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CLAUDIUS

In Shakespeare’s play, the main theme, as anybody who’s even glanced at Hamlet could tell you, is revenge. To make this theme work, though, there not only has to be a character to carry out the revenge, but also to be the motive for revenge. Claudius is both character and motive. Without Claudius, the play would never take the turns it does, the events that unfold would never have done so, and everybody would (probably) still be alive. Instead, Claudius decides to do the things he does, and in doing so, builds the entire play script. This character would have to be a believable one; he’d have to contain some good qualities, else he’d be unbelievable and rather like some kind of comic-strip villain. The qualities make him more human, and less fictional. Obviously, though, he must have some ferociously wicked traits.

Claudius has two main personality traits that make him the character he is – and grant him his role in the theme of revenge. The first is his ambition, and the second, his scheming. His ambition shows more than the scheming, since it is this trait that brings him to perform the act by which the play virtually begins. He is an extremely ambitious person; he wanted to be king so badly, he was willing to murder his own brother to achieve this goal. This ambition, though, becomes the death of him. Ironic, really, that this trait of his gets him everything he desired, yet, in the end, left him with absolutely nothing – it left him without life. Hamlet learns of the twisted act through the ghost of his father, Old Hamlet:


“A serpent stung me; so the whole ear of Denmark

Is by a forged process of my death
Rankly abused; but now that noble youth


The serpent that did sting thy father’s life

Now wears his crown.”    (Act1/Scene4)

In this speech, Old Hamlet simply tells Hamlet that Claudius murdered him. Now, not only does Claudius want the crown of his brother; he also desires the queen that comes with the kingship. In the following quote, Claudius produces a speech, shortly after his marriage to Queen Gertrude (Hamlet’s mother).:


“Therefore our sometimes sister, now our queen,

The imperial jointress to this warlike state,

Have we, as ‘twere with a defeated joy,

With an auspicious, and dropping eye,

With mirth in funeral, and with dirge in marriage,

In equal scale weighing delight and dole,

Taken to wife; …” (A1/Sc2)

I found his oxymoronic words to be something of interest. “Mirth in funeral” echo his attitude towards murder; the death of Old Hamlet has brought Claudius to great merriment (mirth), while “dirge in marriage” could perhaps show his guilt, on marrying his own brother’s lover.
His other personality trait is his scheming frame of mind. He manipulates people to do his own bidding; in particular, to spy on Hamlet. Of course, there is obvious reason for this: He’s pathologically suspicious, probably because of his actions. This scheming trait, together with his ambition, secure his fate – to die with nothing. An example of his scheming is when Claudius summons Rozencrantz and Guildenstern, to do some spying on Hamlet:


“Moreover that we much did long to see you,

The need we have to use you did provoke

Our hast sending. Something have you heard

Of Hamlets transformation,… …so by your companies

To draw him on to pleasures, and to gather

So much from occasion you may glean,

Whether aught to us unknown afflicts him thus

That opened, lies within our remedy.”  (A2/Sc2)

Claudius, here, tells Rozencrantz and Guildenstern to watch over Hamlet, and find out what’s troubling him. Another time, Claudius sends out Polonius to Gertrude’s close, to hide and listen to everything Hamlet tells her, manipulating Polonius to do Claudius’ foul bidding:


“My lord, he’s going to his mother’s closet.

Behind the arras I’ll convey myself

To hear the process..”   (A3/Sc3)

This plot, and his other, involving Rozencrantz and Guildenstern, were neither quite as risky as his final plot, where he and Laertes discuss a plan by which to slay Hamlet. He does this in a effort to save himself, since he is aware that Hamlet is conscious of the fact that Claudius murdered his father, and is now out for revenge.
“And for that purpose I’ll anoint my sword,

I bought an unction of a mountebank

So mortal that, but a dip a knife in it,

Where it draws blood no cataplasm so rare,

Collected from all simples that have virtue

Under the moon, can save the ring from death

That is but scratched withal. I’ll touch my point

With this contagion, that, if I gall him slightly,

It may mean death.”   (A4/Sc7)

This was Laertes’ idea on how to effectively slay Hamlet. He planned to fight Hamlet, then stab him with a sharp sword anointed with poison. But, Claudius has bigger plans:


“Let’s think further of this,

Weigh what convenience both of time and means

May fit us to our shape. If this should fail,

And that our drift look through our bad performance,

‘Twere better not assayed, Therefore this project

Should have a back or second, that might hold

If this did blast in proof …

…And that he calls for a drink, I’ll have prepared him

A chalice for the nonce; whereon but sipping

If he by a chance escape your venomed stuck,

Our purpose may hold there.”   (A4/Sc7)

Claudius takes Laertes’ plan and builds on it, creating a fail-safe concept that, in theory, shouldn’t go wrong. Basically, in case failure on Laertes’ part, Hamlet’s drink is poisoned. It is apparent here that Claudius’ minor scheming habit has now formed into something much vaster; he is completely obsessed with ridding himself of Hamlet. No doubt he’s also externalising his guilt for murdering his brother into a figure of dislike; the figure being Hamlet. The match is arranged, Laertes and Hamlet fight and wound each other with the poisoned sword, Gertrude drinks the poison, and Claudius is killed. The death of Claudius is absolutely necessary for the continuity of the revenge theme; the villain has finally been slain.

Like most political figures, Claudius has a double persona. His public face and his private face are two very different things. This is for an obvious reason; he cannot let in, to anyone, to his dreadful act of murder. Instead, he must be a friendly, reliable king, and a strong political figure. So, he creates a friendly face displayed through his politics and, perhaps, comments to Hamlet (both later in this essay). At the same time, though, Claudius hosts an evil side; his true face. This is the murderous side, the side which enabled him to slaughter his own brother. His evil side shows the most throughout he play, through all his twisted actions of plotting and manipulating.  So, does this double-persona make Claudius an unlike-able character and unreliable person (as father, lover, or king) in the play? Well, yes. Everybody is used in some way by Claudius, with the exception of Hamlet – Claudius even uses the death of Ophelia to use fuel Laertes’ rage and direct it towards Hamlet.

Are all of Claudius’ actions really that ‘evil’ though? Well, considering the fact that he did murder his own brother, I would say that any other action would rather be outweighed! Not only this, but he also had the intention of stealing his own brother’s lover – and therefore step-sister – and making her his own. Finally, there’s the matter of his manipulative actions to other characters, and then his plan to have Hamlet murdered in England:

 “…which imparts at full,

By letters congruiing to that effect,

The present death of Hamlet…”   (A4/Sc3)

Claudius speaks these lines to himself after sending Rozencrantz and Guildenstern to England with Hamlet. He’s muttering to himself about some letters leading to the death of Hamlet; a death warrant of some sort.

Beside his notoriously evil side, Claudius also displays to us a human side. This is for the obvious purpose of making him more of a human character, and less of a conventional villain (as I mentioned at the beginning of this essay). The two main ways Shakespeare used to portray Claudius as a (somewhat) repenting and good human being are, firstly, through Claudius’ soliloquies (where he shows affection to Hamlet, and prays for holy forgiveness), and secondly, his general political handlings. Although the latter seems a little strange to be used to display a good heart, but in truth, a healthy country cannot be run by an unfit king; an unfit king would be unfriendly and intolerable. Claudius must not be either of these things. Claudius even displays some affection to Hamlet, despite murdering Hamlet’s father:

“And with no less nobility of love

Than that which dearest father bears his son

Do I impart toward you. For your intent

In going back to school in Wittenberg,

It is most retrograde to our desire;

And we beseech you, bend you to remain

Here in the cheer and comfort of our eye,

Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son.”  (A1/Sc2)

Here, Claudius asks Hamlet to stay in Denmark, instead of going to school in Wittenberg. This could be Claudius displaying genuine affection for Hamlet. However, it could also be considered to be full of lies; Claudius may simply be trying to lull Hamlet with false words and a fake kind nature. Personally, I feel Claudius’ comment to Hamlet as his “son” is most disrespectful to Hamlets murdered father. Perhaps, though, Claudius’ repentance is causing him to desire to be more of a father figure to this child who now has no father to guide him through life. In the end, it’s Hamlet’s decision to hate Claudius. Not that you can really blame the poor guy, but all the same. Claudius does, though, pray for forgiveness, in a display of true guilt and genuine humanity:

“O My offence is rank, it smells to heaven,

It hath the primal eldest curs upon’t

A brothers murder! Pray can I not,

Through my inclination be as sharp as will.

My stronger guilt defeats my stronger intent…

“…My words fly up, my thoughts remain below;

Words without thoughts never to heaven go.”   (A3/Sc3)

This is Claudius’ contrite side; his guilt for the sin that he’s committed. He shows here that he knows very much what he has done, and realises also that there is now absolutely nothing that can be done about it. This soliloquy is also intended to stir second thoughts amongst the audience, as to whether or not Claudius really deserves to be murdered by Hamlet. Shakespeare has created here a character with the ability to be both an evil brother-murdering fiend, blended together with a repentant, kind-hearted, good guy.
A large factor in the play is the relationship between Claudius and other characters from the play. Claudius deals with each person in a different way, for many different reasons.
Claudius knew he must tread carefully in dealings with Hamlet, since Hamlet may have suspicions, and after all, his father just passed away. Also, Hamlet is a rather popular figure in Denmark, and any immediate harm (such as an unexpected, for instance) would harm the society. So, although Hamlet is seen as a threat (and ordered to death later on in the play, when Claudius realises Hamlet knows about the murder of Old Hamlet), Claudius must still show affection. If not to comfort Hamlet, then to attempt to disarm any theories Hamlet may have had on the innocence of Claudius.
Claudius’ attitude towards Rozencrantz and Guildenstern is little much of a surprise. He treats them as the dull, obedient servants they are. Since they obey him, he’s able to order them around; specifically, send them to England with Hamlet.
As for the Queen, Gertrude, Claudius actually shows little feeling for or against her. Acording to Hamlt, though, Claudius shows a good deal of affection towards her. He’s sure that they enjoy frequent sexual intercourse; Hamlet speaks of Gertrude’s sexual desire for Claudius (“Sense sure you are…” A3/Sc4), and “an enseemed bed, Stewed in corruption, honeying and making love…” (A3/Sc4) when spitting a vicious tongue to his mother Gertrude. Claudius does, though, display his feelings in his speech (quoted earlier in this essay) after his and Getrude’s marriage.
As for the other characters; Claudius manipulates Laertes (yet shows no evidence of like or dislike), manipulates Polonius also, and neither displays or speaks much of Ophelia.
As a politician, Claudius is a very wise ruler and governor. When problems arose with Norway, Claudius sent off Cornolius and Voltimand to negotiate peace. When the problems of his brother in the way of ‘his’ throne, as well as Hamlet’s meddling, arose, Claudius dealt with them swiftly and, he thought, effectively. He condemned them both to death, Obviously, Hamlet escaped, but the act of the death warrant still displayed Claudius fierce ambition and good political judgement.
The state of Denmark tells us a lot about how well Claudius governs his land and manages his people. The good health of Denmark is represented by the Clowns in Act5/Scene 6. They are the most common people seen in the play, and generally represent the poorer population of Denmark. Upon first encounter, the Clowns are discussing Ophelia’s death, but later joke and sing. Based on this, we can assume Denmark is in a relatively satisfied state; the common people are, at least, in the mood to joke and sing! Also, the state of the royal court can tell us a great deal about the state of the country. Their merry drinking shows that they’re lax enough in their position to take it easy.  Not only does the court represent Claudius’ political ability, though, even in addition to the Clown’s merriment, but his ability is also represented through his relationship & association with the king of England. They are obviously on good terms with each other; such good terms, that Claudius is safe in the knowledge that Hamlet would be killed upon arrival to England.

There is, however, some doubt to the greatness of king Claudius. The guards in the opening act of the play say a lot for the state of Denmark at the time. One of the guards, Francisco, notes, “’tis bitter cold, And I am sick at heart”. Since the guards also represent the common people of Denmark, it can be interpreted that the guards are unhappy and unsettled. Also, later on in the act, after the second ghost sighting, Marcellus notes, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”. This can surely mean only one thing; he, too, is unhappy with the state of Denmark. Not only is there this opinion, from the gaurds, of the state of Denmark, but this is also an example of the great deal of disease imagery in the play; from both Claudius and Hamlet as well. This spoken imagery reflecfts heavily on the state of Denamrk, and the state of mind of the people in Denmark.

To conclude this essay, I shall ask a simple question: Is Claudius really such a bad king? He prays for repentance, displays love for both Hamlet and Gertrude, and is a great politician. But, even considering these factors, Claudius is still murderous, two-faced, plotting, incestuous, and so bent on ambition he kills five members of Danish royalty (excluding himself) while plotting and scheming. The fact remains; he murdered his own brother to gain the throne, then became lover to his own brother’s wife.

There is, however, one point I have left untouched throughout this essay: What if Old Hamlet was a rather poor king, and Claudius was doing Denmark a favour? Considering the only opinion on Old Hamlet is Hamlet’s own, is it completely safe to assume Claudius is all that terrible? I’m sure a lot of people would love to believe Claudius is a hero to Denmark. But, he not only took away the throne (which could, admittedly, be either a good or bad thing), but the also took the woman that came with it, and proceeded to plot and scheme his way through his short life as the king. So, even if it began with heroic intent, Claudius still destroyed many lives, and is, generally, a twisted, evil person. One thing that arises no debate, is that William Shakespeare created a masterpiece when he thought up Claudius, and that’s one point nobody could argue. The character depth and development, especially considering Claudius is a minor character, is startling, and unmatched by a lot of great fiction today.
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