Andrew Scott on Gay Actors and the History Behind Elsinore
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Andrew Scott’s openness as a gay actor may feel unremarkable today, but the history behind that shift is anything but. In Elsinore, he plays Ian Charleson, the actor who took on Hamlet at London’s National Theatre while dying of an AIDS-related illness. Scott’s reflections offer a timely look at changing opportunities, queer representation and the stories still worth telling.
Essential Takeaways
A different kind of significance: Scott says being a gay actor isn’t interesting in itself; the history of exclusion and concealment is.
A pivotal role: Elsinore portrays Ian Charleson’s determination to play Hamlet near the end of his life.
A changing industry: Scott believes the playing field is beginning to level, though representation remains uneven.
A sharp TV decline: GLAAD counted 369 LGBTQ+ television characters in its 2025–26 study, down from 489 the previous year.
A sobering Oscar milestone: An openly gay man has yet to win an acting Oscar, a possibility attached to Scott’s awards-season profile.
Andrew Scott says the story matters more than the label
Scott’s point is a quietly sharp one: his being openly gay isn’t, on its own, the remarkable part. In an interview with British Vogue, he said the more important story is how gay actors before him were denied opportunities or expected to hide a large part of themselves to keep working.
That history sits at the heart of Elsinore. Scott plays Ian Charleson, the Scottish actor who took on Hamlet at the National Theatre in 1989 while privately facing an AIDS-related illness. The film turns the spotlight on a final performance shaped by illness, commitment and the force of the stage.
For Scott, the contrast is clear. Straight actors weren’t expected to make the same bargain between a career and concealment, while aspects of their identity could be welcomed rather than derided. It’s an awkward truth behind what might otherwise look like a simple story of progress.
Ian Charleson’s final Hamlet carries a wider history
Charleson’s Hamlet wasn’t just another demanding stage role. The Guardian reports that he accepted it after Daniel Day-Lewis left the production, despite being terminally ill with AIDS. Charleson died at 40, eight weeks after his final performance, and his family later made his diagnosis and sexuality public.
The decision to perform, and the circumstances around it, give Elsinore its emotional weight. The British Film Institute describes the film as a tribute to actors and acting, while Scott has spoken about how Charleson’s determination to return to the stage resonated with him.
There’s tenderness in that image of an actor going back to work while confronting mortality. But the story also points beyond the theatre, towards a period when fear and stigma shaped what people could say about illness and identity.
Visibility has grown, but the playing field isn’t level
Scott told British Vogue that he feels the playing field is starting to level as people become more familiar with gay people. His own career includes queer stories such as Ripley and All of Us Strangers, while the Out profile notes his interest in roles that don’t confine him to one type of character.
Still, greater visibility doesn’t mean the work is done. GLAAD’s 2025–26 television study counted 369 LGBTQ+ characters, compared with 489 the year before, a fall of nearly 25 per cent. Its count of transgender characters dropped from 33 to seven, an almost 80 per cent decrease.
Those figures sit uneasily beside the idea that representation simply moves forward in a straight line. Scott has welcomed the freedom younger gay people may feel, but he has also stressed the importance of remembering the generations who lived through the AIDS crisis and the shame attached to it.
What Scott’s awards-season moment could mean
Elsinore has drawn awards-season attention, with the possibility of Scott becoming the first openly gay man to win an acting Oscar part of the conversation. The Out profile describes the historic gap as sobering, while noting that Scott’s own priority is getting the film in front of as many people as possible.
That’s a grounded way to approach a landmark possibility. An award could carry symbolic weight, but Scott’s comments keep the focus on the work and on Charleson’s story, rather than treating one actor’s success as proof that every barrier has disappeared.
Focus Features says the film stars Scott as Charleson and is directed by Simon Stone, with Olivia Colman, Billie Piper and Johnny Flynn also in the cast. The studio has set a North American theatrical run to begin on 20 November 2026, with a wider expansion over the Thanksgiving holiday and through December.
Remembering the past without getting stuck there
Scott’s reflections hold two ideas together: queer stories should have room for joy, and the history of AIDS and discrimination shouldn’t be brushed aside. In its London Film Festival interview, the BFI reports that he welcomed joyful contemporary work while arguing that shame belongs with the governments and societies that neglected people during the crisis.
That balance matters. Stories about queer life don’t need to be defined by suffering, but remembering what people endured can explain why visibility, safety and freedom still matter. Elsinore brings those questions into focus through one actor’s final performance.
Sometimes a story’s power lies in what it lets us see, and what it asks us not to forget.
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