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It could be argued that the play Hamlet, which was written in a time of religious upheaval and in the wake of the English Reformation, is an anti-Catholic work. Discuss.
The purpose of this essay will be to investigate the above claim. There are four areas from the play that will be analysed and critiqued: Purgatory, revenge, suicide and the Sacrament of Penance.
In Act I, Scene V, Hamlet encounters the ghost of his father who states:
‘I am thy father's spirit,
‘Doomed for a certain term to walk the night,
And for the day confined to fast in fires,
Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature
Are burnt and purged away. But that I am forbid
To tell the secrets of my prison house,
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres…..’1
It is clear from this that his father is in Purgatory, which is uniquely Catholic. Protestants do not believe in Purgatory. The Catholic Faith, however, believes that immediately after death there is a time of purification, in Purgatory, before the deceased can enter into heaven. Therefore, at this point it looks like the people in the play are Catholics. 
In the following lines the ghost tells Hamlet that he was murdered by his brother, Claudius and demands that Hamlet avenges his murder:
‘If thou hast nature in thee, bear it not; 
Let not the royal bed of Denmark be
A couch for luxury and damned incest.’2
The idea of Hamlet obtaining revenge for the murder of his father is contrary to the belief of the Catholic Faith. In The New Jerusalem Bible it is stated that: 
‘Never try to get revenge: leave that, my dear friends, to the Retribution.

As scripture says: Vengeance is mine – I will pay them back,

The Lord promises.’3
Indeed, even if a ghost from Purgatory could communicate with a mortal being; it is inconsistent that he would be able to order him/her to seek revenge. It also contradicts the Fifth Commandment, ‘You shall not kill.’4
In Act III, Scene III, following the play ‘The Mousetrap’ Claudius realises that Hamlet has discovered his murder and that he is safe nowhere in the castle. He kneels down to pray for forgiveness. Hamlet finds him in prayer and contemplates how easy it would be for him to take revenge and thrust a sword in his uncle’s back. He figures that to kill him there and then would be to kill him in a state of repentance and chooses to wait for a more damning moment:

‘When he is fit and season'd for his passage?
No!
Up, sword; and know thou a more horrid hent:
When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,
Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed;
At gaming, swearing, or about some act
That has no relish of salvation in't;
Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven,
And that his soul may be as damn'd and black
As hell, whereto it goes. My mother stays:
This physic but prolongs thy sickly days.’5
However, if it is presumed that Hamlet is Catholic, then surely he realises that Claudius’ prayers are not enough to free him from his sins. In the Sacrament of Penance, Claudius would require a priest to confess to, in order to be forgiven for his sins, which he obviously doesn’t have. 
In Act IV, Scene VII, Queen Gertrude reports that Ophelia has drowned. A distressed Laertes asks her how it had happened. She relates the story of how Ophelia had climbed a willow tree and the branch which she rested on had snapped and she fell into a brook. Weighed down with the weight of her wet clothes she had drowned. Following this, in Act V, Scene I, two clowns are preparing the grave for Ophelia. They find it unusual that someone is to be buried on hallowed ground when they have committed suicide. They put it down to the fact that she is of nobility. Later in the scene the Ophelia’s body is brought into the graveyard and the priest refuses to give her a normal burial and says:

‘We should profane the service of the dead
To sing requiem and such rest to her

As to peace parted souls’6
It may be the case that it is a mortal sin to commit suicide; however throughout the bible we find that God is a merciful god and that no sin is unforgivable. If it is considered that the person who committed suicide may have been sick, as in the case of Ophelia, God cannot condemn someone who did not know what they were doing. To commit a mortal sin, such as suicide, one must be mentally healthy. This was cleared up in 1992 in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, where it is stated, ‘Grave psychological disturbances, anguish, or grave fear of hardship, suffering, or torture can diminish the responsibility of the one committing suicide.’7 
However, it is possible, that at that time, the priest may have behaved in this manner in order to giving scandal to the faithful and to highlight the grave nature of suicide. In more recent times, this would not be the case as stated on the Catholics United for the Faith website:

‘As in the past, the Church teaches that suicide is and always will be objectively and gravely wrong. At the same time, today she better understands the psychological disturbances that may influence a suicide and thus mitigate personal culpability. This being the case, those who take their life are now typically provided funerals (cf. Catechism, no. 2282).’8
Having looked at these issues in the play, it could indeed be argued that the play is anti-Catholic. However, this is probably too harsh a statement and at the worst it could be described as misleading. Why Shakespeare misrepresented Catholicism is open to question. Some write that the play is a mix of medieval Catholicism and Protestant logic.9 This in itself has anti-Catholic connotations. It suggests that Catholicism is a religion that is fixed in the past and that the new Protestant religion is something new, logical and progressive.
It may be that Shakespeare was a Protestant with an anti-Catholic agenda. There is certainly evidence in the play that Shakespeare was familiar with Protestant doctrines. When Hamlet talks of the ‘special providence in the fall of a sparrow’10 he is referring to the Protestant belief of the Divine Providence of God or Calvin’s teachings of predestination. It is also mentioned in the play that Hamlet went to Wittenberg University, a university named after the Protestant reformer, Martin Luther, who was a professor there and where ‘he nailed up’ his famous ‘95 Theses’.
Perhaps, Shakespeare wanted to represent the Danish Court at a time when Denmark was predominantly Protestant and he didn’t have sufficient knowledge of the Protestant religion to represent it fully. Therefore, the play is a mix of the Catholic and Protestant themes.

It could also be that Shakespeare in the time of religious upheaval did not want to come across as Catholic. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that Shakespeare was indeed Catholic as can be seen on the Catholic Encyclopaedia website, ‘Of both Milton and Shakespeare it was stated after their deaths, upon Protestant authority, that they had professed Catholicism.’11
There is another possibility that Shakespeare was neither Catholic nor Protestant, but an atheist.12 This may explain the mix of religion throughout his works and the misleading representations of Catholicism in the case of Hamlet.
Finally, it may be the case that Shakespeare was merely reflecting the dominant religious mood of the time. This was a period where Protestantism was the new, progressive religion, which the majority of people belonged to. Catholicism was seen as an old religion that belonged to the ‘medieval’ past and somewhat dangerous to belong to. This seems most likely as with most writers/playwrights, Shakespeare would be looking to appeal to the majority, in order for his plays to be a success. 
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