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Abstract:   

 

Reworking Hamlet in Russia is always a provocation. Pasternak’s 1957 superfluous man Yuri 

Zhivago poetically imagines himself as both actor and agent of change, unwilling to act and yet 

acting, wishing he could observe his story rather than perform it. For Pasternak existence is 

defiant, and watching more so. Like Hamlet’s refusal to participate, inaction in certain 

“productions,” theatrical and/or political, is difficult and heroic. Daring to say what has actually 

happened is even bolder. Following Turgenev’s Rudin, without the integrity of the act, 

conventional action becomes complicit, just following the cues of a “Pharissee.” During Putin’s 

2000 inauguration, Boris Eifman, along with Peter Stein and Konstantin Raikin reminded us that 

“A Russian Hamlet” is distinct, unlike what we see on Broadway or in the West End. But what is 

a Russian Horatio? Boris Akunin’s 2002 adaptation, Гамлет. Версия, tells us (audiobook, 2015; 

Off-Broadway revival, 2017). 

 

Recalling Lyubimov, Hamlet remains a flash point for directors, actors, reviewers and audiences, 

defining both the present crisis and its relationship to a past, invoking elite Western culture to 

articulate and define a uniquely Russian experience. From classically elegant Smoktunovsky to 

passionately iconoclastic Vysotsky, Raikin’s gangsters, Stein’s cross-dressed and saxophone-

playing disenchanted youths, and Eifman’s decadent denizens of the court of Catherine the Great 

translate into a chronotope to be closely watched. Akunin presents the ascendency of Horatio, a 

witty riff on both Chekhov’s Чайка (1901) and Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are 

Dead (1966). Shakespeare gives Horatio no origin: present at Hamlet’s father’s victory, he 

attends Wittenberg University with Hamlet. Germanized leaders, whether from Denmark or St. 

Petersburg, are not heroes, but maybe a cryptic, othered Russophone Japanologist of Georgian 

origin like Shalvovich Chkhartishvili, could be. 

 


