Andrew Scott on Gay Actors’ Pressure to Stay Closeted
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Andrew Scott is drawing attention to the hidden cost gay actors once faced: conceal their identity or risk losing work. As he prepares to play Ian Charleson in Elsinore, the openly gay actor is connecting a story shaped by AIDS-era stigma with a wider question about who gets to thrive on stage and screen, and how much has changed.
Essential Takeaways
An unequal choice: Scott says earlier gay actors could be expected to hide their identity to pursue work.
A role with history: In Elsinore, he plays Ian Charleson during the final months of the actor’s life.
Silence had a cost: Scott recalls entering professional theatre in 1996 amid a lack of openness and information about sexuality.
Attitudes are shifting: He believes greater visibility can help reduce prejudice.
Scott calls out the unspoken bargain
For earlier generations of gay actors, opportunity could come with a condition: keep a significant part of yourself out of sight. Andrew Scott has described that pressure as an unequal bargain, because straight performers weren’t asked to make the same sacrifice.
In an interview with Vogue, Scott said the industry is beginning to level out. His point is simple but important: talent should be judged on the work, not on whether someone conceals their identity to get the chance to do it.
Elsinore brings Charleson’s story back into view
Scott is preparing to portray Ian Charleson in Elsinore, a film about the Scottish actor’s final months and his celebrated turn as Hamlet at London’s National Theatre in 1989. Charleson was living with AIDS as he took on the demanding role, while the illness remained heavily stigmatised.
BBC World Service’s Outlook revisits that Hamlet performance as both a major theatrical achievement and a deeply affecting encounter with mortality. The Los Angeles Times reported after Charleson’s death in 1990 that his final performance had taken place about nine weeks earlier and had received a standing ovation.
The silence around AIDS left a lasting mark
Scott has recalled entering professional theatre in 1996 against a backdrop of silence around sexuality. He told Vogue that, during the AIDS crisis, many people lacked information and help about how to protect themselves.
The Vogue profile also describes practical support offered by the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, who shared safer-sex information when government responses were lacking. That detail gives the period a human scale: silence wasn’t just an atmosphere, but a gap where guidance and support were needed.
Visibility can make prejudice harder to sustain
Scott believes the playing field is starting to become more equal, and that people become less fearful when they encounter one another. It’s a hopeful argument, though it doesn’t erase what previous generations were denied.
Scott came out publicly in 2013, while playing Moriarty in Sherlock, according to The Guardian. His present-day openness sits in striking contrast with the concealment he says earlier actors faced. And, as he told Vogue, it’s heartening that younger gay people needn’t associate sex so closely with death.
A performance, and a reminder of what changed
Charleson’s Hamlet has remained part of his artistic legacy, while his final months are central to Elsinore. The BBC’s account of the production underscores the tension between the play’s tragic world and the actor’s own circumstances.
Scott’s reflections make the film’s story resonate beyond one celebrated performance. Remembering the conditions Charleson’s generation faced helps show why visibility and fair opportunity still matter.
The role carries a history that deserves to be seen.
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