Philosophy and Mr Stoppard
Jonathan Bennett
from Philosophy 50 (1975), pp. 5–18.
Few stage plays have much to do with analytic philosophy:
Tom Stoppard has written two of them—Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern Are Dead and Jumpers. The contrast between
these, especially in how they involve philosophy, could hardly
be greater. Rosencrantz does not parade its philosophical
content; but the philosophy is there all the same, and it
is solid, serious and functional. In contrast with this, the
philosophy which is flaunted throughout Jumpers is thin
and uninteresting, and it serves the play only in a decorative
and marginal way. Its main effect has been to induce timidity
in reviewers who could not see the relevance to the play of
the large stretches of academic philosophy which it contains.
Since the relevance doesn’t exist, the timidity was misplaced,
and so the kid gloves need not have been used. Without
doubting that I would have enjoyed the work as performed on
the London stage, aided by the talent of Michael Hordern and
the charm of Diana Rigg, I don’t doubt either that Jumpers
is a poor effort which doesn’t deserve its current success.
I shan’t argue for that, however. I want only to explain
why Jumpers is not a significantly philosophical play, before
turning to the more important and congenial task of showing
that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead is one.
All quotations will be from the Faber editions of the plays.
There will be no omissions within anything I quote from
either play, so any ellipses in my quotations are Stoppard’s.

Jumpers is a mildly surrealistic farce, which plays
with confusions and cross-purposes (like Stoppard’s After
Magritte) , and involves switches between reality and various
kinds of illusion (like Stoppard’s The Real Inspector Hound).
There could be philosophical profit in the latter theme, but
Stoppard does not find any.
The central character, George Moore, is a professor of
moral philosophy, and what philosophical content the play
has stems from that fact. Much of it consists in professional
gossip or jokes. For example, a joke about the value of
professorships, when the Vice-Chancellor, wanting the police
inspector to connive at a murder’s being treated as a suicide,
tries to bribe him with the offer of a Chair of Divinity (p. 65):
‘Not perhaps the Chair which is in the eye of the
hurricane nowadays, but a professorship will still be
regarded as a distinction come the day—early next
week, in all probability—when the Police Force will
be thinned out to a ceremonial front for the peace
keeping activities of the Army.’
‘I see. Well, until that happens, I should still like to
know if McFee shot himself inside a plastic bag, where
is the gun?’
‘Very good thinking indeed. On consideration I can
give you the Chair of Logic, but that is my last offer.’
There is a running joke about the idea of philosophy as
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mental gymnastics. This is expressed in the play’s title, and
also here (p. 51):

knowledge in the sense of inferring facts with knowledge
in the sense of comprehending truths, and all the time as
you got more and more acquainted with, though no more
comprehending of, the symbolic patterns on my Persian
carpet, it was knowing in the biblical sense of screwing that
you were learning about.’

‘[McFee] very soon learned to jump a great deal better
than he ever thought, and was rewarded with the
Chair of Logic.’
‘Are you telling me that the Professor of Logic is a
part-time acrobat?’
‘Yes. More of a gymnast, really—the acrobatics are
just the social side.’
A certain amount of professional name-dropping occurs,
but all Stoppard does with the names is to drop them.
The one exception occurs when George’s wife squelches his
reminiscence about his one conversation with ‘my late friend
Bertrand Russell’ (p. 31):

Sometimes it goes a little deeper, as in George’s musings
about Zeno’s paradoxes (p. 28): ‘The result was, as I will now
demonstrate, that though an arrow is always approaching
its target, it never quite gets there, and Saint Sebastian died
of fright.’
The joke I like best in this general category occurs when
George is musing about the state of mind of the atheist
(p. 25): ‘Well, the tide is running his way, and it is a tide
which has turned only once in human history.. . . There is
presumably a calendar date—a moment—when the onus of
proof passed from the atheist to the believer, when, quite
suddenly, secretly, the noes had it.’

‘The Theory of Descriptions was not what was on his
mind that night. For one thing it was sixty years since
he’d thought it up, and for another he was trying to
telephone Mao Tse Tung.’
‘I was simply trying to bring his mind back to matters of universal import, and away from the day-to-day
parochialism of international politics.’
There are also some mild parodies of certain philosophical styles, the best being a Rylean bit: ‘[Things] can be
green, or square, or Japanese, loud, fatal, waterproof or
vanilla-flavoured’ (p. 41).
Some of the jokes bear on philosophical theories. Often
the relationship is verbal and superficial, as when George’s
wife reminds him of how, at the time when he was her tutor
and her lover, the title of his projected book was used by
someone else (p. 36): ‘He’d stolen a march while you were still
comparing knowledge in the sense of having-experience-of
with knowledge in the sense of being-acquainted-with, and
1

That occurs in a lecture which George spouts to his
secretary, in a dictation scattered through the middle half
of the play. Its general themes are the existence of God
and the objectivity of ethics. The prevailing tone is one of
mild jocularity, as when George makes but declines to use
the distinction between the God of creation and the God of
goodness, because (p. 26): ‘At least in the Judaeo-Christian
tradition, nothing is heard either of a God who created the
universe and then washed his hands of it, or, alternatively, a
God who merely took a comparatively recent interest in the
chance product of universal gases.’ This, though pleasant
enough, is thin stuff; and much of the lecture is equally
jejune1 without even being funny—for instance the tedious
disquisitions about ethical objectivity/subjectivity on pages

If you think that that word is related to the French jeune = ‘young’, and/or means ‘juvenile’ or ‘childish’, please look it up and learn better.
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53–55 and 66. It is presumably Stoppard rather than George
who gets F. P. Ramsey’s name and academic rank wrong
(p. 25), who is perfectly naive about Aquinas’s third way
(p. 29), and who thinks that Cantor discovered that there is
no highest natural number (p. 27). These things don’t inspire
confidence; but they would not matter if they were offset by
some inherent philosophical interest in all this academic material, or if it related structurally to the rest of the play. I can
find no such relationship. The appearance-reality theme,
as I have remarked already, comes to nothing. Something
is made of the relationship between practical wrongdoing
and theoretical ethics, in this conversation about an ethical
subjectivist who has in fact been murdered (pp. 48–49):
‘He thinks there is nothing wrong with killing people?’
‘Well, put like that, of course. . . But philosophically,
he doesn’t think it’s actually, inherently wrong in itself,
no.’
‘What sort of philosophy is that?’
‘Mainstream, I’d call it. Orthodox mainstream.’
This may raise a smile, first time around, but it is fundamentally banal and boring. It also shares with the other
philosophical bits of the play musty, out-of-date quality, as
though for Stoppard philosophy had died in about 1935.
A variant on the theme just mentioned is the altruism
theme, embodied in a conceit about two moon-astronauts
whose space-ship can take only one of them back to earth.
Their fight (against one another) for survival is supposed
to gain piquancy from their being called Scott and Oates,
but isn’t that a cheap effect? The trouble with Stoppard’s
treatment of altruism, as of his other themes in this play,
is that he has nothing to say about it. The best jokes, I
submit, are those of people with something to say: it is no
coincidence that the handling of altruism in Michael Frayn’s
The Tin Men, which is much funnier than Stoppard’s, is also

more solid and thoughtful.
Finally, there is a good deal about God. Much of this
involves inept handlings of Aquinas, Cantor and fractions,
which I have already mentioned; there are routine links
with ethical objectivity, and with altruism; and God is the
occasion of one outburst, by George’s wife (pp. 74–5), which
is striking enough in itself but is not assimilated into the
play. The best theological passage occurs when George is
accused of opposing subjectivism with clichés about ‘Hitler
or Stalin or Nero’ (p. 67):
‘The argument always gets back to some lunatic
tyrant, the reductio ad absurdum of the new ethics,
and the dog-eared trump card of the intuitionists.’
‘Well, why not? When I push my convictions to
absurdity, I arrive at God—which is at least as embarrassing nowadays. (Pause.) All I know is that I think
that I know that I know that nothing can be created
out of nothing, that my moral conscience is different
from the rules of my tribe, and that there is more in
me than meets the microscope—and because of that
I’m lumbered with this incredible, indescribable and
definitely shifty God, the trump card of atheism.’
That is not bad in its Chestertonian way; but there is too
little of it, and in any case it has no real role in the play.
Jumpers, in short, lacks structure, and lacks seriousness.
Flattering as it may be to find our discipline represented on
a West End stage, there is nothing here that deserves the
attention of philosophers.
***
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With relief, I turn to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead.
This play is primarily a display of conceptual interrelationships of the same logical kind as might occur in an academic
work of analytic philosophy. Its pyrotechnic show of jokes,
puns and cross-purposes consists mainly in sparks thrown
off by the underlying conceptual exploration. That philosophical insights are closely connected with jokes is a fact which
Carroll exploited in Through the Looking Glass, a work which
is brim-full of small-scale philosophy. Stoppard, unlike
Carroll, works intensively at a small cluster of intimately
connected concepts. The central one is the concept of reality,
and grouped around it are identity, memory, activity and
death.

***
The chief personages are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and
‘the Player’—the leader of the band of tragedians who perform
for Hamlet the play within the play. Asked to describe his
company’s repertoire, the Player says (p. 20): ‘We do on stage
the things that are supposed to happen off. Which is a kind
of integrity, if you look on every exit as being an entrance
somewhere else.’ On the surface, this is an offhand apology
for the band’s preparedness to give indecent performances,
but it is also the key to Stoppard’s play. Every exit is an
entrance somewhere else, and so whenever Shakespeare
writes ‘exeunt Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’ we follow them
off Shakespeare’s stage onto Stoppard’s.
Shakespeare’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are mere
stage machinery, as unreal as anyone with a significant
role in any major Shakespearian play. One has no sense of
which is which, and the text gives some support to the idea
that even Claudius is apt to get them the wrong way round.
Although they matter to the plot, they don’t do anything:
they are brought to court, asked to explore Hamlet’s state
of mind (in which they fail, and indeed hardly get a chance
to try), are sent with him to England, are tricked by him,
and are done to death. Their actual role in the play is purely
passive. When at the very end one hears of their death, in the
words of Stoppard’s title, one has no sense of deprivation:
they were unreal to begin with, and so their going out of
existence is no loss to us—or even to them.
Someone might decide to follow Rosencrantz and Guildenstern through to their ‘entrance somewhere else’ with the
idea of showing that Shakespeare was unfair, so to speak—
showing them as real people, active and structured and
distinct from one another, and rendering this consistent with
the fragments of them that Shakespeare has given us. There

One source of the play’s power—to move and disturb, as
well as to amuse—is that these concepts are so important
in our thinking about ourselves; but the power derives also
from the sheer pertinacity and complexity and depth of the
conceptual exploration. Although this can be felt by someone
who does not fully realize what is going on, one’s experience
of the play can be heightened, and the play made more
illuminating and memorable, if one becomes consciously
aware of its underlying structures. My aim here will be to
make such an awareness available—both as a service (I hope)
to readers who will subsequently encounter the play, and
also as a defence of my judgment about what kind of play
it is and how good it is of its kind. In particular, I hope
to show that Rosencrantz is not just more interesting and
instructive than Jumpers is, but also very much funnier, and
that this is partly because it has that structuredness and
that intellectual seriousness which Jumpers so lamentably
lacks.
I shall write as though for readers who are ignorant of
Stoppard’s play but not of Shakespeare’s.
4
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might have been a play in that. But what Stoppard does
is brilliantly different. His Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
turn out, when seen in the round, to be flatter than ever;
even they are not sure which is which; and the entire play
consists in their desperate attempts to cling to their few
shreds of reality. Connected with that is their constant fight
to remain active, and in particular to initiate action rather
than merely ‘acting’ in ways prescribed by Shakespeare’s
plot; and also their perpetual inability to understand their
present by connecting it with their past through memory.
The events on Stoppard’s stage, rather than conflicting with
those on Shakespeare’s, reinforce and elucidate them.
Although the human content of the play is utterly
minimal—that being the point—there is just enough of it
to evoke and merit pity, the minimal emotion.

Most of the time, though, the fear of unreality is felt by
each for himself or for them both. It is intimately connected
with the idea of activity. The basic connection here is one
which various philosophers have insisted upon: the criteria
for something’s being real involve its having causal properties, including capacities for initiating action. As Leibniz
said: ‘The very substance of things consists in the force of
action and passion.’ If one’s reality is to be maintained, then,
the need for something to do is as basic and absolute as the
need for bread, and accordingly Guildenstern prays: ‘Give us
this day our daily round’ (p. 68). The same idea is expressed
with great urgency when Guildenstern tells Rosencrantz to
do something ‘Quick—before we lose our momentum’ (p. 82).
Here is a more complex example (p. 76):
Ros: We take Hamlet to the English king, we hand over
the letter—what then?
Guil: There may be something in the letter to keep us
going a bit.
Ros: And if not?
Guil: Then that’s it—we’re finished.
Ros: At a loose end?
Guil: Yes.
The antithesis between ‘something to keep us going’ and
‘we’re finished’ can be merely the contrast between having a
job to do and finishing it; and this reading is confirmed by the
humdrum phrase ‘at a loose end’. But there are overtones
of the antithesis between having the means for staying in
existence and being annihilated—being ‘at a loose end’ in
the sense not of being idle but of being at the end of one’s
ontological tether. These puns, of course, are not mere puns:
there are reasons why our language should contain phrases
which cover activity and reality, inactivity and unreality.

***
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are haunted by the fear that
they will become entirely unreal, or perhaps that they will
discover that they are already unreal. Early in the play this is
expressed movingly in Guildenstern’s wanting to be assured
that Rosencrantz is really there—an assurance which he
gets in the most elemental way, through the sense of touch.
They are playing a coin-tossing game (which occasions some
beautiful play with the concept of probability, which I shan’t
discuss); Rosencrantz has won 85 times in a row; and when
asked what he’d have done if he had lost that often, he
says ‘Well, I’d have a good look at your coins for a start.’
Guildenstern replies (p. 9): ‘I’m relieved. At least we can still
count on self-interest as a predictable factor.. . . I suppose
it’s the last to go. Your capacity for trust made me wonder if
perhaps. . . you, alone. . . (He turns on him suddenly, reaches
out a hand.) Touch.’

***
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All of that hides a complexity within the concept of activity, or
at any rate an ambiguity in the verb ‘to act’. It is beautifully
exploited here (p. 48):
Guil: But we don’t know what’s going on, or what to do
with ourselves. We don’t know how to act.
Player: Act natural.
But if conduct is ‘natural’—truly natural—then it is not
‘acting’ in the Player’s sense. The Player himself brings this
out, when he says: ‘Don’t you see?! We’re actors—we’re the
opposite of people!’ (p. 45). He indicates a reason for the
difference when he refers to ‘the single assumption which
makes our existence viable—that somebody is watching’
(p. 45). It is indeed essential to a real person that his actions
can be experienced and enjoyed for their own sake and not
just as objects of contemplation by others.
There is also another difference. A real person can initiate
actions, spontaneously generating them out of his own needs
and wants and ideals and appetites, whereas the actor—the
opposite of a person—must act according to the given text.
In a context where the Player is elucidating his remark that
‘There’s a design at work in all art’, this occurs (pp. 57–58):
Player: Generally speaking, things have gone about as far
as they can possibly go when things have got about as
bad as they reasonably get. (He switches on a smile.)
Guil: Who decides?
Player (switching off his smile): Decides? It is written.
That introduces the deeper difficulty that Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern have about activity. Despite their fear of ending
up ‘at a loose end’, with no further activities prescribed for
them, they know that they really need to be able to act in
ways which are not ‘written’, not prescribed by someone
else. This theme is handled through a subtle intermingling
of two ideas. One is that they have been brought to court
merely to further the King’s plans, and at that level they are

not their own masters, are not ends but only means. The
other is that they have been called into existence, or pseudoexistence, merely as stage-machinery for Shakespeare’s play.
In their terror and resentment over the idea that they are
mere instruments in someone else’s plot, Rosencrantz and—
especially—Guildenstern try in various ways to convince
themselves to the contrary. For example, their total captivity
is described as a mere setting of ‘limits’ (p. 84):
Guil: Spontaneity and whim are the order of the day.
Other wheels are turning but they are not our concern.
We can breathe. We can relax. We can do what we like
and say what we like to whomever we like, without
restriction.
Ros: Within limits, of course.
Guil: Certainly within limits.
The ‘limits’ are imposed by the demands of court etiquette,
or, at a deeper level, by the demands of Shakespeare’s
plot. Either way, the protagonists are deceiving themselves—
spontaneity and whim are emphatically not the order of their
day.
In one profound passage, Guildenstern accepts that they
are ‘condemned’ to follow the assigned plot—to conform to
‘their order’, as he calls it—yet he still entertains the idea
that they could exercise their freedom. This introduces
the most frightening thought of all, the final death-knell
to their reality, namely the thought that even if they did
exercise free spontaneity, did ‘start being arbitrary’, it would
make no difference (pp. 42–43): ‘Wheels have been set
in motion, and they have their own pace, to which we
are. . . condemned. Each move is dictated by the previous
one—that is the meaning of order. If we start being arbitrary
it’ll just be a shambles: at least, let us hope so. Because if
we happened, just happened to discover, or even suspect,
that our spontaneity was part of their order, we’d know that
6
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we were lost.’ This line of thought comes to a head in the
third Act when they are on the ship which is carrying them,
with Hamlet, to England (p. 78):
Ros: I wish I was dead. (Considers the drop.) I could jump
over the side. That would put a spoke in their wheel.
Guil: Unless they’re counting on it.
Ros: I shall remain on board. That’ll put a spoke in their
wheel. (The futility of it, fury.) All right! We don’t
question, we don’t doubt. We perform. But a line
must be drawn somewhere.
Sea-travel involves a curious mixture of freedom and
unfreedom, and this is used as a subtle symbol for the
paradox in which Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are caught.
On the one hand, Guildenstern says (p. 72): ‘I’m very fond
of boats myself. I like the way they’re contained. You don’t
have to worry about which way to go, or whether to go at
all—the question doesn’t arise, because you’re on a boat,
aren’t you?’ Yet a moment later he also says: ‘One is free on
a boat. For a time. Relatively.’ Those two remarks together
tell the whole story. Where there is not enough inner reality
to generate free and creative and original action, the freedom
to act creatively is mere bondage; and escape from bondage,
when one is in such a condition, is precisely escape into
having all one’s actions prescribed for one. Guildenstern is
‘free on a boat’ not because ship-board life does leave the
small-scale decisions to him, but because it does not leave
the large-scale ones to him.
Finally there is the recognition of complete loss of freedom, and the acknowledgment that this implies unreality:
assigned activity is no better than inactivity, unless the
assignment is chosen. I quoted ‘Quick—before we lose our
momentum’, which speaks of momentum as a source of
movement, the opposite of stasis—momentum as activity.
But there is also momentum as passivity, as Guildenstern

knows (pp. 87–88): ‘We’ve travelled too far, and our momentum has taken over; we move idly towards eternity, without
possibility of reprieve or hope of explanation.’ A little later,
the same thought is expressed with sad, dim colloquialism,
when Guildenstern says (p. 89): ‘Where we went wrong was
getting on a boat. We can move, of course, change direction,
rattle about, but our movement is contained within a larger
one that carries us along as inexorably as the wind and
current. . . ’
That, incidentally, introduces another minor theme of the
play—the recurrent concern with ‘where we went wrong’, a
concern which is grotesquely inappropriate to Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern, who don’t ever really do anything and
whose unreality can’t be set down to anything like an
identifiable mistake. The ‘boat’ which really limits their
freedom is Shakespeare’s play, which, as well as enforcing
their unreality, also gives them all the reality they can ever
have. This theme gets almost the last word in the play.
Guildenstern knows that he is about to follow Rosencrantz
in disappearing from view and presumably going clean out
of existence, and his last complete sentence is: ‘Well, we’ll
know better next time.’
***
Next time? That is the final echo of a continuing muddled
difficulty about the notion of one’s own death. I quoted the
Player as saying ‘Every exit [is] an entrance somewhere else’;
and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern repeatedly struggle to
grasp that death is the one exit which is not an entrance
somewhere else. They are caught up, as from time to time
everyone is, in the thought which Wittgenstein expressed by
saying ‘The world is my world’—that is, the thought that I
can consider any possibility in terms of what it would mean
7
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to me, what difference it would make to the content of my
experience. Plausible as that is, there is something which
I cannot think of in that form, namely the possibility of my
own nonexistence.
Sometimes, they come nowhere near a proper understanding of death, as when Guildenstern says feebly: ‘As Socrates
so philosophically put it, since we don’t know what death
is, it is illogical to fear it. It might be. . . very nice’ (p. 79).
He also tries to view death as mere prolonged absence (pp.
61–62): ‘[Death is] just a man failing to reappear, that’s
all—now you see him, now you don’t, that’s the only thing
that’s real: here one minute and gone the next and never
coming back—an exit, unobtrusive and unannounced, a
disappearance gathering weight as it goes on, until, finally,
it is heavy with death.’ The Player points out, implicitly, that
on this account of the matter everyone is dead all the time
to someone else (pp. 86–87):
Ros: Is he dead?
Player: Who knows?
Guil: He’s not coming back?
Player: Hardly.
Ros: He’s dead then. He’s dead as far as we’re concerned.
Player: Or we are as far as he is.
Guildenstern sometimes gets it right, as here (p. 78):
Ros: Do you think death could possibly be a boat?
Guil: No, no, no. . . Death is. . . not. Death isn’t. You take
my meaning. Death is the ultimate negative. Notbeing. You can’t not be on a boat.
Ros: I’ve frequently not been on boats.
Guil: No, no, no—what you’ve been is not on boats.
Also, he sharply challenges the Player’s allusion to how
death has been ‘in our experience’ (p. 89). Guildenstern
says contemptuously: ‘Your experience!—Actors!’, and: ‘You
cannot act it’, and: ‘No one gets up after death—there is

no applause—there is only silence and some second-hand
clothes, and that’s—death—.’
At an earlier stage, Rosencrantz also briefly gets it right
(pp. 50–51): ‘It’s silly to be depressed by it. I mean one thinks
of it like being alive in a box, one keeps forgetting to take
into account the fact that one is dead. . . which should make
all the difference. . . shouldn’t it?’ So far, so good, but he
can’t keep it up: ‘I mean, you’d never know you were in a
box, would you? It would be just like being asleep in a box.
Not that I’d like to sleep in a box, mind you, not without any
air—you’d wake up dead, for a start, and then where would
you be? Apart from inside a box.’ Then a moment later:
‘You’d be in there for ever. Even taking into account the fact
that you’re dead, it isn’t a pleasant thought. Especially if
you’re dead, really. . . ask yourself, if I asked you straight
off—I’m going to stuff you in this box now, would you rather
be alive or dead? Naturally, you’d prefer to be alive. Life in a
box is better than no life at all, I expect. You’d have a chance
at least. You could lie there thinking well, at least I’m not
dead!’
The tussle between death-as-absence and death-asextinction is perhaps only loosely tied to the central reality
theme. The main point of contact, I think, occurs at the
end of the passage just quoted, with the idea that life would
be worth having even if all it offered were the ability to
congratulate oneself on not being dead. That is the thought
of someone who hasn’t enough reality for his life to have any
worthwhile content. At a later stage, Rosencrantz sees the
need but misidentifies what would fill it. He says fatuously
to Guildenstern: ‘Be happy—if you’re not even happy what’s
so good about surviving?’
***
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Rosencrantz and Guildenstern usually cannot remember
which is which. Once, in the dark, there is even a momentary
confusion about the ownership of a limb (p. 70):
Ros: Ah! There’s life in me yet!
Guil: What are you feeling?
Ros: A leg. Yes, it feels like my leg.
Guil: How does it feel?
Ros: Dead.
Guil: Dead?
Ros (panic): I can’t feel a thing!
Guil: Give it a pinch! (Immediately he yelps.)
Ros: Sorry.
Guil: Well, that’s cleared that up.
Usually, though, the difficulty concerns their names. The
trouble about the names, Guildenstern says, is that ‘each
of them is. . . plausible, without being instinctive’ (p. 28).
The notion of one’s name being known ‘instinctively’ is
important: the difficulty about the names is not merely one
of memory, but also a result of the fact that Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern haven’t enough reality for either of them to have
any firm behaviour-patterns, any ‘instincts’, which mark him
off from the other. This just intensifies the situation which
we find in Shakespeare’s play.
During some episodes in Stoppard’s play one is strongly
conscious of differences, but not ones which could provide
either protagonist with a sense of his own individuality.
For one thing, the differences do not last. At the outset,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are each assigned a ‘character
note’ (p. 7) which is presumably intended to describe some
of his durable character traits; but in the upshot neither
protagonist conforms steadily to his differentiating ‘note’.
Anyway, the differences which we discern—like the ones embodied in the ‘character notes’—concern only such matters
of intellectual character as the tendency to be curious or

sceptical or self-deceiving or the like; and that is too thin and
abstract to give someone a solid sense of who he is, e.g. to
make his name ‘instinctive’ to him.
***
The play’s core is the fact that the protagonists are not
endowed with anything like normal capacities for memory.
This fact emerges early, in a comedy-show routine (p. 11):
Guil: What’s the first thing you remember?
Ros: Oh, let’s see.. . . The first thing that comes into my
head, you mean?
Guil: No—the first thing you remember.
Ros: Ah. (Pause.) No, it’s no good, it’s gone. It was a long
time ago.
Guil (patient but edged): You don’t get my meaning. What
is the first thing after all the things you’ve forgotten?
Ros: Oh I see. (Pause.) I’ve forgotten the question.
The point is made that memory is needed for access to the
past. Other sorts of present evidence may be unavailable—if,
for instance, the question concerns how a coin fell, or some
fact about something which has since been destroyed (p. 43):
(Ros takes out one of his coins. Spins it. Catches it. Looks
at it. Replaces it.)
Guil: What was it?
Ros: What?
Guil: Heads or tails?
Ros: Oh. I didn’t look.
Guil: Yes you did.
Ros: Oh, did I? (He takes out a coin, studies it.) Quite
right—it rings a bell.
Guil: What’s the last thing you remember?
Ros: I don’t wish to be reminded of it.
Guil: We cross our bridges when we come to them and
burn them behind us, with nothing to show for our
9
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progress except a memory of the smell of smoke, and
a presumption that once our eyes watered.
Without memory, an actor may forget his lines. The
Player says (pp. 15–16): ‘By this time tomorrow we might
have forgotten everything we ever knew. That’s a thought,
isn’t it? (He laughs generously.) We’d be back where we
started—improvising.’
This is echoed by the trouble Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have in remembering why they are there and what they
are supposed to do. They have to replay their day with great
concentration if they are to hold on to the mere fact that they
have been summoned by the king for some purpose. But
of course they couldn’t be thrown back upon ‘improvising’,
for that would involve the spontaneity which is beyond their
reach.
Their inability to initiate action stems partly from the lack
of memory. For one thing, if one is to act against an assigned
scenario, doing so rationally and not in random behavioural
spasms, one must have reasons for acting; and reasons
require knowledge—for example a reason for refusing to
bring Hamlet to his death (p. 79):
Ros: We’re his friends.
Guil: How do you know?
Ros: From our young days brought up with him.
Guil: You’ve only got their word for it.
Ros: But that’s what we depend on.
At a deeper level, there is the fact that to know what you are
doing you must know what you have just been doing. And
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern usually don’t (p. 14):
Guil: We better get on.
Ros (actively): Right! (Pause.) On where?
Guil: Forward.

Ros (forward to footlights): Ah. (Hesitates.) Which way do
we—(He turns round.) Which way did we—?
At a deeper level still, one cannot make sense of anything at
all without memory. At one point Rosencrantz says ‘Consistency is all I ask!’ (p. 28). Shortly thereafter, Guildenstern
asks ‘Do I contradict myself?’ and Rosencrantz answers
‘I can’t remember.’ The logical relationship between ‘what
I am doing’ and ‘what I have just been doing’ is one which
Kant explored to good effect: ‘If we were not conscious that
what we think is the same as what we thought before, [our
thought] would never form a whole. . . If, in counting, I forget
that the units which now hover before me have been added
to one another in succession, I should never know that a
total is being produced.’
Rosencrantz claims to remember that he used once to
remember, but the pitifully small content of those alleged
earlier memories serves to reinforce how little of reality
there is in him, and thus, incidentally, how different his
memory-lack is from ordinary amnesia (pp. 27–28):
Ros: I remember—
Guil: Yes?
Ros: I remember when there were no questions.
Guil: There were always questions. To exchange one set
for another is no great matter.
Ros: Answers, yes. There were answers to everything.
Guil: You’ve forgotten
Ros (flaring): I haven’t forgotten—how I used to remember
my own name—and yours, oh yes! There were answers everywhere you looked. There was no question
about it—people knew who I was and if they didn’t
they asked and I told them.
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This highlights the fact that the lack of memory is to be seen
not merely as subverting all activity and as contributing in
that way to the unreality of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern;
it also contributes to it directly, for a person’s reality is
largely an epistemic matter—how much there is of him is
largely to be measured by how much he knows, and that
depends upon how much recollectable experience has been
packed into him. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, lacking
memory, are epistemically empty: they are in touch with no
past, and so they can neither construe the present nor direct
themselves purposefully towards the future. They end on a
note of protest, but even that is hollow (p. 91):

Ros: What was it all about? When did it begin?
(Pause, no answer.)
Couldn’t we just stay put? I mean no one is going to
come on and drag us off. . . They’ll just have to wait.
We’re still young. . . fit. . . we’ve got years. . .
(Pause, no answer.)
(A cry.) We’ve done nothing wrong! We didn’t harm
anyone. Did we?
Guil: I can’t remember.
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