Critical Study of Hamlet

Who was Shakespeare and what type of plays did he write?


Shakespeare was born in Stratford-Upon-Avon in 1564. By 1592, he was living in London, working as an actor and dramatist. Shakespeare wrote 37 plays and died in 1610. 


Shakespeare’s plays were categorised as histories, comedies and tragedies. However, later critics have referred to some of his plays as ‘tragicomedies,’ ‘romances,’ or ‘problem plays.’

Shakespeare as a chronicler of his time:

· Shakespeare reflects the politics of his time. 

· Shakespeare’s plays generally follow real events and use historical people. 

· “The reason one cannot find Shakespeare reflecting his culture’s supposed patriarchies and sexism is that the culture represented on stage is the culture off-stage” – Goldberg. 

· Shakespeare’s world was one of high infant mortality, rampant disease, a low life expectancy, an influential monarchy and a growing popularity of the theatre.

How does Hamlet reflect its context? 

Hamlet is thought to have been first written/performed between 1601 and 1602 (early 17th century) 


The play is somewhat ambiguous with alot of questions left unanswered. Similarly, little is known about Shakespeare and his life. 


In Elizabethan England, at the end of the 16th century, revenge tragedies were exceedingly popular. The taste dictated that ‘the bloodier, the better.’ As the 17th century began, dramatists began to tone down the violence in revenge tragedies. It was at this time that Hamlet was born. 


It was a time of plots, espionage and assassination attempts. Medieval superstition and belief systems had to accommodate a rise in intellectual and scientific enquiry. Hamlet exemplifies the sharp contrast between accepting old attitudes and adapting to a new way of living. 


Shakespeare was heavily influenced by the Renaissance movement. In Hamlet, he was able to take an average revenge story and make it resonate with the most fundamental themes and problems of the renaissance. The Renaissance began in the 15th century, Italy with the recording of classical Greek and Latin texts which had been lost to the Middle Ages. 


Renaissance scholars were motivated by humanitas: an educational and political ideal that all of the capabilities and virtues of humans should be studied/developed to their furthest extent. The movement is now called renaissance humanism. It generated a new interest in human experience and an enormous optimism about the potential scope of human understanding 


Hamlet’s speech in Act 2 is based upon a humanist text, ‘Oration on the Dignity of Man.’


For humanists, the purpose of cultivating reason was to lead to a better understanding of how to act. Their fondest hope was that the co-ordination of acting and understanding would lead to greater benefits for society as a whole. 


Shakespeare places the characters in Hamlet in the world which French humanist Michel de Montaigne described with the idea that, “The world of experience was a world of appearances and human beings could never hope to see past those appearances into the ‘realities’ that lie behind them.” The play demonstrates the difficulty of knowing the truth about other people – their guilt or innocence, motivations, feelings and their relative states of servity or insanity. The world of other people is a world of appearances and Hamlet finds it difficult to live in that world. 

Direct reference is made in Hamlet to the 17th century ‘war of the theatres,’ the trend towards children’s acting companies being preferred over adults. 


Hamlet was based heavily on a 12th century story, Amleth, which first appeared in Saxo Grammaticus’ Historie Danicae. He introduced innovations to the story such as the secrecy of the murder and the existence of the supernatural. Laertes and Fortinbras are also added, giving Hamlet a heightened sense of drama and character complexity. One perception of this suggests that Hamlet ‘invented’ humanity. 


Shakespeare ponders the existences of the afterlife continually. Contextually, the Elizabethan audience may have been more accepting of this notion, the afterlife is now less accepted. 


One perception is that contextually, Hamlet may have been a call to a strong government (the queen’s heath was failing.) Furthermore, Queen Elizabeth had no heir and there was the possibility of a fight for the throne. Hamlet reflects the concern that England could have been taken over by a foreign country. Some critics suggest that Shakespeare was warning England not to repeat the struggle over the throne after the death of Henry III as it may allow Spain a chance to regain power. 


It was a time f religious upheaval. The play is alternately catholic and protestant. Some scholars have observed that revenge tragedies come from traditionally catholic backgrounds. Denmark is predominately protestant. 


It was also a time of philosophical ideals – relativist, existentialist and sceptical ideas. The clearest example of existentialism is the ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy. 


In the early 17th century, political satire was discouraged and playwrights were punished for offensive works. 


Hamlet incorporates common beliefs about the psyche and supernatural. 

What features of revenge tragedy and tragedy appear in Hamlet?

· Features of tragedy: 
· Simplicity of themes i.e. good/bad, just/unjust, beautiful/ugly.

· Order strictly followed. The natural order is not questioned or criticised. 

· Violation of a norm brings about tragic fall. 

· Low tolerance for ambiguity. 

· Tragic heroes respond with strong, overpowering emotions. Extremist reactions. 

· Inevitable consequences. 

· Stubbornness, seriousness. 

· Idealistic – values ethical abstractions. 

· Hierarchy, respect for tradition. 

· Heroism. 

· Militarism. 

· Social isolation: Protagonist suffers separation from society. 

· Protagonist makes mistakes or has bad judgement. 

· Often male dominated. 

· Deaths occur at the end. 

· Comic relief. 

· Tragic hero and tragic error. 

· Aristotle’s theory: The protagonist must be an admirable, but flawed character with whom the audience can sympathise. 

· A.C. Bradley: “The playwright always insists on the operation of the doctrine of free will. The (anti-) hero is always able to back out, to redeem himself, but the author dictates they must move unheedingly to their doom.”

1. Fatal flaw which leads to downfall. 

2. Tragic hero is a person in power 

3. Mental and physical suffering and ultimately death. 

4. Suffering and death involves many people (society.)

5. Realisation comes far too late.

6. Restoration of order. 

· Features of revenge tragedy: 

· Avenging an insult or sleight to one’s honour or the honour of one’s family. 

· To do with pride and ambition; often personal. 

· Conflict between revenge and justice. 

· Isolation of avenger. 

· Tragic hero is noble and sees the world as unjust. Sees their role as the creator of justice. 

· Violence/physical suffering. 

· World becomes chaotic/social implications. 

· Loss and grievance. 

· Ethical/moral issues. 

· Elements of the supernatural. 

· Insanity. 

· Final scene of carnage in which the avenger dies. 

· Revenge occurs on several levels. 

1. Exposition. 

2. Anticipation. 

3. Confrontation. 

4. Partial execution. 

5. Full execution/completion. 

· Senecan Model: 

· A secret murder, usually of a ruler. 

· Ghostly visitation of the murder victim. 

· Period of disguise, intrigue and plotting in which the murderer and avenger scheme against each other with a slowly rising body count. 

· Descent into either real or feigned madness by the avenger or one of the auxiliary characters. 

· An eruption of general violence at the end which is often accomplished by means of a feigned masque or festivity.

· Catastrophe that entirely decimates the dramatis personae, including the avenger. 

· Elements in Hamlet:

· Shakespeare uses character, plot and setting to create a mood of disgust and a theme for proper revenge as opposed to fear and pity.
· Aristotle defines tragedy as ‘a representation of an action that is worth serious attention, complete in itself and of some amplitude, in language enriched by a variety of artistic devices appropriate to the several parts of the play, presented in the form of action not narration, by means of pity and fear bringing about the purgation of such emotion.”

· Shakespeare uses the Aristotelian elements in an unconventional way. He doesn’t focus on unity and ignores unity of time (necessary for the subplots of revenge to develop e.g. in the time Hamlet is in England, Laertes is given the opportunity to return to seek revenge.) Hamlet doesn’t fit Aristotle’s idea of a hero, bold and unhesitant, but Fortinbras and Horatio do. 

· The main pot of Hamlet is succinct with the Elizabethan view of tragedy – that revenge must be sought in certain cases for the world to continue. 

· The three subplots of Laertes' revenge, Hamlet’s revenge and Fortinbras’ revenge allow the audience to fully observe Shakespeare’s view on revenge and its occurrence on several levels. 

· Morality and ethics are questioned, Hamlet’s decision not to kill Claudius in the church for instance. 

· There is carnage at the conclusion, although deaths occur throughout.
· Restoration of order: Horatio telling the story and Fortinbras (who is considered noble) becomes ruler. 

· Hamlet, like Aristotle suggests, has free will and the ability to stop at any time. He considers this in the anticipation stage, but continues. 

· Hamlet chooses not to make his claim public thus isolating himself. He is further isolated by his insanity and rejection of Ophelia. 

· Hamlet is brae – he went to England although his plan could have failed leading to his execution. 

· Revenge is personal and Hamlet is defending the honour of his father. (Filial loyalty.)

· Hamlet’s indecision is reflected in his relationship with Ophelia (no marriage) and the length of time that he spends grieving for his father. 

· Audience sympathy: Hamlet has lost his father and his mother remarried quickly. We, as the audience, know that Laertes blames Hamlet and what Claudius is plotting against him. 

· Fall into insanity/lack of morals: Although he pretends o be insane initially, arguably he slips into actual insanity (losing his morality when killing Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.) 

· “Hamlet wants to do the right things but it is the way he does them that makes us dislike him. Hamlet also spends much of his time deliberating rather than doing. Almost every other character in the play is a doer. The only two characters with any joie de vivre are clowns who are also the grave diggers. The irony is that the characters who most enjoy life are those who face death on a regular basis. This juxtaposition not only foreshadows the conclusion of the play but also adds to the mood of disgust.”

· The entire plot revolves around revenge. Every event is linked to revenge.

· Subplays and use of disguise. 

· The personal nature of revenge and Hamlet’s view of himself as the revenger is established, “And so I am revenged...A villain kills my father and for that, I, his sole son, this same villain send to heaven?”

· Laertes shows the impact the tragedy is having on others, “And so have I a noble father lost; A sister driven into desperate terms, Whose worth, if praises may go back again, Stood challenger on mount of all the age/ For her perfections: but my revenge will come.”

· Complex plot.

· There is a hierarchy and order has been disrupted. Secret murder. Closely follows Senecan model. 

· Strong, overpowering emotions e.g. Ophelia’s madness. 

· Male-dominated. 

· Comic relief in the form of the clowns, Hamlet after the play-within-play. 

· The hero is admired by the public. 

· Violence is emphasised. 

· The ghost = supernatural elements. 

· Follows the 5 part structure with the ghostly visit being the exposition, Hamlet’s indecision the anticipation, the play-within-play arguably the confrontation, Hamlet almost killing Claudius and the ending the completion. 

· David Chandler: 

· “The essence of Shakespeare’s tragedies is the expression o one of the great paradoxes of life. Defeat, shattered hopes and ultimately death face us all as human beings.”

· “Defeat, shattered hopes and ultimately death face us all as human beings. They are very real, but somehow we have the intuitive feeling that they are out of place. They seem to be intruders into life. Tragic literature confronts us afresh with this paradox and we become fascinated by it.”

· “We are led to identify ourselves with the protagonist as in Hamlet’s soliloquies we share the thoughts that only Hamlet knows.” 

· “Each play contains an element of hope.”

Close engagement with the chronology of the play:
Analysis of:

· Construction:

· The construction is influenced by the format of the revenge tragedy genre as well as elements of Shakespearean tragedy.

· The action in the play i.e. the interaction between characters is separated by soliloquies, which act as the catalysts for plot twists and turns.

· The play moves chronologically, although the time period over which it occurs is unknown.
· Hamlet departed from contemporary dramatic convention in several ways. First, in Shakespeare's day, plays were usually expected to follow the advice of Aristotle in his Poetics: that a drama should focus on action, not character. In Hamlet, Shakespeare reverses this so that it is through the soliloquies, not the action, that the audience learns Hamlet's motives and thoughts. The play is full of seeming discontinuities and irregularities of action. At one point, as in the Gravedigger scene, Hamlet seems resolved to kill Claudius: in the next scene, however, when Claudius appears, he is suddenly tame. Scholars still debate whether these twists are mistakes or intentional additions to add to the play's theme of confusion and duality. Hamlet also contains a favourite Shakespearean device, a play within the play. 

· Content:

A ghost walks the ramparts of Elsinore Castle in Denmark. Discovered first by a pair of watchmen, then by the scholar Horatio, the ghost resembles the recently deceased King Hamlet, whose brother Claudius has inherited the throne and married the king’s widow, Queen Gertrude. When Horatio and the watchmen bring Prince Hamlet, the son of Gertrude and the dead king, to see the ghost, it speaks to him, declaring ominously that it is indeed his father’s spirit, and that he was murdered by none other than Claudius. Ordering Hamlet to seek revenge on the man who usurped his throne and married his wife, the ghost disappears with the dawn.

Prince Hamlet devotes himself to avenging his father’s death, but, because he is contemplative and thoughtful by nature, he delays, entering into a deep melancholy and even apparent madness. Claudius and Gertrude worry about the prince’s erratic behaviour and attempt to discover its cause. They employ a pair of Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to watch him. When Polonius, the pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that Hamlet may be mad with love for his daughter, Ophelia, Claudius agrees to spy on Hamlet in conversation with the girl. But though Hamlet certainly seems mad, he does not seem to love Ophelia: he orders her to enter a nunnery and declares that he wishes to ban marriages.

A group of travelling actors comes to Elsinore, and Hamlet seizes upon an idea to test his uncle’s guilt. He will have the players perform a scene closely resembling the sequence by which Hamlet imagines his uncle to have murdered his father, so that if Claudius is guilty, he will surely react. When the moment of the murder arrives in the theatre, Claudius leaps up and leaves the room. Hamlet and Horatio agree that this proves his guilt. Hamlet goes to kill Claudius but finds him praying. Since he believes that killing Claudius while in prayer would send Claudius’s soul to heaven, Hamlet considers that it would be an inadequate revenge and decides to wait. Claudius, now frightened of Hamlet’s madness and fearing for his own safety, orders that Hamlet be sent to England at once.

Hamlet goes to confront his mother, in whose bedchamber Polonius has hidden behind a tapestry. Hearing a noise from behind the tapestry, Hamlet believes the king is hiding there. He draws his sword and stabs through the fabric, killing Polonius. For this crime, he is immediately dispatched to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. However, Claudius’s plan for Hamlet includes more than banishment, as he has given Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sealed orders for the King of England demanding that Hamlet be put to death.

In the aftermath of her father’s death, Ophelia goes mad with grief and drowns in the river. Polonius’s son, Laertes, who has been staying in France, returns to Denmark in a rage. Claudius convinces him that Hamlet is to blame for his father’s and sister’s deaths. When Horatio and the king receive letters from Hamlet indicating that the prince has returned to Denmark after pirates attacked his ship en route to England, Claudius concocts a plan to use Laertes’ desire for revenge to secure Hamlet’s death. Laertes will fence with Hamlet in innocent sport, but Claudius will poison Laertes’ blade so that if he draws blood, Hamlet will die. As a backup plan, the king decides to poison a goblet, which he will give Hamlet to drink should Hamlet score the first or second hits of the match. Hamlet returns to the vicinity of Elsinore just as Ophelia’s funeral is taking place. Stricken with grief, he attacks Laertes and declares that he had in fact always loved Ophelia. Back at the castle, he tells Horatio that he believes one must be prepared to die, since death can come at any moment. A foolish courtier named Osric arrives on Claudius’s orders to arrange the fencing match between Hamlet and Laertes.

The sword-fighting begins. Hamlet scores the first hit, but declines to drink from the king’s proffered goblet. Instead, Gertrude takes a drink from it and is swiftly killed by the poison. Laertes succeeds in wounding Hamlet, though Hamlet does not die of the poison immediately. First, Laertes is cut by his own sword’s blade, and, after revealing to Hamlet that Claudius is responsible for the queen’s death, he dies from the blade’s poison. Hamlet then stabs Claudius through with the poisoned sword and forces him to drink down the rest of the poisoned wine. Claudius dies, and Hamlet dies immediately after achieving his revenge.

At this moment, a Norwegian prince named Fortinbras, who has led an army to Denmark and attacked Poland earlier in the play, enters with ambassadors from England, who report that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Fortinbras is stunned by the gruesome sight of the entire royal family lying sprawled on the floor dead. He moves to take power of the kingdom. Horatio, fulfilling Hamlet’s last request, tells him Hamlet’s tragic story. Fortinbras orders that Hamlet be carried away in a manner befitting a fallen soldier.

· Setting:

The play is set in the royal palace in Elsinore, a city in Denmark. The story of Hamlet, on which Shakespeare based the play, dates from the Middle Ages, but Shakespeare’s version has a Renaissance flavour because of references to events and situations from Shakespeare’s own time. Directors of stage and film versions of Hamlet have set it in places and periods ranging from Elizabethan England to nineteenth century Europe to twenty-first century New York City, in which Gertrude and Claudius run a high-powered corporation and Hamlet’s father’s ghost appeared on security televisions in the company’s offices.

Whatever the physical setting, it’s important to understand that the dynamic of the royal court of Denmark is high-powered and manipulative. Public image matters. Hamlet’s emotional struggles and madness are not just playing out in his own home: his strange behaviour is a liability to his parents, and they have a political interest in bringing him under control. "Madness in great ones must not unwatched go," says Claudius (3.1.188). So imagine if the president’s children started acting as strangely as Hamlet does. The same dynamic is happening in Hamlet – the first son is totally off-the-wall, and Claudius and Gertrude are desperately attempting damage control. It’s a big political nightmare for Claudius and Gertrude.
· Characters:

Hamlet has fascinated audiences and readers for centuries, and the first thing to point out about him is that he is enigmatic. There is always more to him than the other characters in the play can figure out; even the most careful and clever readers come away with the sense that they don’t know everything there is to know about this character. Hamlet actually tells other characters that there is more to him than meets the eye—notably, his mother, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern—but his fascination involves much more than this. When he speaks, he sounds as if there’s something important he’s not saying, maybe something even he is not aware of. The ability to write soliloquies and dialogues that create this effect is one of Shakespeare’s most impressive achievements.

A university student whose studies are interrupted by his father’s death, Hamlet is extremely philosophical and contemplative. He is particularly drawn to difficult questions or questions that cannot be answered with any certainty. Faced with evidence that his uncle murdered his father, evidence that any other character in a play would believe, Hamlet becomes obsessed with proving his uncle’s guilt before trying to act. The standard of “beyond a reasonable doubt” is simply unacceptable to him. He is equally plagued with questions about the afterlife, about the wisdom of suicide, about what happens to bodies after they die—the list is extensive.

But even though he is thoughtful to the point of obsession, Hamlet also behaves rashly and impulsively. When he does act, it is with surprising swiftness and little or no premeditation, as when he stabs Polonius through a curtain without even checking to see who he is. He seems to step very easily into the role of a madman, behaving erratically and upsetting the other characters with his wild speech and pointed innuendos.
It is also important to note that Hamlet is extremely melancholy and discontented with the state of affairs in Denmark and in his own family—indeed, in the world at large. He is extremely disappointed with his mother for marrying his uncle so quickly, and he repudiates Ophelia, a woman he once claimed to love, in the harshest terms. His words often indicate his disgust with and distrust of women in general. At a number of points in the play, he contemplates his own death and even the option of suicide.

But, despite all of the things with which Hamlet professes dissatisfaction, it is remarkable that the prince and heir apparent of Denmark should think about these problems only in personal and philosophical terms. He spends relatively little time thinking about the threats to Denmark’s national security from without or the threats to its stability from within (some of which he helps to create through his own carelessness).

Hamlet’s major antagonist is a shrewd, lustful, conniving king who contrasts sharply with the other male characters in the play. Whereas most of the other important men in Hamlet are preoccupied with ideas of justice, revenge, and moral balance, Claudius is bent upon maintaining his own power. The old King Hamlet was apparently a stern warrior, but Claudius is a corrupt politician whose main weapon is his ability to manipulate others through his skilful use of language. Claudius’s speech is compared to poison being poured in the ear—the method he used to murder Hamlet’s father. Claudius’s love for Gertrude may be sincere, but it also seems likely that he married her as a strategic move, to help him win the throne away from Hamlet after the death of the king. As the play progresses, Claudius’s mounting fear of Hamlet’s insanity leads him to ever greater self-preoccupation; when Gertrude tells him that Hamlet has killed Polonius, Claudius does not remark that Gertrude might have been in danger, but only that he would have been in danger had he been in the room. He tells Laertes the same thing as he attempts to soothe the young man’s anger after his father’s death. Claudius is ultimately too crafty for his own good. In Act V, scene ii, rather than allowing Laertes only two methods of killing Hamlet, the sharpened sword and the poison on the blade, Claudius insists on a third, the poisoned goblet. When Gertrude inadvertently drinks the poison and dies, Hamlet is at last able to bring himself to kill Claudius, and the king is felled by his own cowardly machination.

Few Shakespearean characters have caused as much uncertainty as Gertrude, the beautiful Queen of Denmark. The play seems to raise more questions about Gertrude than it answers, including: Was she involved with Claudius before the death of her husband? Did she love her husband? Did she know about Claudius’s plan to commit the murder? Did she love Claudius, or did she marry him simply to keep her high station in Denmark? Does she believe Hamlet when he insists that he is not mad, or does she pretend to believe him simply to protect herself? Does she intentionally betray Hamlet to Claudius, or does she believe that she is protecting her son’s secret?

These questions can be answered in numerous ways, depending upon one’s reading of the play. The Gertrude who does emerge clearly in Hamlet is a woman defined by her desire for station and affection, as well as by her tendency to use men to fulfil her instinct for self-preservation—which, of course, makes her extremely dependent upon the men in her life. Hamlet’s most famous comment about Gertrude is his furious condemnation of women in general: “Frailty, thy name is woman!” (I.ii.146). this comment is as much indicative of Hamlet’s agonized state of mind as of anything else, but to a great extent Gertrude does seem morally frail. She never exhibits the ability to think critically about her situation, but seems merely to move instinctively toward seemingly safe choices, as when she immediately runs to Claudius after her confrontation with Hamlet. She is at her best in social situations (I.ii and V.ii), when her natural grace and charm seem to indicate a rich, rounded personality. At times it seems that her grace and charm are her only characteristics, and her reliance on men appears to be her sole way of capitalizing on her abilities.

· Language:

· Much of the play’s language is courtly: elaborate, witty discourse.

· Claudius’ speech is rich with rhetorical figures, as is Hamlet’s and at times, Ophelia’s whilst the language of Horatio, the guards and the gravediggers is simpler. Claudius’ high status is reinforced by using the royal first person plural (we or us) and anaphora mixed with metaphor to resonate with Greek political speeches.

· Hamlet is the most skilled of all at rhetoric. He uses highly developed metaphors. In contrast, when occasion demands, he is precise and straightforward, as when he explains his inward emotion to his mother. At times, he relies heavily on puns to express his true thoughts while simultaneously concealing them. His very first words in the play are a pun; when Claudius addresses him as “my cousin Hamlet, and my son,” Hamlet says as an aside, “A little more than kin and less than kind .”

· Pauline Kiernan argues that Shakespeare changed English drama forever in Hamlet because he “showed how a character’s language can often be saying several things at once, and contradictor meanings at that, to reflect fragmented thoughts and disturbed feelings.” She gives the example of Hamlet’s advice to Ophelia, “Get thee to a nunnery,” which is simultaneously a reference to a place of chastity and a slang term for a brothel, reflecting Hamlet’s confused feelings about female sexuality. 

· Hamlet’s soliloquies have also captured the attention of scholars. Hamlet interrupts himself, vocalising either disgust or agreement with himself, and embellishing his own words. He has difficulty expressing himself directly and instead bunts the thrust of his though with wordplay. It is not until late in the play, after his experience with the pirates, that Hamlet is able to articulate his feelings freely. 
· One of the central images in Hamlet is that of the ear being poisoned, both literally and metaphorically While in the case of Hamlet’s murdered, the poison was inserted directly into the ear, the meaning is extended to include the power offered by words and language to manipulate and destroy. In essence, as the play progresses, words are the key to both the driving action of the play as well as its outcome as all characters have been affected by the poisoned word. 

· Language is used to reflect Hamlet’s inner turmoil. Dark imagery.

· Hamlet’s language is melancholy, ‘O that this too, too solid flesh would melt, thaw and resolve itself into a dew,’ yet also menacing and sexist, ‘Frailty, thy name is woman.’

Textual Integrity:

The unity of a text; its coherent use of form and language to produce and integrated whole in terms of meaning and value. Textual integrity is the notion that the text can stand alone as a piece of work, regardless of the texts paradigms; it's social and theoretical practise and its ability to be understood without reference.

Arguably, because of the deep understanding of Shakespeare’s context necessary for the comprehension of the overall play, it is not unified and cannot stand alone. Similarly, the complexity of the plot and language render the play incomprehensible to many. 

On the other hand, the universal, transcendental themes explored make the text able to be understood to some extent in different contexts. 
Close focus on specific sections e.g. speeches and soliloquies:

· Act 3, Scene 1: “To be or not to be.”

· This soliloquy questions the righteousness of life over death. Hamlet is contemplating suicide but acknowledges that he, like everyone else, has been made a coward by conscience. This supports the idea that Hamlet is, if not more intelligent than those around him, certainly more thoughtful. 

· “Whether it is nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles

And by opposing, end them.”

· “To sleep; perchance to dream; but ay, there’s the rub.

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come.”

· “Thus conscience does make cowards of us all.”

· Values: Courage, conscience, awareness, religion, death, suicide, the meaning of life and necessity of being, existentialism.
· Act 1, Scene 2: ‘How weary, stale, flat…’

· This soliloquy is significant in establishing Hamlet’s contemplation of suicide, his contempt for the world around him, his admiration of his father and his resentment of his mother’s marriage to Claudius. It also establishes his attitude towards women. 

· “Frailty, thy name is woman!”

· “Oh most wicked speed, to post

with such dexterity to incestuous sheets.”

· “My father’s brother, but no more like my father

Than I to Hercules.”

· “How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world.”
· Hamlet agrees, after his mother’s pleading, to stay in Denmark and not to return to university at Wittenburg in Germany. The court then departs the stage, leaving Hamlet alone for the first of his soliloquies. The four long speeches which Hamlet addresses to the audience develop an emotional contact, or even identification, with the prince, and this is a crucial aspect of the play’s impact in the theatre.

In a passionate speech whose broken syntax conveys the character’s mental disturbance, he sees the world as a neglected garden grown foul (ll.135-7), and portrays his father as a god compared to the bestial and lecherous Claudius (ll.151-2). He censures his mother’s moral weakness as a woman (l.146). Psychoanalytic critics have found much of interest in the image of the Garden of Eden polluted by the treachery of Eve, the first mother. They also note the her-worshipping of his father and the depiction of his uncle (the man who carried out Hamlet’s own conjectural oedipal fantasies) as a sexually predatory figure. We see here a disgust in his mother’s sexual nature (l.157; see also III(iv) ll.68-93; 184-190), which has been read by Freudian critics as a symptom of his own ambiguously possessive feelings towards Gertrude. At the very least this speech shows Hamlet to be a man who is very far from being emotionally independent of his parents.

The prince’s misogynistic attitude throughout the play – see, for example, his treatment of Ophelia in the ‘nunnery’ scene (III(i) ll.88-151) – might seem a response to a mother who has betrayed his feelings so painfully. It is worth considering feminist arguments, however, which emphasize the play’s presentation of the rigid patriarchal constraint under which Ophelia lives. Close examination of the lines Gertrude actually speaks in the play suggest a woman whose principal concern is the welfare and feelings of others, including Ophelia, rather than the raddled and lascivious figure of some twentieth-century productions.

The English critic Caroline Spurgeon pointed out in her book Shakespeare’s Imagery and What it Tells Us (1935) that the text is patterned with recurring images of disease and decay, such as we find here (ll.133, 135-6). A powerful, almost subliminal current is set up in the audience’s mind of corruption in a once wholesome body: the political corruption at the heart of the state of Denmark (I(iv) l.90). 

· Act 2, Scene 2: 

· Establishes Hamlet’s self loathing, self-castigation. Hamlet compares himself to the passionate actor who contrasts his inaction. 

· Deeply contemplative

· Plans the play-within-play.

· Values: Passion, self-loathing. 

· In this second long soliloquy Hamlet reflects on the nature of theatre and devises a plan to test Claudius’ guilt. Told of the ghost’s appearances by Horatio and Barnardo, he encounters it on the ‘platform’ and hears it tell of his father’s secret poisoning by Claudius. He resolves to put on ‘an antic disposition’: a strange manner of behaviour, perhaps to make him seem distracted and thus not a danger to the king. Polonius, the king’s chief minister, is convinced that Hamlet’s ‘madness’ is caused by his love for Ophelia, Polonius’s daughter.
· Act 3, Scene 3: Claudius:

· This soliloquy examplifies Claudius’ raw emotions, the truth behind his character – his overwhelming guilt about the murder of his brother. 

· Claudius shows deep regret, contemplating how he can possibly redeem himself. 

· “My crown, mine own ambition and my queen.”

· “Oh my offence is rank, it smells to heaven.”

· Emphasises Hamlet’s delay. 
· One modern editor writes that: ‘In this scene the arrogance of the man who is trying to effect justice is strongly contrasted with the Christian humility of the man who has done murder.’ Though the context of the scene is perhaps the most religious in the entire play – in both Olivier’s and Branagh’s films it is set in Elsinore’s chapel – it is striking how ultimately unchristian both ‘mighty opposites’ are. By the end of the scene Claudius has apparently accepted his damnation, knowing that he cannot give up his worldly power and love (ll. 53-5). There seems to be no self-deception or prevarication in Claudius’s soliloquy. How sincere his religious feeling appears is up to the director: the king never refers to it again. Hamlet, for his part, thinks he should be able to choose what happens to Claudius’s soul after death, in lines which Samuel Johnson found ‘too terrible to be read or uttered’. This scene is powerful because of the density, vividness and colour of its imagery, its visual construction and its sheer theatrical tension: will Claudius die now? Is there not some reversal of audience sympathy here? The scene stands at the centre of the play, often just before or just after the interval in modern productions. Modern, secular political pragmatism stands in contrast to a primitive revenge code. Hamlet’s tragedy has been seen by some materialist critics to be the result of being caught in the middle of that very opposition.

· Act 4, Scene 4

· Hamlet compares himself to strong/noble Fortinbras.

· “Oh from this time forth

My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth.”

· Act 3, Scene 4: Closet Scene
· Hamlet finds his mother in her ‘closet’ (a private room, not usually a bedroom). He is angry, and seizes her to prevent her calling for others. She panics and calls out. Polonius, who is hiding behind a wall-hanging (‘arras’), echoes her call. Hamlet, thinking, it seems, that it is Claudius, draws his sword and stabs him dead through the hanging. No one answers her calls for help, and Hamlet tells his mother how he will now tell her the full nature of her offence.
· The striking nature of the imagery and the density of the syntax in this section powerfully convey Hamlet’s obsessions, passions and intellectual turmoil. The image of his father as a combination of classical gods is yet again contrasted with the depiction of Claudius, who is associated with something filthy and diseased. There seems to be no middle ground in much of Hamlet’s thought. He does not seem to be a man who can make any kind of compromise in his thinking. Yet many critics and audience members have found some redeeming qualities in Claudius. The language also conveys a powerful sense of Hamlet’s disgust at the idea of his mother being sexually active, especially with Claudius, and becomes graphic and sensual, albeit in a grotesque way.
· This obsession with his mother’s sexuality has been taken by psychoanalytic critics as the ‘key’ to understanding his behaviour. Many twentieth-century productions deployed this interpretation very powerfully. In Olivier’s deliberately Freudian 1948 film, Hamlet’s parting from his mother is marked by a lingering kiss on the lips after he has been cradled in her lap. In Zeffirelli’s 1990 film, Mel Gibson’s Hamlet appears to be simulating some sort of rape on his mother in the early, angry part of the scene. It ends with her kissing him. The puzzling ‘emotion’ which Hamlet show ‘is in excess of the facts as they appear’ was taken by T. S. Eliot as the reason why the play was an ‘artistic failure’. But the prince’s attitudes can also be read as part of a general misogynistic fear of female sexuality (‘rebellious hell’, line82), which some feminist critics have seen as part of the early modern tendency to depict the sexualised mature female as a threat to patriarchal power. A society in which most property was passed on to the first-born legitimate heir insisted on strict female chastity amongst the property-owning classes and found any independent expression of female desire to be a threat.
· The ghost in his nightgown (comes to “whet thy almost blunted purpose” ( Hamlet losing control and direction) in the First Quarto text echoed a mediaeval Catholic belief that subsequent apparitions of sould in purgatory were often dressed in white to show the increasing purification of their sould; Hamlet’s father’s angry ghost, like his desire to effect revenge (ll. 107-9; 127-30), is fading away in time. Dover Wilson draws on a theatrical and cultural tradition to argue that Gertrude cannot see the ghost because the guilty are blind to such phenomena; when the ghost realises this he is horrified (ll. 125-9) and ‘“steals away”’ in shame’.

· “Heaven hath pleased it so,

To punish me with this.”

· “Do not spread the compost on the weeds

To make them ranker.”

· “Eyes without feeling, geeling without sight,

Ears withoug hands or eyes, smelling sans all

Or but a sickly part of one true sense.”

· “A bloody deed? Almost as bad, good mother

As kill a king and marry with his brother.”

· Act 5, Scene 2: The End.
· Conventionally,  a revenge tragedy ends in a court ritual or performance which acts as a cover for an act of vengeance which leaves the main characters all dead. Here Hamlet’s new-found confidence in divine providence (lines 215-20) is tested. There is an obvious ‘poetic justice’ in Laertes being killed by his own poisoned sword, and in Claudius being made to drink the poisoned cup which he prepared for the prince. To what extent Gertrude deserves to die remains disputable, however. Her death seems to be a total accident, and can be seen to undermine any neat pattern of justice being done. Audiences may consider how sinful her behaviour has been reckoned to be (there is no evidence of her adultery while her husband was alive, but she has transgressed the biblical injunction not to marry her husband’s brother – Leviticus 18.16). 
· This is the moment, however, when Hamlet’s indecision ends and he finally takes action. Inevitably, it is when he is himself mortally wounded. For psychoanalytic critics it is notable that it is only when his mother is dead that the Oedipal puzzle is solved and he can finally act.
· For twentieth-century critics, for whom the play’s tragic stature depended on new hope arising from the destruction fo a flawed hero whose sacrificial death removed an evil force, Fortinbras has to be an unequivocally good character. Often cut in production in the past in order to emphasise the tragedy of the individual prince at the expense of the play’s politics, Fortinbras does not appear in  any of Shakespeare’s source material. His name means ‘strong in arms’ in French, and there is little to suggest that he is more than a cunning military adventurer. It was against him that Denmark was rearming at the beginning of the play (1.1.73-82). Claudius secured his apparent disarmament through the diplomacy of Voltemand and Cornelius, but he then granted Fortinbras permission to march through Denmark, with his same forces, on the way to Poland (2.2.60-80). Exactly what he is doing in Elsinore at the head of an army at the end of the play is not made clear. He had earlier stated ambiguously that if Claudius ‘would aught with us / We shall express our duty in his eye’ (4.4.5-6) and he tells his army to ‘go softly on’ (4.4.8, according to the Second Quarto text). This may mean he is showing respect for Denmark and its king; or it could sound defiant. ‘Softly’ might also mean quietly, surreptitiously. One way of reading the play’s ending is that while tht court has been dealing with Hamlet, a foreign chancer has taken his opportunity to stage a coup. Certainly, there is something unsettling about the arrival of Fortinbras which recent directors have sought to underline.

· “So shall you hear

Of carnal, bloody and unnatural acts, 

Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters,

Of death put on by cunning and forced cause” – Horatio.
· “The point envenomed too.”

· “I am justly killed with mine own treachery.” – Laertes.

· Opening line: ‘Who’s there?’’ ( Sets up general tone of questioning. 

· Soliloquies are important in expressing the values of the text. 

· Soliloquies are important because much of Hamlet involves a struggle with the self; and thus the audience should be exposed to the deepest thoughts of the characters as well as their interactions. 
· Soliloquies are concerned with Hamlet’s inaction and thus represent his supposed moral and filial duties. Our interpretation of Hamlet often depends on them. 

· Soliloquies reveal the truth under the disguises. 
· “We are led to identify ourselves with the protagonist as in Hamlet’s soliloquies we share the thoughts that only Hamlet knows.” 

What issues, ideas and themes are explored by Shakespeare in Hamlet?

· Themes: Madness used to disguise a downfall, madness and deception, madness as a consequence and consequences of madness, ‘thou shalt not kill’ vs. you must avenge your father = Hamlet’s hesitation, justified procrastination, Hamlet’s nihilistic view of the world, the impossibility of certainty, the complexity of action, the mystery of death, the nation as a diseased body. 

· Issues: Trust, the supernatural, love, marriage, revenge, suicide, insanity, justice, morality, power, religion, spirituality, spying, the after-life, inability, indecision, guilt/conscience, poison, devil, hell, venom. 
· Ideas: Gertrude’s role, revenge, justice, humanism, loyalty and betrayal, anachronism, what makes a hero? Paradoxes, hope, our faculty of reasoning makes us a part of humanity and not ‘a beast.’
“He is full of purpose but void of that quality of mind which accompanies purpose...Shakespeare intended to impress upon as the truth that action is the chief end of existence – that no faculty f intellect, however brilliant, can be considered valuable or indeed otherwise than as misfortunes, if they withdraw from or rend s repugnant to action and lead us to think and think of doing until the time has elapsed when he can do anything effectually.” – Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

How universal are the themes of the play?

· There is no such thing as literature, or even 'Shakespeare.' All these have been constructed by particular groups at particular times to serve particular interests. 
There is no such thing as a straightforward, objective or disinterested reading.
Shakespeare is NOT timeless. Shakespeare does not transcend time, or place, or human understanding. He is to be understood in the context of the social, political and ideological and material practices and social relationships of the ideological production, and the reception of his work..
For most of the new perspectives, therefore, the study of Shakespeare is a political enterprise
· Hamlet’s themes will remain universal, however it is its interpretation that will vary according to context. The themes of madness, revenge and family loyalty are transcendental. 
How was the play read, received and valued by its original audience? How have subsequent audiences received and valued the play?
· From the early 17th century, the play was famous for its ghost and vivid dramatization of melancholy and insanity, leading to a procession of mad courtiers and ladies in Jacobean and Caroline drama. 

· The throne succession spot was empty as Elizabeth had no children or interests. The people were very wary of the chaotic turmoil the country could be thrown into with no successor
· Though it remained popular with mass audiences, late 17th-century Restoration critics saw Hamlet as primitive and disapproved of its lack of unity and decorum. 

· This view changed drastically in the 18th century, when critics regarded Hamlet as a hero—a pure, brilliant young man thrust into unfortunate circumstances.

· By the mid-18th century, however, the advent of Gothic literature brought psychological and mystical readings, returning madness and the Ghost to the forefront.

· Not until the late 18th century did critics and performers begin to view Hamlet as confusing and inconsistent. Before then, he was either mad, or not; either a hero, or not; with no in-betweens. These developments represented a fundamental change in literary criticism, which came to focus more on character and less on plot.

· By the 19th century, Romantic critics valued Hamlet for its internal, individual conflict reflecting the strong contemporary emphasis on internal struggles and inner character in general. Then too, critics started to focus on Hamlet's delay as a character trait, rather than a plot device.

· This focus on character and internal struggle continued into the 20th century, when criticism branched in several directions, discussed in context and interpretation below.

· Today we have the ‘mystique’ associated with Shakespeare and his plays that may not have been evident during his life. 

· Further, a modern audience cannot possibly ascertain what Shakespeare intended, since no one from his time is alive to interpret Shakespeare’s production.

· Yet despite the conclusions a modern audience might draw, some critics suggest we read the play as a product of the time it was written. Seeing a ghost, plotting violent vengeance, and certainly violent secessions to thrones were part of the reality of Shakespeare’s world. Thus Hamlet is perhaps more mad today, than a 17th century audience would have viewed him.

· Zeferelli’s interpretation: 

· Leaving Fortinbras out eliminates any ‘distractions.’ It also means that there is no restoration of order. 

· King Hamlet’s character is not established. 

· Begins at the funeral and immediately establishes that there has been a death. This makes the story more sequential and emphasises how quickly Gertrude and Claudius remarried. Adds to the dramatic atmosphere and emotion. 

· Claudius is ‘dangerously in love’ with Gertrude which could possibly have been the more motivating factor. 
· Hamlet is young and emotional as opposed to the play in which his age is not established. He is brooding and moody. 

What values are explored through the play? Especially through the soliloquies:

· Courage

· Loyalty

· Redemption

· Justice

· Faith

· Passion

· Ambition

· Life

· Conscience/Awareness

· Life

· Self-castigation

· Meaning of life

· Necessity of being

What is your personal reaction to the play? 

What understanding have you come to about the play?
· Hamlet is a man unfit for the task of revenge, as critic Goethe describes. 

· His tragic flaw is not hesitation, but rather his high morality and intelligence. Hamlet knows the severity of murdering a king and the moral implications, be it for revenge r not and he is placed in a society in which custom dictates that avenging crimes is necessary, even accepted as exemplified in the actions of Laertes and Fortinbras.

· There is a lot of pressure placed on Hamlet to kill Claudius by the ghost but it is a task that he simply does not want. 

· Hamlet is deeply troubled by his father’s death and generally depressed about the world around him. 

· His depression affects everybody around him. 

· His plan to feign insanity is hasty and not well though-out, leading to his eventual slip into actual madness. 

· Hamlet struggles with the concepts of good and evil.  

· Despite universal, transcendental themes, the play lacks textual integrity because of its complexity in terms of language and content. TO be able to understand Hamlet, the audience must understand Shakespeare’s context and his purpose. The play is largely ambiguous and many different understandings can be reached. 

· Revenge tragedy demands universal themes (David Chandler.)

· Hamlet moves from melancholy ( hesitant ( self-castigation ( acceptance. 

· “Hamlet’s self-questionings are mere pretexts to hide his lack of resolve.” – William Alice. I strongly disagree with this statement. 

· Concept of cultural identity is explored through Hamlet's isolation which is created by the conflict between his duty to his father, and his duties to the monarchy and society. ( Conflicting duties.

What perspectives have other people had on the play? 

· Great difficulty has been had in presenting the play faithfully on screen, such is the wholesomeness and fluidity of it. Screen or stage adaptations (with the exception of Branagh’s version) inevitably omit a large proportion of the play, such is its length and number of words. As such, adaptations are never able to perfectly present Hamlet’s complexity, in character and in themes. 

· “He is the epical hero, fighting overwhelming odds with his back against the wall...” – John Dover Wilson. 

· “Hamlet’s nature is philosophical, reflective, prone to questioning and therefore aware of the larger moral implications of any act.” – Mary Salter.

· “Yet to Hamlet comes the command of a great act – revenge: therein lies the unique quality of the play – a sick soul is commanded to heal, to cleanse and to create harmony.” – George Wilson Knight. 

· Hamlet is “The most amiable of misanthropes.” – William Hazlitt. 

· “Shakespeare meant to represent the effects of an action laid upon a soul unfit for the performance of it.” – Goethe. 

























