NOTES ON HAMLET
Context:

Written ca. 1600, shortly after Julius Caesar and As You Like It.

Textual uncertainty between the good quarto (1604), bad quarto (1603), and first folio (1623).

Critical History:

As the progressive domination of a subjective focus in interpreting Hamlet:

· 1603 – ca. 1750: concern with Hamlet is with the plot. So a big question is: why the delay? Delay, in this period, is seen as necessary to allow the unfolding of the play.

· 1750-1900: in this period we have the dominance of the “Romantic” reading and its emphasis on the character Hamlet as an introspective, Romantic rebel against convention. 

· Shift of focus here from plot to character. 

· For the Romantics, the play is not to be performed; it is more truthfully experienced in a solo reading: focussing on the individual’s discovery of the self and the inner truths of the self (i.e., feelings below reason). 

· Hamlet as a romantic rebel: set against the political and social order of the world as it is.

· Romantic conception of Hamlet begins with Coleridge and influences our reading still: Hamlet as intellectual, as one who is a prototype Romantic – brooding in introspection, thinking too much, not acting.

· For Romantics, question of the delay is answered in terms of his thinking and introspection – as that which prevents action: “the native hue of resolution is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought” (3.1.83-4).

· In the 20th, criticism of Hamlet is dominated by the Freudian reading, wherein Hamlet’s character is seen in terms of Oedipal psychology.

· Ernest Jones, a student of Freud, published Hamlet and Oedipus (1949) and influenced, through prior discussions, Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet (1947).

· Olivier’s film makes Hamlet a psycho-drama: political references are eliminated; half the speeches are cut – i.e., scenes with ambassadors, references to the battle with Norway.

· On this “de-politicization”, notice that in the Hamlet directed by Zefferelli and starring Mel Gibson, the ghost is not wearing armor.

· For Olivier, and for many of us after him, it is a play about “a man who couldn’t decide”

· In order to increase the Oedipal tension in the “closet” scene, Olivier throws Gertrude to the bed. Now this is a staple of nearly all Hamlet productions. (NB., the “closet” scene does not need a bed).

· Also, again to accentuate the Oedipal drama, Olivier cast Eileen Herlie (age 27) as Gertrude while Olivier himself was 40.

· Film as a medium also lends itself to this increase in the psychologizing of drama – not just of Hamlet. That is, the conventions of the close-up and interior monologue as opposed to the panorama of the Elizabethan open-air theatre.

Being and Appearance:

Play opens with questions of identity:

Ber:
Who’s there?

Fran:
Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold yourself

This notion of the questioning of the truth behind appearances pervades the play. According to a famous phrase by the critic Maynard Mack, Hamlet is a play in the “interrogative mode”. 

A representational crisis in the Renaissance: a lack of correspondence between the “show” and the reality of things. A lack of referential transparency from:

· Image ( truth-reality

· Sign ( referent-intention (there could be lying reports)

Approaches: 1) one response is the modern scientific approach to securing the truth of the referent. 2) Another approach is to question the existence of a truth behind the show – maybe there is literally nothing beyond this pageant of our lives. Hamlet does both.

1) Hamlet secures the truth of Claudius’s guilt through a proper representation of it.

· Cf. 2.2.545-62: 

· Play is only something like the original murder

· Goal is to bring out and catch the King’s conscience, not to mirror in the sense of copy reality

· What is presented is Claudius’s guilty conscience; the truth of the murder is to be brought into the open in this way.

· Cf. 3.2.69-80: 

· Bringing out into the open Claudius’s guilt

· However, it is only “like” the murder. Claudius’ reaction could be to the fact that Hamlet seems to be indicating that a nephew has or may kill a king (Lucianus as parallel to Hamlet).

· Cf 3.2.15-24:

· On play as mirror to nature, such that it shows and brings forth vice and virtue.

2) Hamlet cannot express that within which “passes show” (1.2.76-86).

· Also, Hamlet questions the difference between the player’s woe (in semblance) and his own (2.2.505-28)

· Cf 5.1.159-86:

· On Yorick’s skull; the nothing behind our “painting”

· All come to dust

In this way, nothing is knowable behind the veil – there is only a meaningless becoming. This as expressed by Montaigne also (see p 121).

Silence:

Silence is prevalent in the play. Beneath the chatter of the court, the play highlights a more meaninful zone of silence and secrecy.

Silence has a “political” utility. Silence is a useful method for securing in secrecy one’s intentions while attempting to bring others’ out into the open. 

· Hamlet’s madness as a method for silencing his real intentions; he would betray himself if he used direct language.

· This is also the function of the silence of the spy in the several scenes which employ one or more characters in the role of the over-hearer or over-seer. 

‘A will come straight. Look you lay home to him.

Tell him his pranks have been too broad to bear with,

And that your grace hath screen’d and stood between

Much heat and him. I’ll silence me even here. (my emphasis) (3.4.1-4)

· In this example, not retaining that silence is deadly.

Silence also has an “ontological” sense. It is tied to the concealment essential to the truth of existence (aletheia): silence is tied to 1) that which his concealed in language; and 2) to the “rest” or repose we find in death, which is essential to the movement of existence or life.

1)  Silence is the sheltering foundation of speech: only silence separates speech from the chatter of monotonous noise. 

· In the last words of Hamlet, as he lays dying, we encounter silence as a thematic in relation to the proper ends of the unfolding of one’s life and to the proper ends of the dramatic plot:

O, I die, Horatio!

The potent poison quite o’er-crows my spirit.

I cannot live to hear the news from England,

But I do prophesy th’ election lights 

On Fortinbras. He has my dying voice.

So tell him, with th’ occurrents, more and less,

Which have solicited – the rest is silence (5.2.331-337)

2) “Rest” is tied to silence here. The rest is what is silent: as what remains unsaid within this most loquacious play – the events and thoughts not presented but inferred.

· The rest as a “repose”: 

· Hamlet ends the first encounter with the Ghost with an appeal: “Rest, rest, perturbéd spirit!” (1.5.181).

· Death is the telos (end) of life in the sense that it is the defining remainder (“rest”) of life, but it is also, as this appeal to the Ghost points out, a silent “repose” or “rest”.

· The Ghost is rest-less, without repose, because of the injustice of the state.

All words arise out of a certain silence. Words have a certain power in the Danish court. Words are “daggers” that enter the ears (3.4.96); akin to the strange poison that operates on the “porches” of King Hamlet’s ears (1.5.63).

Horatio, as “orator”, stands for this power of the word to move to action; so, why does Horatio grow increasingly silent as the play progresses? 

· Silence as that which allows speech (oration – Horatio) is foregrounded throughout the play to such an extent that Horatio is himself silenced

Hamlet’s inability to act is thought of in terms of an inability to speak. Hamlet contrast his inaction to the “actions” of the player:

What would he do

Had he the motive and the cue for passion

That I have? He would drown the stage with thears,

And cleave the general ear with horrid speech (2.2.516-19)

· The player differs from Hamlet, then, not in ‘doing’ anything different, but in his ability to “cleave the general ear with horrid speech.” 

· Hamlet, on the other hand, like “John-a-dreams, unpregnant of [his] cause, / … can say nothing” (2.2.525-6).

Melancholy and Memory:

The madness of Hamlet is associated with melancholy.

· In the Renaissance, based on ancient mythological thinking, health is seen as the proper balance of four humours: blood, choler, phlegm and melancholic (cf. p 109).

· Excess of melancholic humour is associated with sadness, introspection, and genius – it was thought all poets and philosophers were melancholic

· Melancholic humour is cold and dry, like earth – means, on the one hand, it is difficult to form impressions (i.e., a “dullness of conceit”) (Bright 111) – Hamlet refers to himself as a “dull and muddy-mettled rascal” (2.2.524); on the other hand, it means that an impression once made can become the fixation of the melancholic.

· In this way, Hamlet oscillates between forgetting the ghost and excessively remembering him:

· According to the Ghost, his tale would stir all but the most dull (like Hamlet) to instant revenge:

And duller shouldst thou be than the fat weed

That roots itself in ease on Lethe wharf,

Wouldst thou not stir in this … (1.5.32-34).

· Of course, Hamlet, being dull, forgets in a sense this urgency

· In the “closet” scene, the Ghost returns to give Hamlet a reminder of his purpose

Do not forget. This visitation

Is but to whet they almost blunted purpose (3.4.111-12)

· In madness, we have the genius and the fool combined. The tragic character in his madness performs the ostracism/scapegoat function that defines the limits of the human while transcending it himself.

Death:

Death, and the specter of the nothing (nihil) or of the meaninglessness it entails, haunts the play. It is the skull that lies behind the “painted” façade of beauty, truth, duration, and meaningful words. 

Words, for Hamlet, marital vows for example, are dead letters that lack the breath of intention, spirit, or truth. They are merely words, words, words (2.2.190).

Graves, the skull, the signs of death, are signs of the dissolving of social distinctions – even kings will become food for worms (4.3.19-29)

However, more primordially, the grave marks a certain defining and focussing of things within their proper limits. For instance, grave-digging marks the whole of Hamlet’s life. When asked how long he has been a “grave-maker,” the “clown” replies by measuring the duration of his profession according to that of Hamlet’s life (5.1.122-26)

We must keep this in mind with respect to the most famous question of the play: “To be, or not to be.” This is not an either/or dualism that accords with the metaphysical logic of non-contradiction. Rather the speech marks how the nothing (the “not to be”) hover over existence (the “to be”). 

Why Delay?

With the above in mind, we can ask ourselves the following questions in relation to Hamlet’s delay:

· As a calling into question of revenge tragedy traditions? Are revenge tragedies suitable in the modern age?

· As a manifestation of Hamlet as a modern “hero,” that is, a thinking hero not a violent hero? Fortinbras as foil to Hamlet … also avenging his father’s death, but through action.

· As due to his melancholy disposition? 

· That is, the melancholic disposition supposedly “causeth dullness of conceit” (Timothy Bright 111).

· To garner proof of the crime? That is, to “have grounds / More relative than this (2.2.560-61). 

· If so, what does this mean in relation to his seeming “mistrusting” of the ghost?

· Also, if Hamlet is garnering proof, in what way is his madness a “method” for doing so – is it even a feigned madness ?

· On Hamlet’s modern, scientific disposition – his Cartesian or Baconian desire to secure the certainty of the crime – see “Hamlet and Modern Metaphysics”.
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