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Full Text: 

[Greg was an English scholar and a major figure in the development of the principles of textual scholarship in Shakespeare studies. In the excerpt here, Greg contends that the ghost in Hamlet is not genuine or objective; rather, that it is suggested by Hamlet's hallucination. Thus Greg challenges the accepted view of that figure's nature and purpose. As proof, he points out that while both the dumb-show and the Murder of Gonzago purport to reenact King Hamlet's murder and Gertrude's remarriage, they have no effect on Claudius. Greg's argument is challenged by J. Dover Wilson (1918). For additional commentary on the ghost, see Joseph Addison (1711), Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1767), Elizabeth Montagu (1769), Sister Miriam Joseph (1962), and Eleanor Prosser (1971).]

Belief in the genuineness and objectivity of the Ghost in Hamlet has been almost universal. It is the natural view, based on the obvious and naïve interpretation of the text. Any other view supposes a considerable amount of subtlety on the part of the author in hinting that statements, and even apparent action, are not to be taken at their face value; a kind of subtlety which may, indeed, possess high dramatic value, but is not of a kind commonly credited to Shakespeare, and certainly not to be presumed without cogent reasons.

Now the claim of the naïve view to be obviously correct is based, it seems to me, upon two considerations: the elaborate external evidence for the reality of the Ghost, and the fact that the Ghost reveals to Hamlet true information which he could not otherwise have acquired. But observe that these two arguments are not of equal importance. For should the second, upon examination, break down (through the information proving false), its collapse would leave the orthodox view a chaotic mass of ruins; whereas, so long as it holds, it is of itself ample to support the conclusion, no matter how weak the other may prove to be. We may as well, therefore, consider the more important point first. (pp. 395-96)

There is a curious feature of the action which exponents of Hamlet commonly ignore, and the purpose of which has never been discovered. If we turn to the text we shall find that the regular performance of the Murder of Gonzago, the piece acted by the players, is preceded by a dumb-show. (p. 397)

The full significance of this dumb-show has never been appreciated. Here and there a critic has dimly apprehended what it involved, but the vast majority have passed by with obstinate blindness. Yet the difficulty it raises is obvious enough. The King, we have seen, when he beholds his secret crime reproduced before the assembled court, loses his nerve, and retires in evident agitation. How comes it then that he sat unmoved through the representation of the same action in equal detail in the dumb-show? It is impossible that, seeing that show, he could fail to understand that his secret was betrayed. Crown, poison, queen, these might conceivably be coincidences; not so the almost unique method by which the poison is administered. That is conclusive. If the king could sit unmoved through the representation in pantomime of these events there is no imaginable reason why they should move him when acted with words. (pp. 397-98)

There are several things to be observed about this dumb-show. To begin with, there is no getting rid of it. Not only is the textual tradition unassailable, but the show is actually the subject of comment by Ophelia and Hamlet, a fact that proves it to be no mere oversight, no intrusion accidentally foisted into the text, but an integral, and presumably rational, part of the scene in which it occurs. And there is a further and exceedingly important point to be noticed. The dumb-show is not, as one might be tempted to suppose, a fossilized relic of the original Hamlet.... [Of] one thing we can be absolutely certain: if the play was shown in pantomime only it broke off with the poisoning. The fact that in both versions of the play, as we have it, the action is carried beyond this point, proves conclusively that the extant dumb-show is not the survival of an original pantomime play. It follows that the dumb-show was actually designed for its present position, and was intentionally made to anticipate the representation of the spoken play. And no theory of Hamlet is tolerable that does not face this fact and offer a rational explanation of it. (pp. 398-99)

One or two commentators have wondered why Hamlet should have risked the success of his play by anticipating the action in the dumb-show. It has been suggested that, in order to avoid the possibility of failure through an accidental wandering of the King's attention, Hamlet presented the situation twice over, and that there should be a direction to the effect that during the dumb-show the King and Queen are absorbed in close conversation and pay no attention to the stage. The explanation is, indeed, a lame one, but such as it is it has had to serve, for no other has been forthcoming.

We are now in a position to appreciate the extraordinary nature of this intrusive dumb-show. It is an integral and intentional factor of the scene, deliberately designed for the position it now occupies. It is unique in type, unparalleled by anything to be found elsewhere in the Elizabethan drama. It serves no discovered purpose of the plot. And, on the accepted interpretation of the action, it not merely threatens the logical structure of one of the most crucial scenes of the play, but reduces it to meaningless confusion. How are we to account for its presence? ... We have to choose between giving up Shakespeare as a rational playwright, and giving up our inherited beliefs regarding the story of Hamlet.

And, if only we will look at the matter with our minds freed from certain prepossessions, we shall soon, I think, perceive a possible line of advance. Since there appears to be a contradiction between the dumb-show and the subsequent conduct of the King, and since the former is a hard fact which cannot be explained away, it is worth while to consider whether our view of the latter may not be at fault.

Let us for the moment suppose (what I hope later to show is the case) that the King's action in breaking up the court has nothing directly to do with either the plot or the words of the play. The gross contradiction we have been considering will then be removed, and, although we shall be no nearer explaining the motive for the dumb-show, the scene should be at least logically coherent. On examination, however, we shall find that we have only removed a glaring absurdity to be faced with a more subtle obstacle. We are bound to believe that, as soon as the dumb-show has been performed, the King is aware that the story of his crime down to its minutest details is known, and known to Hamlet. There can be no possible doubt on that head. But how does his subsequent behaviour (even upon our revised hypothesis, and basing ourselves solely upon the actual text of the play) square with this fundamental assumption? The answer is that it does not square at all. The King, it will be observed, gives not the smallest sign of disturbance during or after the all-important dumb-show, and yet when the play comes to be acted his uneasiness quickly makes itself apparent.... [The] only hypothesis consistent with the King's behaviour is that in the dumb-show he actually fails to recognize the representation of his own crime. This, however, on the ordinary assumptions, is impossible. The manner in which the poison is administered makes even the shadow of a doubt absurd. There is but one rational conclusion: Claudius did not murder his brother by pouring poison into his ears.

This inference appears to be as certain as anything in criticism can be. But a far more important inference follows immediately, and as certainly, from it. If the facts of King Hamlet's death were not as represented in the players' play, then the Ghost was no honest ghost, but a liar. In other words, the Ghost's story was not a revelation, but a mere figment of Hamlet's brain. (pp. 399-401)

Objections must at once occur to the reader, the weight of which I do not seek to deny. They are, I think, in the main two: (1) that we know from the earlier scenes that the Ghost is an objective reality and no mere hallucination; and (2) that, as a fact, the King, whatever his behaviour during the dumb-show, does break down `upon the talk of the poisoning.' The first of these is our old friend, the external evidence for the reality of the Ghost, the consideration of which still awaits us. Meanwhile we will complete our investigation of the `Mouse-Trap' by attending to the second objection. For if we are to re-establish the play-scene upon a new and logical basis, it behoves us to show that it can be rationally interpreted throughout on the assumptions which consideration of one point in it have forced upon us, and in particular it will be necessary for us to offer a satisfactory explanation of the King's behaviour. (pp. 401-02)

To begin with, let us consider the inserted play, chosen by Hamlet as being `something like the murder of my father.' We have already observed that this is hardly an adequate description of the Murder of Gonzago as actually performed: it is, indeed, a minutely applicable representation of the affairs of the Danish court, and of the alleged murder of the late King. The strangeness of this coincidence has been hidden from critics by a vague idea that Hamlet had considerably altered the play in order to make it serve his purpose. But for this belief there is no warrant. We know that, to bring home the situation, Hamlet proposed to insert in the play an original `speech of some dozen or sixteen lines': he says nothing to justify our supposing that he intended to, or in fact did, in any way interfere with the action.... Now commentators have never been able to agree as to where this speech of Hamlet's is to be found, and it seems probable that all Shakespeare wished to do was to prepare his audience for the striking relevance of the language of the play to the known circumstances of the Danish court, noticeably to the marriage of the Queen. There is no allusion to the hidden matter of the King's guilt. The only relevance here is in the action, and of this, startling as it is, Shakespeare gives us no hint beforehand. Indeed, he has rather gone out of his way to imply, by laying stress on the language, that the action has been left undisturbed. We are bound, on the evidence to assume that the plot of the play is untouched, and that the words alone have been altered.

But, this being so, it must strike the reader that, if Claudius really poisoned his brother in the manner described by the Ghost, it is unbelievable that the players should chance to have in stock a play, which not only reproduced so closely the general situation, but in which the murderer adopted just this exceptional method by which to dispatch his victim. A dramatist is, no doubt, entitled to draw in some measure upon coincidence, but to draw to this extent for a mere piece of theatrical machinery, which could quite easily have been otherwise supplied, is to make impossible demands upon the credulity of his audience. (pp. 402-03)

[If] the dumb-show was unexpected on Hamlet's part, it must have been singularly unwelcome. The plot has been prematurely divulged, and the King has shown no symptom of alarm. Is the trap going to prove a failure after all? Of course, Hamlet ought to begin to suspect that the Ghost was, indeed, no messenger of truth; but his growing excitement and the shock of the unexpected turn of events have put his critical purpose from his mind; his attention is bent on tripping the King, he forgets the object with which he desires to trip him. At first Hamlet hardly counted on any public outbreak—such as actually occurs—`if he but blench, I know my course.' But will he even achieve this much? If the King is really endowed with such iron nerves as to watch unmoved the dumb-show, will he not be equally able to sit and smile on the play, and betray no sign of guilt? Or, if Hamlet still counts on the efficacy of his `speech,' there is another danger. Will that speech ever be spoken? Warned by the unfortunate dumb-show, will not the King make some excuse for stopping the performance? He knows not what public exposure may be in store. However firm his nerves, can he afford to run the risk? To Hamlet the doubt and suspense must be torture. He now assumes the King's guilt, and sets himself to ensure that the play itself shall not fail as the dumb-show failed. Moreover, it is no longer some slight tremor that Hamlet looks for—he is now playing for a full and open betrayal. If only he can break down the King's defences, if only he can frighten him sufficiently, he must give himself away by some manifest and public act. (p. 404)

The play begins. It is strange stuff, with its childish crudity and directness, strange in its passionate rhetoric, strangest of all in its harping on the idea of remarriage. It is such a play as Hamlet might have dreamed. The protests of the lady are certainly too much: they are extravagant, irrational. The effect on the audience may be imagined. Whatever else the performance may be, it is a coarse insult to the Queen—gross, open, palpable. And Hamlet's question: `Madam, how like you the play?' is a slap in the face before the whole court. The King is naturally disturbed. It is impossible to feign blindness. Can it be mere coincidence? For assurance he turns to Hamlet. To Hamlet! whom, on the usual assumptions, he must by this time know for his deadly enemy. How far is this unseemly matter to be pursued? `Have you heard the argument? Is there no offence in't?' No offence in the public representation of his own crime! Were there still room for doubt in Hamlet's mind, this remark of the King's ought surely to shake his confidence in the Ghost. But he is now too excited to notice anything.... His original purpose is long forgotten. In his excitement he lashes out all round: he insults Ophelia, outrages the Queen, jibes at the King and taunts him before the assembled court. In fine, he behaves like a madman; there is no telling what he may say or do next. When the poisoner appears he can hardly contain himself. Delay is torture. `Begin, murderer; pox, leave thy damnable faces, and begin. Come: the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge.' He shouts the words across the hall at the actor on the stage. Revenge! There is no question of revenge in the play; as yet there is nothing to revenge. But it is not of the play that Hamlet is thinking. The word must fall ominously on the ears of the assembled courtiers, who behold the dispossessed heir first insult the Queen, and now covertly threaten the usurper. We can see them exchange looks. But Hamlet heeds them not. His excitement rises to an agony of suspense as the critical moment—to his thinking—approaches. The poisoner speaks:

Thoughts black, hands apt, drugs fit, and time agreeing;

Confederate season, else no creature seeing;

Thou mixture rank, of midnight weeds collected,

With Hecate's ban thrice blasted, thrice infected,

Try natural magic and dire property,

On wholesome life usurp immediately.

[III. iv. 254-60]

It would be difficult to imagine more stilted commonplace, a speech less calculated to unnerve a guilty spectator. But for Hamlet the supreme moment, so long anxiously expected, has arrived. The murderer empties his poison into the sleeper's ears, and—the King rises? Not a bit of it. Hamlet is unable to restrain himself any longer; he breaks out, hurling the crude facts of the story in the King's face, shouting, gesticulating, past reason and control. It seems as though the next moment he must spring at his throat. Naturally the court breaks up, the King rises, calls for lights, and retires to his private apartments, convinced—not that his guilt has been discovered, but that Hamlet is a dangerous madman, who has designs on his life, and must, at all costs, be got quietly out of the country, and, if possible, out of the world. (pp. 405-06)

We have (1) found evidence that the circumstances of King Hamlet's death were not as represented by the Ghost, and (2) we have further discovered that the action of the scene is perfectly consistent with this hypothesis, and in particular that the behaviour of Claudius, which seemed at first sight to confirm the Ghost's story, is readily explained in another manner. It remains, therefore, to consider what I have called the external evidence for the genuineness of the Ghost....

If the theory advanced above is to be made good, it will be necessary to maintain that the Ghost's communications to Hamlet are no more than hallucinations of Hamlet's own mind, and we shall expect to find internal evidence of this in the text. But we are not bound to maintain that the appearances of the Ghost to Horatio and the rest are mere illusion. (p. 407)

At the opening of the play Marcellus and Bernardo have twice already seen the apparition, and have invited Horatio, the scholar and friend of the Prince, to come and share their watch, in the belief that it will manifest itself again. He does so, sees the Ghost, and speaks to it. The account he subsequently gives to Hamlet is very circumstantial. `A figure like your father. Armed at point exactly, cap-a-pie.—I knew your father; These hands are not more like.—He wore his beaver up.—A countenance more in sorrow than in anger ... very pale.—His beard ... was, as I have seen it in his life, A sable silver'd.' All this is very satisfactory, and these details, if they can be accepted as the direct result of observation, are conclusive of an apparition so clear and definite that we shall probably be content to accept it as genuine. But they are given some hours after the occurrence; there is time for imagination to have been at work. How much of the description is due to observation, how much, possibly, to suggestion? It will be noticed that from the first the two soldiers have made up their minds that the Ghost is none other than the late King.... Horatio is a simple, honest, and healthy, but not a critical soul. He is overwhelmed by the unexpectedness of his experience, and his abnormal agitation may be traced in the words he utters at the time. We do not here find the lucid and orderly evidence he gives later on. `Is it not like the king?' asks Marcellus, seeking confirmation of his own belief. `As thou art to thyself,' replies Horatio, now but a mirror of the others' thoughts; and he proceeds:

Such was the very armour he had on

When he the ambitious Norway combated;

So frown'd he once, when, in an angry parle,

He smote the sledded Polacks on the ice.

[I. i. 60-3]

Now, we have very good reason to believe that Horatio, the fellow student of Hamlet, can have been at most a baby in arms at the time of the Norwegian contest, and although we know nothing as to the date of the `angry parle,' it seems unlikely that the Wittenberg scholar should have witnessed it. In short, Horatio here is not giving personal evidence of value, but indulging in mere imaginative rhetoric, and incidentally sowing the seed of the suggestion that bears fruit in his subsequent interview with the Prince.... It is also to be noticed that, in spite of all this pretended certainty, Horatio does not in the least persuade himself that the apparition really is the spirit of the dead King, for on its re-appearance he hails it with the exclamation: `Stay, illusion!' (pp. 407-09)

How, then, does the question stand as regards the reality of the Ghost? The assumption that it is genuine certainly leads to no contradiction; we are perfectly at liberty to make it. But are we compelled to do so? No one will suggest that the apparition is pure fancy, but it is a long cry from that to the belief that it is supernatural. Further, it seems evident that there is about the appearance something to confirm the belief that it is the dead King in a mind in which the suggestion is already present. But we do not know how the belief originally arose; whether from an actually convincing resemblance, or whether through the opportune congress of some chance phenomenon with a preoccupation in the minds of the officers, Marcellus and Bernardo. From the freedom of Hamlet's discourse in their presence, we may suppose them to have been loyal followers of his father; and the events of the last few weeks must have given rise to speculation and suspicion in the minds of others than the Prince. They may or may not have been personally familiar with the late King's appearance. From them the suggestion passes to Horatio, who we know was not. To many people Horatio's evidence is conclusive regarding the genuineness of the Ghost. But on close examination we have found that, for all his honesty, he is a very bad witness indeed. From him the suggestion passes to Hamlet. And we may fancy we trace how the idea, once formed, works in diverse ways upon the belief of each. There is the appearance of mutual suggestion; the characters encourage one another to trace the likeness of the King. And yet, previous to the pretended revelation, not one of them is really persuaded that the Ghost is genuine. It is an `illusion,' an `imagination,' a `horrible shape,' a `spirit of health or goblin damn'd'; while, on a later occasion, Hamlet admits bluntly that it may be the devil. There is, it seems to me, a good deal here to shake our confidence in the supernatural character of the apparition. But it falls far short of disproof. If we please to accept the Ghost as genuine we may; at the same time Shakespeare seems clearly to leave the way open for an alternative, to hint that we may, if we will, regard it as a freak of collective suggestion, and explain it away as we should any other spook. (p. 410)

Let me try to make clear what I conceive to be the position. Shakespeare, it must be supposed, expected his ghost and its story to be generally taken on the stage at their face value. To the bulk of his audience Hamlet would just be another—and the greatest—of the Senecan revenge dramas. But may we not believe that for himself, as for other humaner minds among his contemporaries, such crude machinery would appear as a blot upon a noble piece of work? For such minds he would appear to have designed an alternative explanation, and as a warning of his real intention to have introduced the dumb-show. This piece of business does not obtrude itself on the attention when the play is acted, but in reading and upon consideration its absolute redundancy and its extraordinary results should immediately become apparent. It is then seen that the obvious interpretation of the action, which satisfies the generality, makes Shakespeare an astonishingly perverse bungler; while the alternative shows him not only a skilful craftsman, but likewise a considerable master of innuendo. That we are not in the habit of regarding Shakespeare in this light is true, and in the case of most of his work it might hardly be legitimate to do so. But are we not perhaps justified, in the case of Hamlet, in looking for subtleties we do not meet elsewhere? or need we be surprised at finding literary devices employed in that play that would miss their effect under the conditions of the Elizabethan stage? Hamlet stands more or less alone among its author's works. In writing it Shakespeare built upon the foundation of an earlier piece by Kyd or somebody, rewriting and revising probably more than once, and it is clear that in doing so he got carried away by his interest in the story, and allowed his work to burst the bounds of its theatrical limitations. The length of the play is excessive; it would almost make two pieces of ordinary dimensions. As a practical dramatist Shakespeare must have known that it could never be performed in its entirety, even under the most favourable conditions of the great London theatres. We know that, in fact, it was mercilessly cut by the company for which it was written. In composition Shakespeare must have had in mind readers as well as spectators; he must have written for the closet as well as for the stage. Is it reasonable to suppose that this knowledge had no influence on his treatment of his theme? It would be a rash assumption in the case of any professional writer: we certainly have no right to make it in the case of Shakespeare. (pp. 419-21)
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