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Hamlet

Riz Ahmed and Aneil Karia on ‘Hamlet’
What drew you to tell this story, and why Hamlet now?

RA: When | first connected with the material, | was in a really raw place as a
teenager, going through a turbulent time. | had this amazing English teacher
who gave me the play and what | read on the page was really what | was
feeling. | had a visceral connection from it ever since, and | wanted to bring that
to other people — young people and people of all ages, frankly. | wanted to
share that visceral, electrifying experience | had, and | knew the person to
make this electric version of Hamlet was Aneil Karia.

AK: Like so many people, I'd left school thinking Shakespeare wasn’t ‘for me’.
But when | read the script Riz sent, it felt personal and contemporary in ways |
hadn’t expected. There was an intimacy and urgency in Mike’s [Lesslie]
adaptation that really pulled me in, and it kind of blew away everything |
thought Shakespeare was or could be.

You both previously collaborated on the Oscar-winning short The Long
Goodbye. Is that the genesis of your collaboration on Hamlet?

RA: Yes. Like Hamlet, The Long Goodbye was about fusing poetry with
visceral action. Aneil marries those two things so well. It's what we wanted to
do with this Hamlet. When you take something raw and poetic and you put it
together, in someone like Aneil’s hands, it's electricity in a bottle. It's what | felt
when | saw Aneil’s film, Surge. That's what | see when | watch his music videos
for rap artists like Stormzy and Kano. He takes the gritty and elevates it. And
he takes the elevated and poetic and makes it gritty.

AK: Yes and by that point I'd also been making films with artists like Kano that
wove poetry and rhythm into raw narrative. So Hamlet started to make sense
as an evolution of this journey of bringing verse into grounded, lived action.

RA: In fact his background in connection to rap videos was crucial for this
adaptation because he is all about rhythm, and his camera is always dancing
with the performer. | do feel Hamlet shares a lot with contemporary rap. If you
listen to Kendrick Lamar’s Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers aloum — it’s all about
self-doubt, rage and trying to reach a new breakthrough. That’s exactly like
Hamlet.

It does feel very grounded — very personal and intimate as an adaptation — how
did you want to capture that feeling? What makes this Hamlet different?

AK: By doubling down on the idea of a very subjective, first-person adaptation.
Any scene that Hamlet wasn’t in, we cut. Every time we get ahead of him as an
audience, we choose to experience things with him in real time instead.
Everything from how we lit the set, used the camera and cut the fim was about
being right there with him, inside his head, and experiencing his unravelling
viscerally — rather than witnessing a staged version of it. So often when I'd
watch Shakespeare, on stage or on screen, I'd feel emotionally held at a
distance, as if | was just observing a plot unfold from afar. | wanted to change
that, to be in Hamlet’s skin, to breathe the same air as him. The temptation is
to treat Hamlet like a relic but instead we wanted to smash that glass and
make it feel urgent and like right now: messy, visceral, overwhelming.
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RA: Yes, we all felt like Hamlet is often being performed for audiences rather
than being experienced by them. So Mike made all these script cuts and Aneill
made all these creative decisions so you're finding things out in real time with
him. And from an acting point of view | wanted to prioritise physical feeling over
clearly reciting the words - let the rhythm of the poetry bring us closer to the
heartbeat of the character rather than laying out the cleverness of the verse.
We were all trying to create the feeling of a real time Hamlet, a first-person
shooter Hamlet. You're on his shoulder, you're in his head, you're seeing what
he is seeing, and feeling what he’s feeling — you’re on this intense rollercoaster
with him.

Shakespeare’s themes are timeless. What is it about Hamlet in particular that
continues to resonate?

RA: Our writer Mike Lesslie and | have been working on this for 13 years! | have
been dreaming of making this since | was 16! So in all honesty a timeless story
is always going to be timely. This story is about feeling that the world is a crazy
place, so crazy that you feel like you're losing your mind. It's about feeling so
frustrated and powerless in the face of that, that we kind of want to burn it all
down. And it’s about complicated family dynamics. Everyone can relate to
these feelings. Across the centuries and across cultures these feelings have
always been about right now.

AK: Ultimately it all resonates personally because Hamlet is about home and
family, about growing up to find the people closest to you both familiar and
estranged. At its heart, he’s a son grieving his father and struggling to trust the
very institutions around him — even the ones he’s bound up in. Those are lived
realities, not abstractions. That's why the story still feels so close to home;
those are lived realities, not abstractions.

This is the first time in cinema we have a non-white Hamlet in Shakespeare’s
original verse. What does setting Hamlet in a British South-Asian community
mean culturally for the story? What was the decision to cast a majority of
Brown actors?

RA: In a way it was very simple. If I'm going to play Hamlet, who's going to play
my family? It just felt natural. But then when you follow that you see all the
other benefits of how it brings the story to life in a fresh way. Firstly, it just
shows how this is such a universal story. We're putting it in a super specific
place, and that doesn’t make it less relatable, it's making it feel more real and
grounded. For example, a lot of those story points in Hamlet really are part of
the lived experience in my own community. There’s a tradition of men marrying
their sister-in-laws if their brother dies, as a way to protect the orphans. The
spirit world and possession is something most people have belief in and
experience of. Hamlet can't marry Ophelia because she’s from the ‘wrong
family’ — that stuff is totally real for us. So by rooting the play here, we weren’t
just putting Shakespeare in new clothes — we were unlocking what was already
there and amplifying it.
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