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Introduction

Hamlet is without question the most famous play in the English language. Although Shakespeare has
written many tragedies before it, but it is said that he reached the perfection of his artistic maturity and
dramatic development in Hamlet. Probably written in 1601 or 1602, the tragedy is a brilliant depiction of
the hero’s struggle with two opposing forces: moral integrity and the need to avenge his father’s murder.

Shakespeare’s focus on the inner conflict was a revolutionary departure from contemporary revenge
tragedies, which tended to graphically dramatize bloody deeds and violent acts on stage. In the words of
Ernest Johnson, “the dilemma of Hamlet the Prince and Man” is “to disentangle himself from the
temptation to wreak justice for the wrong reasons and in evil passion, and to do what he must do at last
for the pure sake of justice…. From that dilemma of wrong feelings and right actions, he ultimately
emerges, solving the problem by attaining a proper state of mind.” Hamlet endures as the object of
universal identification because his central moral dilemma transcends the Elizabethan period, making
him a man for all ages. In his difficult struggle to somehow act within a corrupt world and yet maintain
his moral integrity, Hamlet ultimately reflects the fate of all human beings.

1. William Shakespeare (1564- 1616)

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-
Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further.
In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he
left his family behind and travelled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical
success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England
and part-owner of the Globe Theatre. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and
James I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favourite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted
Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of
King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of
fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as
timeless.
Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death,
and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well
established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about
Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s
personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare’s
plays were really written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most
popular candidates—but the support for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is
not taken seriously by many scholars.
In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the
thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A
number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so
influential as to profoundly affect the course of Western literature and culture ever after.
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2. About Hamlet

Written during the first part of the seventeenth century (assumably in 1600 or 1601), Hamlet was
probably first performed in July 1602. The first edition of Hamlet was published in 1603, from a
previous sketch composed several years earlier, the second one following in 1604, under the title of
"The Tragical Historie of Hamlet, Prince of Denmarke. By William Shakespeare. Newly imprinted and
enlarged to almost as much againe as it was, according to the true and perfect coppie." In comparing the
two editions we find a remarkable improvement in the command of language, with greater philosophic
depth, and a wondrous insight into what is most hidden and obscure in men's characters and motives.

Shakespeare's Hamlet is a transformation of The Ur-Hamlet into an exceptional tragedy. The Ur-
Hamlet, or “original Hamlet,” is a lost play that scholars believe was written mere decades before.
Numerous sixteenth-century records attest to the existence of the Ur-Hamlet, with some references
linking its composition to Thomas Kyd. Other principal sources available to Shakespeare were Saxo
Grammaticus’s Historiae Danicae (circa 1200), which features a popular legend with a plot similar to
Hamlet, and François de Belleforest’s Histoires Tragiques, Extraicts des Oeuvres Italiennes de Bandel
(7 Vols.; 1559-80), which provides an expanded account of the story recorded in the Historiae Danicae.
From these sources Shakespeare created Hamlet, a supremely rich and complex literary work that
continues to delight both readers and audiences with its myriad meanings and interpretations.

The raw material that Shakespeare appropriated in writing Hamlet is the story of a Danish prince whose
uncle murders the prince’s father, marries his mother, and claims the throne. The prince pretends to be
feeble-minded to throw his uncle off guard, then manages to kill his uncle in revenge. Shakespeare
changed the emphasis of this story entirely, making his Hamlet a philosophically-minded prince who
delays taking action because his knowledge of his uncle’s crime is so uncertain. Shakespeare went far
beyond making uncertainty a personal quirk of Hamlet’s, introducing a number of important ambiguities
into the play that even the audience cannot resolve with certainty. For instance, whether Hamlet’s
mother, Gertrude, shares in Claudius’s guilt; whether Hamlet continues to love Ophelia even as he
spurns her, in Act III; whether Ophelia’s death is suicide or accident; whether the ghost offers reliable
knowledge, or seeks to deceive and tempt Hamlet; and, perhaps most importantly, whether Hamlet
would be morally justified in taking revenge on his uncle. Shakespeare makes it clear that the stakes
riding on some of these questions are enormous—the actions of these characters bring disaster upon an
entire kingdom. At the play’s end it is not even clear whether justice has been achieved.

3. Context

By modifying his source materials in this way, Shakespeare was able to take an unremarkable revenge
story and make it resonate with the most fundamental themes and problems of the Renaissance.
Hamlet’s famous speech in Act II: “What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite
in faculty, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension
how like a god—the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals!” (II.ii.293–297) is directly based upon
one of the major texts of the Italian humanists, Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man.
For the humanists, the purpose of cultivating reason was to lead to a better understanding of how to act,
and their fondest hope was that the coordination of action and understanding would lead to great benefits
for society as a whole.
As the Renaissance spread to other countries in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, a more
skeptical strain of humanism developed, stressing the limitations of human understanding. For example,
the sixteenth-century French humanist, Michel de Montaigne, was no less interested in studying human
experiences than the earlier humanists were, but he maintained that the world of experience was a world
of appearances, and that human beings could never hope to see past those appearances into the
“realities” that lie behind them. This is the world in which Shakespeare places his characters. Hamlet is
faced with the difficult task of correcting an injustice that he can never have sufficient knowledge of—a
dilemma that is by no means unique, or even uncommon. And while Hamlet is fond of pointing out
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questions that cannot be answered because they concern supernatural and metaphysical matters, the play
as a whole chiefly demonstrates the difficulty of knowing the truth about other people—their guilt or
innocence, their motivations, their feelings, their relative states of sanity or insanity. The world of other
people is a world of appearances, and Hamlet is, fundamentally, a play about the difficulty of living in
that world.

4. Literary Analysis

4.1. Plot Overview

On a dark knight, two watchmen of Elsinore Castle in Denmark see a ghost resembling the recently
deceased King walking the ramparts. the scholar Horatio, who sees the ghost too, brings Prince Hamlet,
the son of Gertrude and the dead king. When Hamlet urges the ghost to speak to him, it declares
ominously that it is indeed his father’s spirit, and that he was murdered by none other than Claudius
whose brother Claudius, who has inherited the throne and married the king’s widow, Queen Gertrude.
Ordering Hamlet to seek revenge on the man who usurped his throne and married his wife, the ghost
disappears with the dawn.
Because Prince Hamlet is contemplative and thoughtful by nature, he delays the revenge, 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 Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, two friends of
the prince, to watch him. Polonius, the pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that Hamlet may be mad
with love for his daughter, Ophelia, but this doesn't seem to be the case.
Hamlet wants to test his uncle's guilt, so he has some actors 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 theater, 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, and, hearing a noise from behind the tapestry, he believes the king
is hiding there. He draws his sword and stabs through the fabric, killing Polonius , who has hidden
behind a tapestry. For this crime, he is immediately dispatched to England with his two friends.
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
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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.

4.2. Character Analysis

Hamlet: The mystery which surrounds the play centres in the character of Hamlet himself. He is of a
highly cultivated mind, a prince of royal manners, endowed with the finest sense of propriety,
susceptible of noble ambition, and open in the highest degree to an enthusiastic admiration of that
excellence in others in which he himself is deficient. However, he acts the part of madness with
unrivalled power, convincing the persons who are sent to examine into his supposed loss of reason
merely by telling them unwelcome truths and rallying them with the most caustic wit. But in the
resolutions which he so often embraces and always leaves unexecuted, his weakness is too apparent; he
is not solely impelled by necessity to artifice and dissimulation, he has a natural inclination for curved
ways; he is a hypocrite toward himself; his far-fetched scruples are often mere pretexts to cover his want
of determination--thoughts, as he says, which have

But one part wisdom

And ever three parts coward.

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 is condemned both for his harshness in repulsing the love
of Ophelia, which he himself had cherished, and for his insensibility at her death. But he is too much
overwhelmed with his own sorrow to have any compassion to spare for others; besides, his outward
indifference gives us by no means the measure of his internal perturbation. On the other hand, we
evidently perceive in him a malicious joy, when he has succeeded in getting rid of his enemies, more
through necessity and accident, which alone are able to impel him to quick and decisive measures, than
by the merit of his own courage, as he himself confesses after the slaying of Polonius. Hamlet has no
firm belief either in himself or in anything else. From expressions of religious confidence he passes over
to skeptical doubts; he believes in the ghost of his father as long as he sees it, but as soon as it has
disappeared, it appears to him almost in the light of a deception. He has even gone so far as to say "there
is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so;" with him the poet loses himself here in the
labyrinths of thought, in which neither end nor beginning is discoverable. The stars themselves, from the
course of events, afford no answer to the questions so urgently proposed to them. A voice from another
world, commissioned, it would appear, by heaven, demands vengeance for a monstrous enormity, and
the demand remains without effect; the criminals are at last punished, but, as it were, by an accidental
blow, and not in the solemn way requisite to convey to the world a warning example of justice;
irresolution, cunning treachery and impetuous rage hurry on to a common destruction; the less guilty and
the innocent are equally involved in the general ruin. The destiny of humanity is here exhibited as a
gigantic Sphinx, which threatens to precipitate into the abyss of skepticism all who are unable to solve
her dread enigmas.
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Claudius: he is the play's antagonist. The King of Denmark, Hamlet’s uncle, and the villain of the
play, Claudius is a shrewd, lustful, calculating, and ambitious corrupt politician, driven by his lust for
power, but he occasionally shows signs of guilt and human feeling, his love for Gertrude, for instance,
seems sincere.
Claudius displays a skilful use of language, with which he is able to manipulate the others. Claudius’s
speech is compared to poison being poured in the ear (the method he used to murder Hamlet’s father).
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.

Gertrude: The weak, shallow Queen of Denmark and Hamlet’s mother who seeks affection and status
more urgently than moral rectitude or truth.
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,
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.

Polonius: The Lord Chamberlain of Claudius’s court, a pretentious, manipulative old man. Polonius is
the father of Laertes and Ophelia.

Ophelia: Polonius’s daughter, a beautiful young woman with whom Hamlet has been in love. Ophelia
is a sweet and innocent young girl, who obeys her father and her brother, Laertes. Dependent on men to
tell her how to behave, she gives in to Polonius’s schemes to spy on Hamlet. Even in her lapse into
madness and death, she remains maidenly, singing songs about flowers and finally drowning in the river
amid the flower garlands she had gathered.

Horatio : Hamlet’s close friend, who studied with the prince at the university in Wittenberg. Horatio is
loyal and helpful to Hamlet throughout the play. After Hamlet’s death, Horatio remains alive to tell
Hamlet’s story.

Laertes: Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s brother, a young man who spends much of the play in France.
Passionate and quick to action, Laertes is clearly a foil for the reflective Hamlet.
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Fortinbras : The young Prince of Norway, whose father the king (also named Fortinbras) was killed
by Hamlet’s father (also named Hamlet). Now Fortinbras wishes to attack Denmark to avenge his
father’s honour, making him another foil for Prince Hamlet.

The Ghost : The specter of Hamlet’s recently deceased father. The ghost, who claims to have been
murdered by Claudius, calls upon Hamlet to avenge him. However, it is not entirely certain whether the
ghost is what it appears to be, or whether it is something else. Hamlet speculates that the ghost might be
a devil sent to deceive him and tempt him into murder, and the question of what the ghost is or where it
comes from is never definitively resolved.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern : Two slightly bumbling courtiers, former friends of Hamlet from
Wittenberg, who are summoned by Claudius and Gertrude to discover the cause of Hamlet’s strange
behavior.

Osric : The foolish courtier who summons Hamlet to his duel with Laertes.

Voltimand and Cornelius : Courtiers whom Claudius sends to Norway to persuade the king to
prevent Fortinbras from attacking.

Marcellus and Bernardo : The officers who first see the ghost walking the ramparts of Elsinore
and who summon Horatio to witness it. Marcellus is present when Hamlet first encounters the ghost.

Francisco: A soldier and guardsman at Elsinore.

Reynaldo : Polonius’s servant, who is sent to France by Polonius to check up on and spy on Laertes.

4.3. Major Themes

The Impossibility of Certainty

This play poses many questions that other plays would simply take for granted. What separates Hamlet
from other revenge plays is that the action we expect to see, particularly from Hamlet himself, is
continually postponed while Hamlet tries to obtain more certain knowledge about what he is doing.
Maybe it is due to the philosophical nature of the major character that many questions seem unsolved:
Can we have certain knowledge about ghosts? Is the ghost what it appears to be, or is it really a
misleading fiend? Does the ghost have reliable knowledge about its own death, or is the ghost itself
deluded? Moving to more earthly matters: How can we know for certain the facts about a crime that has
no witnesses? Can Hamlet know the state of Claudius’s soul by watching his behavior? If so, can he
know the facts of what Claudius did by observing the state of his soul? Can Claudius (or the audience)
know the state of Hamlet’s mind by observing his behavior and listening to his speech? Can we know
whether our actions will have the consequences we want them to have? Can we know anything about the
afterlife?
Many people have seen Hamlet as a play about indecisiveness, and thus about Hamlet’s failure to act
appropriately. It might be more interesting to consider that the play shows us how many uncertainties
our lives are built upon, how many unknown quantities are taken for granted when people act or when
they evaluate one another’s actions.
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The Complexity of Action

Directly related to the theme of certainty is the theme of action. How is it possible to take reasonable,
effective, purposeful action? In Hamlet, the question of how to act is affected not only by rational
considerations, such as the need for certainty, but also by emotional, ethical, and psychological factors.
Hamlet himself appears to distrust the idea that it’s even possible to act in a controlled, purposeful way.
When he does act, he prefers to do it blindly, recklessly, and violently. The other characters obviously
think much less about “action” in the abstract than Hamlet does, and are therefore less troubled about the
possibility of acting effectively. They simply act as they feel is appropriate. But in some sense they
prove that Hamlet is right, because all of their actions miscarry. Claudius possesses himself of queen and
crown through bold action, but his conscience torments him, and he is beset by threats to his authority
(and, of course, he dies). Laertes resolves that nothing will distract him from acting out his revenge, but
he is easily influenced and manipulated into serving Claudius’s ends, and his poisoned rapier is turned
back upon himself.

The Mystery of Death

In the aftermath of his father’s murder, Hamlet is obsessed with the idea of death, and over the course of
the play he considers death from a great many perspectives. He ponders both the spiritual aftermath of
death, embodied in the ghost, and the physical remainders of the dead, such as by Yorick’s skull and the
decaying corpses in the cemetery. Throughout, the idea of death is closely tied to the themes of
spirituality, truth, and uncertainty in that death may bring the answers to Hamlet’s deepest questions,
ending once and for all the problem of trying to determine truth in an ambiguous world. And, since
death is both the cause and the consequence of revenge, it is intimately tied to the theme of revenge and
justice—Claudius’s murder of King Hamlet initiates Hamlet’s quest for revenge, and Claudius’s death is
the end of that quest.
The question of his own death plagues Hamlet as well, as he repeatedly contemplates whether or not
suicide is a morally legitimate action in an unbearably painful world. Hamlet’s grief and misery is such
that he frequently longs for death to end his suffering, but he fears that if he commits suicide, he will be
consigned to eternal suffering in hell because of the Christian religion’s prohibition of suicide. In his
famous “To be or not to be” soliloquy (III.i), Hamlet philosophically concludes that no one would
choose to endure the pain of life if he or she were not afraid of what will come after death, and that it is
this fear which causes complex moral considerations to interfere with the capacity for action.

The Nation as a Diseased Body

Everything is connected in Hamlet, including the welfare of the royal family and the health of the state
as a whole. The play’s early scenes explore the sense of anxiety and dread that surrounds the transfer of
power from one ruler to the next. Throughout the play, characters draw explicit connections between the
moral legitimacy of a ruler and the health of the nation. Denmark is frequently described as a physical
body made ill by the moral corruption of Claudius and Gertrude, and many observers interpret the
presence of the ghost as a supernatural omen indicating that “[s]omething is rotten in the state of
Denmark” (I.iv.67). The dead King Hamlet is portrayed as a strong, forthright ruler under whose guard
the state was in good health, while Claudius, a wicked politician, has corrupted and compromised
Denmark to satisfy his own appetites. At the end of the play, the rise to power of the upright Fortinbras
suggests that Denmark will be strengthened once again.
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3.4. Motifs

Incest and Incestuous Desire

The motif of incest runs throughout the play and is frequently alluded to by Hamlet and the ghost, most
obviously in conversations about Gertrude and Claudius, the former brother-in-law and sister-in-law
who are now married. A subtle motif of incestuous desire can be found in the relationship of Laertes and
Ophelia, as Laertes sometimes speaks to his sister in suggestively sexual terms and, at her funeral, leaps
into her grave to hold her in his arms. However, the strongest overtones of incestuous desire arise in the
relationship of Hamlet and Gertrude, in Hamlet’s fixation on Gertrude’s sex life with Claudius and his
preoccupation with her in general.

Misogyny

Shattered by his mother’s decision to marry Claudius so soon after her husband’s death, Hamlet
becomes cynical about women in general, showing a particular obsession with what he perceives to be a
connection between female sexuality and moral corruption. This motif of misogyny, or hatred of
women, occurs sporadically throughout the play, but it is an important inhibiting factor in Hamlet’s
relationships with Ophelia and Gertrude. He urges Ophelia to go to a nunnery rather than experience the
corruptions of sexuality and exclaims of Gertrude, “Frailty, thy name is woman” (I.ii.146).

Ears and Hearing

One facet of Hamlet’s exploration of the difficulty of attaining true knowledge is slipperiness of
language. Words are used to communicate ideas, but they can also be used to distort the truth,
manipulate other people, and serve as tools in corrupt quests for power. Claudius, the shrewd politician,
is the most obvious example of a man who manipulates words to enhance his own power. The sinister
uses of words are represented by images of ears and hearing, from Claudius’s murder of the king by
pouring poison into his ear to Hamlet’s claim to Horatio that “I have words to speak in thine ear will
make thee dumb” (IV.vi.21). The poison poured in the king’s ear by Claudius is used by the ghost to
symbolize the corrosive effect of Claudius’s dishonesty on the health of Denmark. Declaring that the
story that he was killed by a snake is a lie, he says that “the whole ear of Denmark” is “Rankly abused. .
. .” (I.v.36–38).

3.5. Symbols

Yorick’s Skull

In Hamlet, physical objects are rarely used to represent thematic ideas. One important exception is
Yorick’s skull, which Hamlet discovers in the graveyard in the first scene of Act V. As Hamlet speaks to
the skull and about the skull of the king’s former jester, he fixates on death’s inevitability and the
disintegration of the body. He urges the skull to “get you to my lady’s chamber, and tell her, let her paint
an inch thick, to this favour she must come”, no one can avoid death (V.i.178–179). He traces the skull’s
mouth and says, “Here hung those lips that I have kissed I know not how oft,” indicating his fascination
with the physical consequences of death (V.i.174–175). This latter idea is an important motif throughout
the play, as Hamlet frequently makes comments referring to every human body’s eventual decay, noting
that Polonius will be eaten by worms, that even kings are eaten by worms, and that dust from the
decayed body of Alexander the Great might be used to stop a hole in a beer barrel.
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4.6. Language and Style

Shakespeare has composed the play in Hamlet altogether in sententious rhymes full of antitheses. But
this solemn and measured tone did not suit a speech in which violent emotion ought to prevail, and the
poet had no other expedient than the one of which he made choice--overcharging the pathos.
Unquestionably the language of the speech in question is falsely emphatical; but this fault is so mixed up
with true grandeur that a player practiced in artificially calling forth in himself the emotion he is
imitating may certainly be carried away by it. Besides, it will hardly be believed that Shakespeare knew
so little of his art as not to be aware that a tragedy, in which there is a lengthy epic relation of a
transaction that happened so long before as the destruction of Troy, could neither be dramatic nor
theatrical.

The opening of Hamlet is one of the most absorbing scenes in the Shakespearean drama. It produces
its effect by the supernatural being brought into the most immediate contact with the real. The sentinels
are prepared for the appearance of the ghost, Horatio being incredulous, but they are all surrounded with
an atmosphere of common life. "Long live the king," "'Tis bitter cold," "Not a mouse stirring," and the
familiar pleasantry of Horatio, exhibit to us minds under the ordinary state of human feeling. At the
moment when the recollections of Bernardo arise into that imaginative power which belongs to the tale
he is about to tell, the ghost appears. All that was doubtful in the narrative of the supernatural vision--
what left upon Horatio's mind the impression only of a "thing"--because as real as the silence, the cold
and the midnight. The vision is then "most like the king"--

There is also something altogether indefinable and mysterious in the poet's delineation of this
character, something wild and irregular in the circumstances with which the character is associated. We
see that Hamlet is propelled rather than propelling. But why is this turn given to the delineation? We
cannot exactly tell. Doubtless much of the very charm of the play is its mysteriousness. It awakes not
only thoughts of the grand and the beautiful, but of the incomprehensible. Its obscurity constitutes a
portion of its sublimity. This is the stage in which most minds are content to rest, and perhaps better so,
with regard to the comprehension of Hamlet.

One of Shakespeare’s most impressive achievements with Hamlet is his ability in writing the soliloquies
and dialogues, it sounds as if there’s something important Hamlet is not saying, maybe something even
he is not aware of.

As one example of the many details of Shakespeare which have been generally misunderstood, may be
mentioned the style in which the player's speech about Hecuba is conceived. It has been the subject of
much controversy among commentators whether this was taken by Shakespeare from himself or from
another, and whether, in the praise of the piece of which it is supposed to be a part, Hamlet was speaking
seriously, or merely meant to ridicule the tragic bombast of his contemporaries. It seems never to have
occurred to them that this speech must not be judged by itself, but in connection with the place where it
is introduced. To distinguish it in the play itself as dramatic poetry, it was necessary that it should rise
above the dignified poetry of the former in the same proportion that theatrical elevation always soars
above simple nature.

What makes Hamlet of Shakespeare a unique play is the style in which it is written, a style which
speaks, above anything else, to the readers' critical faculty. Goethe, Coleridge, Schlegel, Lamb, Hazlitt,
and other writers, have brought to the criticism and explanation of this play a most valuable fund of
judgment, taste and aesthetical knowledge. To condense what is most deserving of remembrance in
these admirable productions within due limits would be impossible.
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Conclusion

Hamlet is a tragedy of thought inspired by continual and never-satisfied meditation on human destiny
and the dark perplexity of the events of this world, one calculated to call forth the very same meditation
in the minds of the spectators. This enigmatical work resembles somewhat those irrational equations in
which a fraction of unknown magnitude always remains, that will in no way admit of solution. Much has
been said, much written, on this piece, and yet no critic who anew expresses himself on it will entirely
coincide with his predecessors. What most astonishes us is the fact that with such hidden purposes, with
a foundation laid in such unfathomable depth, the whole should, at first view, exhibit an extremely
popular appearance. The dread appearance of the ghost takes possession of the mind and the imagination
almost at the very commencement; then the play within the play, in which, as in a glass, we see reflected
the crime whose fruitlessly attempted punishment constitutes the subject-matter of the piece; the alarm
with which it fills the king; Hamlet's pretended and Ophelia's real madness; her death and burial; the
meeting of Hamlet and Laertes at her grave; their combat and the grand termination; lastly, the
appearance of the young hero Fortinbras, who, with warlike pomp, pays the last honours to an extinct
family of kings; the interspersion of comic characteristic scenes with Polonius, the courtiers and the
grave-diggers, which have each of them their signification, all this fills the stage with and animated and
varied movement. The only point of view from which this piece might be judged to be less theatrical
than other tragedies of Shakespeare, is that in the last scenes the main action either stands still or appears
to be retrograde. This, however, was inevitable, and lay in the nature of the subject. The whole is
intended to show that a too close consideration, which exhausts all the relations and possible
consequences of a deed, must cripple the power of action.


