on his own inner feelings and the surrounding world, yet this philosophical 
contemplation led to his complete mental and physical exhaustion. His face 
was pale and unhealthy looking, with sunken cheeks and deep-set eyes. His 
mood swings ranged from periods of elation and restless activity to those of 
resignation and despondency. 

5  In his four memoirs on Eduard Vojan printed in the publication entitled  
Magická moc divadla (The Magical Might of the Theatre), Tille mentions 
the possible “influence of a Japanese theatre actress, who in her time passed 
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through Prague.” He was referring to artist Sadda Yacco, who in February 
15 and 17, 1902 performed in the Neues deutches Theater with a troupe of 
the Imperial Court Theatre in Tokyo in the plays Geisha and The Knight and 
Kesa. The (humorous) parallel between Japanese and Czech arts was also 
highlighted by Divadelní listy on February 20, 1902: “[…] Mr. Kavakami and 
Mrs. Sadda Yacco spoke silently; as silently as Mr Vojan and Mrs Kvapilova 
sometimes do” (Tille 21 and 422).

6  Enter five players. “You are welcome, masters, welcome all. …” (Shakespeare 
266).

7  In performances taking place from October 17, 1915 to February 4, 1916, 
Fortinbras’ scene was omitted.

8  After the death of Emperor Franz Josef I on November 21, 1916 at the ven-
erable age of 86, his grandnephew, Emperor Charles I, took the throne. On 
the production of Hamlet, see also Mišterová, Ivona. “Inter Arma Non Silent 
Musae: Shakespeare as a symbol of the Czech pro-Allied Attitude during the 
Great War.” http://www.phil.muni.cz/plonedata/wkaa/BSE/Articles%20in%20
Press/BSE_2016-42%281%29-XX_Misterova_-_Article_in_Press.pdf. 

9  During the war, theatre became a place of relief from the hardships of eve-
ryday life. It offered, at least, a temporary escape into a better (or “another”) 
world presented on the stage. It strived to preserve traditional cultural values, 
arouse national enthusiasm, and encourage national feelings against the Austro-
Hungarian oppression.
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