
Edward Limb (English)-  European Theatre Group Tour, 2016 

The Cambridge University European Theatre Group (ETG) was set up in 1957 by a group of students, 
including Sire Derek Jacobi and Sir Trevor Nunn, who travelled to Switzerland with a production of 
Romeo and Juliet. Since then, every Christmas, a company of Cambridge students have toured 
Central Europe with a Shakespeare play, mainly visiting schools and universities. The tour is entirely 
student-run, composed of a production team, technical team, and cast, and travels aboard a coach 
from Cambridge, which contains all our set, lights, costumes, props etc. Alongside performances, the 
tour offers workshops, centred around verse-work, performance skills, and analysis of the play, 
designed to dovetail with the pupil’s English lessons. A typical day might involve waking at 6.30 to 
arrive at a venue by 7.30, doing a ‘get-in’ (fully setting up a theatre) and running workshops before a 
matinee, then doing a get out after an evening performance, and staying the night with a host 
family. Though tough, the routine forced us to become efficient and consistent, and was rewarded 
by close contact with our young audiences. 

This year’s ETG production was Hamlet, and our tour took us through Switzerland, Belgium, France, 
and Luxembourg over two weeks. I played Laertes, the soldier turned avenger. In contrast to the 
pensive and unpredictable Hamlet, Laertes is all action and sincerity. The radical edits made by the 
director included only one scene of Laertes before his father’s death. It was therefore vital that we 
conveyed the love and humour in his family relationships so that his grief was compelling, providing 
an emotional ballast to our unusually comic Hamlet. To that end, original songs knit the play 
together and clearly establish dynamics, especially a duet between Ophelia and Laertes repeated at 
her funeral. The inclusion of songs was one of several bold decisions made that infuse new life into 
this most famous play, without compromising its integrity. Another decision was the casting of 
Horatio, Guildenstern and Rosencrantz as female, which brings into relief the role of patriarchs like 
Polonius and Claudius, and the machismo that Laertes represents and Hamlet wrestles with. 
Furthermore, the setting of the play on a ship offered a neat metaphor for the claustrophobia of the 
court and Claudius’ attempts to steer the state through choppy waters.  

The company’s direction and design created an experience readily accessible to audiences largely 
composed of foreign schoolchildren. Indeed, all the teachers I spoke to consider this Hamlet to be 
one of the strongest ETG productions. This is my third European Tour, and it has been gratifying to 
observe how the formula has been refined. The itinerary was intense enough to be satisfying, but 
not exhausting, and responsibilities were divided more evenly among the company, producing 
mutual respect. No one day or person felt surplus, and I came home for Christmas with many stories 
of mulled wine misadventures and a richer understanding of Shakespeare’s most famous play. Being 
involved with ETG has been a delight and a privilege, and the home-run of shows at the ADC was 
critically and commercially successful. 

 


