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INTRODUCTION
This resource has been produced by the A Level Drama 
and Theatre assessor team to offer teachers an insight 
into how the assessment objectives are applied.

Please note that this resource is provided for advice and 
guidance only and does not in any way constitute an 
indication of grade boundaries or endorsed answers.

The sample assessment material for this answer and 
commentary can be found on the A Level Drama and 
Theatre web page and accessed via the following link: 
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-
drama-and-theatre-h059-h459-from-2016/

http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-drama-and-theatre-h059-h459-from-2016/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-drama-and-theatre-h059-h459-from-2016/
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QUESTION 1 – HAMLET

1 “I think what makes people fascinating is conflict… Nobody wants to watch perfection”. 

Discuss modern rehearsal techniques an actor could use to build a role illustrating the   
imperfections of a character. Justify your ideas with examples from at least three scenes from the 
performance text you have chosen for this question.       
             [20]

SAMPLE ANSWER
Hamlet – William Shakespeare

The internal conflict with Hamlet is as exciting to a modern audience as it would have been to Shakespeare’s 
contemporaries. Shakespeare’s language makes public the inner conflict of a character who is so tortured by the need 
to exact revenge for his Father’s murder. He is a young man struggling to do the right thing in a world that has been 
sent into turmoil. As the play unfolds we see Hamlet move from a tortured son to a cruel lover to a violent murderer. The 
challenge as an actor is to make a decision as to how we wish the audience’s reactions to Hamlet to fall. Do we want a 
sympathetic reaction or a shocked response to his violent and uncontrolled behaviour? 

I believe that Hamlet should be played as a tragic figure, his actions should be seen as shocking but understood as being 
a reaction to the huge wrongdoing that has been done to his Father and a passionate desire to exact revenge on his 
Uncle who perpetrated it.  Because of this it would be necessary in the rehearsal period to gain understanding of his 
emotions as well as planning for his delivery of lines.

A key scene where we see Hamlet’s turmoil is in the famous ‘to be or not to be’ speech.  As an actor playing Hamlet, I 
would want to show the audience the enormity of the situation Hamlet finds himself in. The ghost of his Father has come 
to him and asked to him to seek revenge on ‘foul and most unnatural murder’. In this speech he is deciding what to do 
– whether to live or to die, whether to kill his uncle or himself. In order to prepare for this, I would think about a time I 
had found myself in a dilemma and use my emotion memory to capture those feelings. I would think about how those 
emotions made me feel and the physiological responses to them. For example I might find myself gritting my teeth or 
clenching my teeth – or rubbing my head to try and remove the thoughts. As Stanislavski promoted, I would hope that 
connecting these real emotions to my acting would help to make it more honest and believable.

I would then separate out both sides of Hamlet’s dilemma and look at them as a whole. The first words of the soliloquy 
show the crux of his dilemma ‘to be or not to be’. I would imagine that the stage was divide in half and have each side 
representing one side of his dilemma. I would imagine that the ‘not to be’ side would involve being closer to the ground, 
with the centre of gravity being pulled down. He would need a quieter voice to show defeat and his movements would 
be more helpless and defeated. In contrast the other side of the stage would represent the ‘rub’; the fury, anger and 
fighting spirit to stay alive and bring revenge upon the man who has wronged his father. He would pace about and 
control the stage more, using a louder voice and more confident movements. The contrast between the two sides would 
give an impression of ‘madness’ or lack of consistency in character. This could be seen as an imperfection but the passion 
with which he is torn between the two sides would invoke feelings of deep sympathy and, if honestly performed, great 
empathy from the audience to draw them in and become more connected with Hamlet rather than writing him off as 
‘mad’. It would be essential in this speech to show Hamlet’s motivation – he does not start off mad but is made so the 
huge responsibility placed upon him. I would emphasise this by thinking about how Hamlet begins a boy and becomes 
a man during the course of this speech. This could be explored by taking individual lines and changing the voice and 
body language used to convey them. He would begin higher and more free in his movements and gradually become 
more deep and insular.
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The next moment I would prepare for would be Hamlet’s rejection of Ophelia. I would want the audience to understand 
the reasoning behind his cruel treatment of her and blame the situation not him as a character. To ensure there was still 
some sympathy towards him, I would make sure that he seemed tortured and saddened not just angry. In between his 
rejection of Ophelia I would include moments of closeness and intimacy to see that he would love to continue their 
intimacy but is too repulsed by the idea of romantic love after seeing his Mother in a sexual relationship with his Uncle. 
I would improvise scenes between Hamlet and Ophelia from before the death of his father and try to show snippets of 
this innocent intimacy in freeze frame moments intersperse with his rejection of her.

I would also want to understand why Hamlet is rejecting Ophelia. I would improvise a scene in modern day language 
where he honestly tells her that he can no longer trust women and that his Mother’s relationship with his uncle has 
put him off all intimacy. The fact that he is unable to communicate this to Ophelia rationally shows an imperfection in 
his character, but to show glimpses of it through a tender look or hesitant pause will allow the audience to see beyond 
his apparently cruel rejection of her. This would be particularly embodied as he leaves her and ‘peruses her face with 
intensity’.

Ophelia’s reaction to Hamlet is key to the audience’s reaction towards him. She is portrayed as innocent and undeserving, 
which make Hamlet’s harsh treatment of her even more disturbing and reveals the harsh treatment of women in society 
at that time. I would play some physical theatre games where we see hamlet physically control Ophelia – almost as if she 
is his puppet to show the control he has over her mind and body as a male and social superior. The contrast between this 
Hamlet and the one we saw beating the floor in desperation during his soliloquy the floor should be shocking.

A third important scene that shows his imperfection is when Hamlet argues with Gertrude. He starts off rational but is 
overcome by passions and ends up impulsively and accidentally killing Polonius. To prepare for the great crescendo in 
this scene, I would divide it up into units together with the actor playing Gertrude. I would then choose one line each 
for each section which epitomises what is happening ‘Hamlet you have thy Father much offended’ ‘Mother you have 
my father much offended’ for each of these units I would create a still image and then experiment with different ways 
of delivering the lines to show the changing relationship between the two of them.  As with Ophelia, I would want 
to show that Hamlet is torn between loving his Mother and hating her. The conflict inside his brain causes him to act 
inconsistently and I would aim to experiment with different ways of delivering the lines in order to surprise the audience 
– and Hamlet himself! He is no longer in control of his passions as his temper rises. I would rehearse this speech with a 
piece of music which rises to a crescendo. As the music gets faster I would imagine Hamlet moving and speaking more 
quickly. One of the most shocking things about this scenes is the disrespectful and even sexual way Hamlet talks to his 
Mother. He uses vile language as he accuses her of weakness and lust as she ‘lies in this rank ensemened bed’ with her 
dead husband’s murderer. The delivery of these lines would be very important and I would speak them over and over 
again to find the physical reaction to the words – such as the baring of the teeth ad clenching of the fists. Physically I 
would show Hamlet coming closer and closer to his mother – whereas he has pulled away from Ophelia. The audience 
should be terrified of him as he becomes more and more enraged. 

Hamlet is not an easy play to watch but it is entirely fascinating. In order to fascinate the audience throughout the four 
hours of Shakespeare’s longest play it is essential for the actor playing Hamlet to be fully prepared and able to show a 
changing and imperfect young man. The rehearsal process would be key to developing this and it would be vital for any 
actor playing Hamlet to explore his changing and inconsistent character and his motivations in depth.

Marks: 13 out of 20
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Commentary
The opening paragraph makes clear the candidate’s 
knowledge and understanding of the role of Hamlet and 
the conflict inherent within the character. However at the 
end of the introduction, the student goes on to raise the 
question of whether the audience should sympathise 
or not with Hamlet which is not directly related to the 
question. 

The question is asking how would an actor prepare for the 
role and the conflict and imperfections within that role. 
It is asking for knowledge and understanding of Hamlet’s 
character. 

The candidate demonstrates knowledge and 
understanding of the play and of the role, the complexity 
of the role and the inner conflict which has to be 
overcome and the emotions of Hamlet. 

Three significant scenes are explored. There is some 
appropriate reference to the use of units, freeze, frames, 
emotional memory, actioning and improvisation as valid 
rehearsal techniques. However there is also discussion 
of performance which dominates the essay at times. 
Whilst these ideas are appropriate, there is a loss of focus 
on the question which is about rehearsal and not final 
performance. Key moments are analysed but there is 
little reference to specific performance techniques or 
conventions. 

Clear focus on rehearsal of the role is required. Whilst 
relevant moments are discussed they are not always 
explored in terms of rehearsal but end product. There 
is also a slight misinterpretation of the technique of 
emotional memory or emotion memory where the 
candidate states –  ‘I would think about how these 
emotions made me feel. ‘. The technique requires the 
student to consider what happened, the circumstance 
of a situation in their own life in order to allow relevant 
emotions to be recreated within the actor though 
automatic emotional recall. Stanislavski suggested that 
when we remember a situation, the emotion is evoked 
once more and is therefore real. The principle of the 
technique is therefore that if you revisit the circumstances 
you will feel the emotion.

How the answer could be improved
To start with, the candidate must have a clear and focused 
knowledge of the character of Hamlet both good and 
bad, strengths and weaknesses which create the required 
idea of conflict. The candidate must have considered 
how this character would be portrayed in performance 
but also how that performance will be reached through 
specific and detailed creative rehearsal techniques. 
These might relate to the use of semiotics, proxemics, 
relationship with other characters, physicalisation of the 
role, use of set, costume or props. The emphasis within 
the essay should be on rehearsal techniques rather than 
the performance itself. 
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