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HAMLET'S personae proceed in pairs. Scholars have long noted that in Hamlet Shakespeare gives us not only braces of siblings and lovers but nearly interchangeable "doubles" (Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Cornelius and Voltemand), as well as pairs of characters whose situations are oddly analogous, like Hamlet and Laertes. (1) However, sparse critical attention has been paid to the resemblances between the play's two kings, Claudius and the Ghost. (2) In fact, Handel's commentators tend, like Hamlet himself, to describe the royal brothers as rank opposites. Like the prince, who sees his lather as "Hyperion" to Claudius's "satyr" (1.2.140), (3) John Dover Wilson finds Old Hamlet "a 'majestical' king and a great soldier" and Claudius "a smiling, creeping, serpent" (58, 44). More recently Bert O. States has contrasted Old Hamlet's "wisdom and human understanding" with the clear vices of Claudius, "murderer and usurper" (94, 98). The differences between Old Hamlet and Claudius are indeed profound, and yet the two are alike in ways which, carefully studied, illuminate Hamlet's participation not only in general Reformation disputes about salvation (4) but in specific late-Elizabethan arguments regarding the importance of public counsel to issues of warfare, inheritance, and royal succession. Specifically, by emphasizing the old and new kings' similar sins and deeds of misgovernance, the play comments not only on the monarchs' shared need to close the gap between their souls and God, but on Hamlet's obligation to publicly fix their civic mistakes: to restore justice to Denmark and Norway in the eyes and with the consent of a noble and international audience. Hamlet, in the end. must prove a better public servant than his uncle or his father has been. 

That both Claudius and Old Hamlet have done wrong becomes evident when we note the likeness of their punishments. Each begins the play trapped as a result of prior misdeeds. The Ghost inhabits an otherworldly "prison-house" wherein he endures the painful purgation of his own past "crimes," done in his "days of nature" (1.5.12, 14). Claudius, caught between his desire to repent and his will to retain the fruits of regicide, is a "limed soul, that struggling to be free" is "the more engag'd" (3.4.68-69). Some actors and directors have noted the similarity of the brothers" torments. An inmate who played the Ghost in a 2004 Missouri prison production of Hamlet chose the role because the Ghost's "words jumped out at [him]"; they were the voice of a man he had killed "want[ing him] to know what [he] put him through." (5) Franco Zeffirelli's 1990 film Hamlet links the Ghost's and Claudius's suffering in its Mousetrap scene, wherein Claudius grasps his own ear as the play-murderer pours poison into the ear of the Player King, as though he himself feels the effects of the "cursed hebona" with which he has killed his sleeping brother (1.5.62). Indeed, as this actor and director have noticed, the dead and the living kings' predicaments are connected and similar. Claudius's murder of his brother has directly caused both their souls' 

present alienation from God, and has intensified the need of each soul for reconciliation with its Creator. While the unexpiated murder and its hoarded fruits now stand between Claudius and God, having been killed as Claudius killed him likewise separates the Ghost from heaven. Claudius is hellbound for having sent the Ghost into (apparently) Purgatory "in the blossoms of [his] sin ... / With all [his] imperfections on his head. / O, horrible, O, horrible, most horrible!" (1.5.77, 79-80). 

This similarity between the Ghost's and Claudius's situations is subtly evoked by the likeness of their behavior and language. When the cock crows and the day dawns, the Ghost "start[s] like a guilty thing" (1.1.148); likewise, Claudius (whether or not he grasps his ear) "rises" in guilty startlement at The Mousetrap's revelations (3.2.265). The Ghost's and Claudius's descriptions of being poisoned and being chastised for having poisoned are also similar. The Ghost recalls how Claudius's "cursed hebona" "course[d] through" his "wholesome blood" with "sudden vigor" (1.5.62, 66, 70, 68). Claudius, rebuked by what Hamlet calls The Mousetrap's "wormwood"--like hebona, a bitter herb (6)--feels Hamlet "rag[ing]" "like the hectic in [his] blood" (4.2.66). Further, Bert O. States has also noted that the Ghost and his brother are "anamorphically linked," joined by their mutual use of oxymorons (95, 97). The Ghost speaks of Claudius's "wicked wit" and "traitorous gifts" (1.5.43-44); Claudius of "defeated joy," "mirth in funeral," and "dirge in marriage" (1.2.10, 12). It is notable that the explicit or veiled subject of all these oxymorons--the tragic act to which the terms refer or that has produced the occasion they remark--is, again, the murder, which haunts the thoughts of each man. Yet the Ghost's spectacular description of that murder--the pouring of the poison in his ear, the "vile and loathsome crust" it produced on his sleeping body (1.5.63-73)--distracts many scholars from a fact a Missouri jail inmate instantly saw: that to the Ghost, among the worst aspects of his brother's sin is the way it has prevented him from confessing and atoning for his own. 

What are the Ghost's sins? By his own description "foul crimes" (1.5.12), like the "rank" "offense" done by Claudius (3.3.36), they are yet not, like his brother's, obvious to us. The Ghost tells Hamlet and us what Claudius did, and in soliloquy Claudius confirms what that was: a "foul murther" prompted by greed for a crown, political ambition, and adulterous passion for the queen (3.3.52, 55). The Ghost's misdeeds are, in comparison, obscure. Are they of special value to our understanding of the play, or are they merely the garden-variety sins of any Christian in a Catholic or Catholic-esque world (7) who has been sent into death "unanel'd"--that is, without the benefit of extreme unction? 

In what follows I will ultimately argue that the Ghost's past sins are indeed particular rather than general, and important to the play, and that what they or some of them are is deducible from a close examination of the script. But here I want first to suggest that the Ghost's plea that his death be avenged is intended--by Providence, if not by the Ghost himself--to achieve or to speed both his own and his brother's atonement for sins and reconciliation to heaven. 

Though this claim is not only unusual but counter-intuitive, in its defense, I invite readers to consider that the Ghost's plea for vengeance nearly results in Claudius's Christian repentance. After all, the Ghost's description of the murder leads to Hamlet's staging of a play re-enacting that crime which exacerbates Claudius's remorse and results in his third-act prayer. Thus the Ghost's first speech to Hamlet at least leads to Claudius's opportunity to achieve a Cainlike reconciliation with God (Cainlike because Cain, to whom Claudius implicitly likens himself in his soliloquy [3.2.37-38], was protected by God from his enemies' vengeance, and thus apparently forgiven [Gen. 4:15]). Could it be, then, that although vengeance belongs exclusively to the Lord according to a scriptural lesson Elizabethans knew well (Lev. 19:18, Deut. 32:35, Rom. 12:19), (8) the Ghost's request for revenge is the play's greatest oxymoron--a virtuous sin? In its potential though unrealized effect--the repentance of Claudius--is it a purgatorial exercise strangely reversed, wherein, rather than be moved toward heaven by the prayers of the living, the soul in Purgatory works to guide a living man heavenward by prompting his penitence? Such an action would be apt for the Ghost's own spiritual journey, since, as Shakespeare's audience knew, Christians are told not to kill sinners but to "rebuke" and "exhort" them (2 Ti. 4:2), and salvation depends not on one's redress of injuries but on one's ability to forgive others their trespasses. In the gospels Christ says, "[B]e reconciled to thy brother" (Mt. 5:24), and warns that like the harsh servant jailed by his master, an unforgiving person will be jailed by God "till he should pay all that was due" (Mt. 18:34-35). Must the Ghost in his "prison house" pay a debt of forgiveness to his brother, Claudius, in order to get out of jail? Would it not make more sense for a spirit in Purgatory so to forgive his debtors than to commission a killing? Is Hamlet thus a play of brotherly forgiveness and redemption gone awry? "Let not the royal bed of Denmark be / A couch for luxury and damned incest" (1.5.82-83), the Ghost tells his son, but leaves the details of Denmark's salvation vague: "howsomever thou pursues this act," begins the next line (1.5.84, my emphasis). When the Ghost appears again to Hamlet in act three, his look is "piteous," dangerously capable, Hamlet fears, of "convert[ing]" Hamlet's "stern effects" to charity and replacing "blood" with "tears" (3.4.127-130). Has the Ghost's intention been that rather than destroy Claudius, Hamlet should nudge him toward repentance and the voluntary forswearing of the incestuous bed? 

There are, of course, problems with a thesis that ascribes such generosity to the Ghost. First, the word "revenge." The Ghost tells Hamlet he will be "bound" to "revenge" after he hears the tale of the murder, and before telling that tale he repeats that Hamlet must "Revenge his foul and most unnatural murther" (1.5.6-7, 25). That the Ghost never actually says "Kill Claudius" as clearly as a blunter character might say, for example, "Kill Claudio" does not change the fact that for Elizabethans, by the conventions of revenge tragedy stemming from Aeschylus and running through Thomas Kyd, "revenge" implies not a salutary humiliation which may prompt the criminal's repentance, but spectacular bloodshed and death. Second, the Ghost seems angry. Like Hamlet's in his first soliloquy, his anguish when recounting Claudius's and Gertrude's betrayal is so strong that it chokes his utterance:</p> <pre> Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate beast, With witchcraft of his wits, with traitorous gifts-- O wicked wit and gifts that have the power 

So to seduce!--won to his shameful lust The will of my most seeming virtuous queen. O, Hamlet, what a falling-off was there From me ... (1.5.42-46) </pre> <p>The Othello-like outrage and personal hurt the Ghost here displays at his wife's and brother's sexual offense encourages us, as it does Hamlet, to think his call for vengeance an emotional demand for violent retribution rather than an objective plea that virtue be peacefully restored to "the royal bed of Denmark." A comment by Laertes in Hamlet's fifth act makes clear that vengefulness is a fallen desire: after Hamlet apologizes for having killed Polonius, Laertes says, "I am satisfied in nature, / Whose motive in this case should stir me most / To my revenge" (5.2.244-46). Vengeance, it seems, proceeds from corrupt human "nature": from the same corruption of which the Ghost claims he is now being purged. Further, the divine provenance and relative mercifulness of the treatment the Ghost prescribes for Gertrude--"Leave her to heaven, / And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge / To prick and sting her" (1.5.86-88)--make Claudius's contrasting future punishment seem still darker, all the more as though it springs from the Ghost's inability to "be reconcile[d] with [his] brother" as Christ counseled. "But howsomever thou pursuest [revenge]," the Ghost tells Hamlet, "Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive / Against thy mother aught" (1.5.84-86). It is only against Claudius that Hamlet is to "contrive"--a word that connotes sinister plotting--even though the Ghost thinks Gertrude also guilty: of adultery, perhaps even of conspiracy in the murder. (Hamlet will later imply that she has "kill[ed] a king and marr[ied] with his brother" [3.34.29].) Though like Claudius Gertrude only "seem[s] virtuous," she may be left to pricks of conscience. Claudius has a conscience, too; indeed, he seems to feel its pricks more sharply than Gertrude feels the "thorns" of hers until Hamlet prompts her inward gaze relatively late in the play. That the Ghost does not leave Claudius to heaven and conscience--that, to the contrary, he tells Hamlet to punish him--may indicate his inability even when housed in Purgatory to engage in more than partial Christian forgiveness. Let God help Gertrude, but damn Claudius, is his message. 

Yet the third-act results of this ghostly charge suggest that Providence, if not the Ghost himself, is interested in Claudius's repentance. For despite the Ghost's--and whatever Hamlet's--intentions, Hamlet's first responses to the command bring Claudius, not Gertrude, to the brink of confession. Hamlet's feigned madness inspires Claudius's plot to spy on his talk with Ophelia, which leads to the casual remark by Polonius that prompts Claudius's first remorseful aside: "How smart a lash that speech doth give my conscience! /The harlot's cheek, beautied with plast'ring art, / Is not more ugly to the thing that helps it / Than is my deed to my most painted word. / O heavy burden!" (3.1.49-53). Hamlet's Mousetrap's reenactment of the bizarre murder done by Claudius, complete with "poison in the sleeper's ears" (3.2.135 s.d.), might be expected to send Claudius running for a hired murderer to dispense with a dangerous nephew who clearly knows his secret. But, while it ultimately prompts his plan to have Hamlet killed in England (3.3.2-4), The Mousetrap's chief initial effect is to push him onto his stubborn knees to pray. Roland Mushat Frye has argued that Hamlet's stiff words to Gertrude in the next scene constitute a righteous exhortation that leads to her repentance, and that she dies reconciled to God ("Prince Hamlet"). While Claudius does not repent, and dies unreconciled, his prayerful soliloquy after The Mousetrap shows that Hamlet's play has served as a similar exhortation. Prayer is his chance to repent before God of killing a man and taking his wife, like King David did, and for the Lord to "put away [his] sin" as he did for David and for Cain (2 Sam. 12:9-13, Gen. 4:15). Claudius wants to avail himself of this chance: to say to God, "Forgive me my foul murther" (3.3.52). Though instea[begin strikethrough]d o[end strikethrough]f mercy he ultimately chooses to retain "[his] crown, [his] own ambition, and [his] queen" (3.3.52, 55), his soliloquy discloses his constant and providentially bestowed opportunity for reconcilement with heaven, a possibility that has been realized for him by Hamlet's play. The moment of prayer gives Claudius the taste of salvation, or, in the watching Hamlet's words, the "relish" of it (3.3.92). 

Are we to believe that Claudius's repentance--involving his putting aside his queen and surrendering himself to the Danish court's judgment--would have satisfied the Ghost? Perhaps. Although by staging The Mousetrap Hamlet has both shown doubt of the Ghost's story and reduced the chance for surprise vengeance; still, when the Ghost addresses Hamlet soon after, he chides him only for lecturing Gertrude, not for his conscience-goading theatricals. Should we think Claudius's repentance would have satisfied Hamlet? Also, perhaps. Despite Hamlet's bloodthirsty words and expressed hatred for Claudius, the delay in his vengeance, which allows Claudius time to repent, and his staging of a play "to catch the conscience of the king" rather than to catch the king's life (2.2.605), suggest the ambiguity of his purpose. The Ghost and Hamlet seem to harbor some charitable intents toward Claudius, though these intents are tainted by the anger and dreams of violence expressed by the Ghost's call for revenge and Hamlet's decision not to kill the praying Claudius only so that his sword may "know ... a more horrid bent" (may stab Claudius when he is engaged in some carnal act "[t]hat has no relish of salvation in it" [3.4.92]). 

In any case, since, as Hamlet discovers, personal intentions matter less than providential schemes, the most significant question is whether Claudius's true prayer would have satisfied Providence as Providence is characterized in the play. Through the Ghost's call for vengeance and Hamlet's response to that call, might not Providence be bringing Claudius to the pass where he may not die, as did his brother, "in the blossoms of his sin," but repentant and forgiven? 

Indeed it might. Claudius's choice not to confess and atone for regicide is as crucial to the action of Hamlet as Macbeth's decision to commit regicide is to the plot of Macbeth. Claudius fudges his chance and dies with his heels kicking at heaven and his soul bound for hell. As Franco Moretti has observed, the drama of Claudius's relation to Heaven combined with the drama of Hamlet's relation to vengeance has formed a hybrid play that combines the conventions of de casibus and revenge tragedy (28). Claudius's soliloquy enacts a crucial hamartia, or tragic choice, to be damned for his over-reaching rather than reconciled to God and his brother in heaven. 

What, then, of the brother's relation to heaven? Claudius is hellbound, and where Hamlet will go after death we can't be sure. What of the Ghost's final destination? Is he ever getting out of the Purgatory in which he seems to be? Has he bought himself another thousand years there by collaborating in a terrestrial killing? Has he proven he does not belong in Purgatory at all, and should be in hell instead? Or was he in hell in the first place, and just pretending to be in Purgatory? That is, is reconciliation with heaven even possible for the Ghost? 

It might be better not to ask these questions, since the Ghost's provenance is so radically ambiguous. (9) The "prison house" he inhabits is something like the Purgatory in which early modern Catholics believed. The "sulph'rous and tormenting flames" the Ghost endures (1.5.3) evoke the sufferings of penitents described in the well-known (though, in Reformed England, officially disdained) second- and third-century works Apocalypse of Saint Peter and Apocalypse of Saint Paul, as Stephen Greenblatt has recently shown. Further, by making Hamlet swear "by Saint Patrick" after seeing the Ghost (1.5.136), Shakespeare is alluding to the popular myth of Saint Patrick's Purgatory, according to which that otherworldly realm might be entered through an opening in the earth in Ireland's county Donegal that served as a terrestrial worm-hole (Greenblatt 73-101). Anthony Low points out that "[b]efore the Reformation it was common belief among everyone from theologians to peasants that if ghosts appeared to the living they came from Purgatory, not Heaven or Hell" Low cites Jacques Le Goff's claim that souls in Purgatory "might be allowed to escape now and then to briefly haunt those of the living whose zeal in their behalf was insufficient." On the other hand, as Low also notes, even in folk-tales such zeal was generally to be discharged by praying for the inhabitants of Purgatory, not killing their former enemies (455). It is worth observing that in Dante's Purgatorio--doubtless known to Shakespeare--those who "died by violence" only enter the median realm after "with [their] final breath" they have "offered up [their] souls" to God (Canto 5, 11.57-58). By Dante's rules Hamlet might get into Purgatory, but his father, killed sleeping, would not. Faced with these contradictions, an audience might think the Ghost's dwelling place beneath Shakespeare's stage to be--like Hamlet's eleventh- and sixteenth-century Catholic-Protestant Denmark (10)--a domain of its own, and neither a Catholic Purgatory nor the hell from which Protestant audience members might assume such a guilty spirit would come. In this play alone, perhaps, souls can progress toward heaven by day while by night they pop home in ghostly ways to charge relatives with completing their unfinished carnal business. 

Still, Shakespeare's Ghost is more tied to a conventional Purgatory than were other ghosts of the Elizabethan stage. Ghosts often inhabit a classical underworld rather than Purgatory in Senecan-influenced Renaissance tragedy; the most famous example is The Spanish Tragedy's Don Andrea, who lives at Pluto's court, where his standing is not jeopardized but improved by his traffic with a terrestrial character named Revenge. Don Andrea is probably the most artful instance of what John Dover Wilson called the "stock apparition of the Elizabethan theatre ... a classical puppet, borrowed from Seneca, a kind of Jack-in-the-box, popping up from Tartarus at appropriate moments." Wilson says Shakespeare "took [this] conventional puppet, humanised it, christianised it" (55-56). Part of Shakespeare's Christian alteration of Senecan convention is the stress he lays on his ghost's own unexpiated guilt. To speak of one's private sins and need for purgation is to inhabit a Christian cosmos. Unlike Senecan spirits, Old Hamlet is not just the victim but a perpetrator of "foul crimes," and it is not just his murderer but he himself who is tragically alienated from God. 

Yet, despite the Ghost's claim to be paying for "crimes done in [his] days of nature," doubt is raised at several points in the play about whether such a vengeful ghost can indeed be on the road to salvation. Hamlet's first response to the Ghost's command is not "Shall I help my father to heaven?" but "[S]hall I couple hell?" (1.5.93). Claudius's guilty reaction to The Mousetrap proves to Hamlet only that the Ghost is his father's spirit and not a devil; it does not prove that his father isn't in hell (3.2.286-87). There are strong suggestions in the play that sinful violence, especially vengeful violence, prevents redemption. Laertes is angered at the priest's implication that Ophelia, a probable suicide who, like the Ghost, has died "unanealed," may be denied salvation (5.1.240-42), but Laertes himself vows "allegiance" "to hell" and "dare[s] damnation" to take arms against his father's killer (4.5.132, 134). When vengeance so taints its perpetrators' souls, how can it help reconcile the Ghost to heaven? How might the Ghost's command to Hamlet, to an Elizabethan audience, have seemed consonant with the Ghost's purgatorial progress toward reconciliation with God even though that command leads not to Claudius's repentance but to his public execution? This is a necessary question of the play. 

To answer it, we must address the link between the private and public worlds of the Danish kings. We may begin by returning to the Ghost's last plea to Hamlet (before "remember me" [1.5.91]), "Let not the royal bed of Denmark be / A couch for luxury and damned incest" (1.5.82-83). Despite the clear personal vengefulness the Ghost has thus far shown, in this sentence his impulse for private revenge is expanded into--even ennobled by--a kingly concern for the moral welfare of the state. Hamlet's friends simply assume that the Ghost of Old Hamlet is bent on a mission of national safety or public purgation. Barnardo and Horatio think the preparations for war with Norway have summoned him (1.1.79ff), and "Something is rotten in the state of Denmark," Marcellus says as the Ghost beckons Hamlet (1.4.90). D. Douglas Waters says Shakespeare, if not the Ghost himself, "gives greater attention to this rottenness or disorder in the external situation than to ... private revenge" (231). We hear concern for public justice in Rosencrantz's description, too often cut from modern performance, of the peril a morally compromised king poses to his people. Such a king is</p> <pre> a massy wheel 

Fix'd on the summit of the highest mount, To whose huge spokes ten thousand lesser things re mortis'd and adjoin'd, which when it falls, Each small annexment, petty consequence, Attends the boist'rous ruin. Never alone Did the King sigh, but with a general groan. (3.3.17-23) </pre> <p>In his soliloquy, which immediately follows Rosencrantz's speech, Claudius himself groans not just for the stain on his soul but for Denmark's danger. Just as the Ghost's speech to Hamlet in act one has combined the personal and public natures of the prescribed vengeance, Claudius now fuses the public with the personal dimensions of his crime: "O wretched state! O bosom black as death!" (3.3.67). The "state" is not only Claudius's inner state, but the one he governs, whose rightful king he has killed. His crime is thus both private and national. (To adapt for Claudius the words of Laertes' farewell to Ophelia, a double murder is a double curse.) Through Rosencrantz's speech just before this, Shakespeare has subtly likened the two dimensions of Claudius's guilt to the dual, private-and-public nature of the armored Ghost's vengefulness. Rosencrantz has distinguished between "The single and peculiar life," "bound / With all the strength and armor of the mind / To keep itself from noyance" and "That spirit upon whose weal depends and rests / The lives of many" (3.3.11-15). Not only Claudius but the Ghost is such a spirit, bound not just to devise means for personal peace but to safeguard what Guildenstern calls "those many many bodies ! That live and feed upon" his majesty (3.3.9-10). 

In the civic context such lines provide, the Ghost's order that Claudius be killed seems partly a posthumous attempt to discharge a royal obligation, to show mercy, if not to a brother, to the moral welfare of those "many many bodies" whose safety was annexed to that of the old king. A complication arises, of course, when we note that what Rosencrantz really means is that Claudius, the present king, is obligated to protect himself and his hangers-on from Hamlet. The play has offered us, that is, two versions of monarchical obligation: the old king's haunting duty to cure Denmark, and the new king's duty to protect parasitical sponges like Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, and Polonius from the purgative violence of Hamlet. (So much for that.) The contrast between these obligations, however, is clarifying. It places in bolder relief for the audience Hamlet's civic duty, which has been bequeathed from beyond the grave by his father. Rosencrantz does not know the larger imperative implicit in his warning that the king is responsible for a general community; does not know who is the real king, or king's surrogate, who must discharge this responsibility. But the audience, having heard the Ghost's instruction that Hamlet "[l]et not the royal bed of Denmark be / A couch for luxury and damned incest," does know. Thus for the audience, as for the Ghost, private vengeance becomes public justice. 

Our focus on the public dimension of the Ghost's suffering and vengeance is justified by several sixteenth-century texts which suggest literate Elizabethans' familiarity with the idea that vengeance against the monarch's enemies was appropriate in a Christian realm. Helen Gardner relates Hamlet's mission to that described in the 1584 Bond of Association, in which Lord Burghley and thousands of English citizens signed a claim that they would "prosecute to the death" any pretender to England's throne. The signers swore "to take the uttermost revenge on them ... by any possible means ... for their utter overthrow and extirpation." "That is," Gardner writes, they believed that "if Elizabeth were assassinated, Mary Stuart should be murdered, whether she were a party to the murder of her cousin or not, and beyond Mary, her son James, as a beneficiary of the crime" (36-37). Not surprisingly, King James wrote against such a policy, saying "the wickedness ... of the King can never make them that are ordayned to be judged by him, to become his Judges." (11) But in an age in which Elizabeth's supporters felt her Protestant rule strongly threatened by Catholic or Catholic-leaning rivals, the idea of righteous national vengeance had widespread support. Andrew Hadfield has written of the popularity in England of Hubert Languet and Philippe Duplessis' 1579 Vindiciae, Contra Tyrannos, a book which influenced the thought expressed in the Bond of Association, and, according to Hadfield, Shakespeare's play. As this book's title implies, it argued that vengeance against tyrants was not only excusable but necessary for the moral health of the state. Hamlet's royal ghost's call for vengeance must be seen in the context not only of neo-Senecan revenge plays but of these late-sixteenth-century prose defenses of revenge as civic justice. Further, while, on the one hand Hamlet, as Christian tragedy, questions the personal revenge ethic sacred to Seneca, on the other it inherits from Aeschylus the classical argument that such revenge may have a public dimension, may enliven and safeguard the state. (12) 

The link between punishing the usurper and protecting the state is as important to Hamlet as it is to its venerable stage ancestor, Oresteia. Claudius's union with Gertrude is not just a personal but a political act, as numerous scholars remind us. (13) Issues of domestic conflict--incest, adultery, and a son's grief for a lost father--indeed seem to swallow the play's concerns with political justice, to the point where it has been easy for modern directors since Olivier to remove Fortinbras and the history of Denmark's conflict with Norway from the play entirely and focus on the Hamlet-Gertrude-Claudius triangle. But Fortinbras is there, at the beginning, middle, and end of the play, and his presence, when properly observed, demonstrates that the usurper Claudius's unfitness as monarch is partly revealed in his flawed state policy. Superficially Claudius seems a good governor, adept at averting rather than fomenting war; for example, he diverts Fortinbras's invasion of Denmark by persuading the Norwegian king to send him to Poland instead (1.1.27-35, 2.2.60-76). However, Fortinbras's later appearance at Elsinore, giving "warlike volley" (5.2.350-52), suggests that Claudius has bought the Danes only time, not permanent protection from Fortinbras's assault. Perhaps Claudius is not such a statesman after all. The terrible international reputation Claudius's excessive public revelry has given Denmark is also alluded to, most bitterly by Hamlet. "This heavy-handed revel east and west / Makes us traduc'd and tax'd of other nations," the prince complains to Horatio. "They clip us drunkards, and with swinish phrase / Soil our addition" (5.4.17-20). Numerous allusions to Denmark throughout the play remind the audience that the murder and adultery in the play, and revenge for them, are matters of public import. Laertes, though unaware of the murder, yet stresses Hamlet's public role when he lectures Ophelia. Hamlet, he tells her, is not a private man; he "may not, as unvalued persons do, / Carve for himself"--may neither choose a wife nor carve Claudius's hide for himself--"for on his choice depends /The safety and the health of this whole state" (1.3.19-21). Not only the Ghost's and Hamlet's souls are at stake; the country's spiritual welfare is as well. The king is not just a man but the nation incarnate, himself "Denmark" or "the Dane," as he is repeatedly called (1.1.15, 48; 1.2.44, 69, 125; 1.4.45; 4.5.21; 5.1.258, 5.2.325). Old dead Hamlet, whom the guards still call "the Dane" or "buried Denmark" (1.1.15, 48), may be piously purging the crimes done "in [his] days of nature," yet he faces continuing civic obligations that complicate his spiritual task. 

Elizabethans, again, would more readily have granted a correspondence between punishing-vengeance and the spiritual health of a nation than do modern readers of Hamlet. The play was written and staged in a time when more than ever before in the history of Christendom the spiritual rectitude of nations rather than only of private souls was a matter of public concern. Queen Elizabeth's papal excommunication amounted to the excommunication of all members of the English Church, and thus Pope Gregory's offer of a plenary indulgence to whomever killed her was, in some Catholic eyes, a holy promise of reward for a moral act of revenge that would benefit the whole nation. Flights of angels might sing such an assassin safely to his or her rest. From a countervailing Protestant perspective, the religious rectitude of the present ruler, now head of the English church, bespoke the holiness of the nation. She or he who should be vengefully and morally punished was, for Protestants, not Elizabeth's killer but a Catholic pretender to the throne, as the 1584 Bond of Association made clear. Many of Hamlet's original audience had felt threatened in their lifetimes by the possibility of a marriage between Elizabeth and her former brother-in-law, Philip of Spain, an alliance made unholy both by incest as Hamlet defines it--and as Henry VIII sometimes did--and by its monstrous joining of royal Protestant wife to royal Catholic husband. This context of religious anxiety must have tinged audiences' responses to the illicit royal marriage represented in Hamlet, as well as to the complicated interplay of Protestant and Catholic allusions in the play. Indeed, Julie Maxwell has recently shown that a sixteenth-century version of the Danish legend of Amleth, a known source of Hamlet, spoke to contemporary European concerns about the religious health of nations by presenting contemporary Denmark as a battleground between Lutheran and Catholic believers. Maxwell suggests that Hamlet, following its source, spoke to those concerns as well. (14) By the turn of the seventeenth century, when Hamlet was first staged, these worries had taken a new form. At this point the nation's dread of its displacement as Elizabeth's collective husband by a foreign Catholic groom had given way to succession anxiety: concern over whether the throne would change hands peacefully when Elizabeth died, and whether the new monarch would rule as religiously and well as she. Recently John Cox has shown that Shakespeare's main political nightmare was civil war arising from problems of royal succession. This widespread English fear is reflected not only in Shakespeare's histories but in Hamlet. It is discernible in the closet scene, when the prince calls Claudius "a cutpurse of the empire of the rule" (3.4.99) and urges Gertrude to avoid his bed (3.4.159), perhaps for fear of their engendering an illegitimate heir. (15) It is also suggested in the play's final scene when Hamlet spends his last breaths arranging the legal election of Fortinbras (5.2.355-56). 

Although the influence of late-sixteenth-century succession anxieties on Shakespeare is evident in Hamlet, its playwright, with characteristic ambiguity, questions the sanitizing of vengeance by appeal to national safety even while his play makes that appeal. Hamlet includes, for example, lines such as Hamlet's "Shall I couple hell?" as he accepts the Ghost's charge and Laertes' daring of damnation to avenge his own father's death, both of which I have quoted earlier. Yet the very questions Shakespeare so raises regarding the morality of revenge allow him to demonstrate the way damnable private vengeance may be transformed into a salvific public act. Our study of Shakespeare's vindication of vengeance will return us, finally, to the question of the Ghost's sins, whose expiation, I will argue, is paradoxically assisted by revenge. But we must begin that study by scrutinizing the character who is most intent on converting private revenge to public justice, and most successful at doing so. That character is Hamlet. 

It is Hamlet, the son, who must resolve the dilemma with which his ghostly father has presented him. He must set things right in Denmark through violence, yet must avoid "coupl[ing] hell" by engaging in private vengeance. So far from damnable, his revenge must be a virtuous act that functions to lessen his father's purgatorial torment. That this act, properly performed, will alleviate the Ghost's suffering is implied when the Ghost closely follows his account of his pain with the plea "If thou didst ever thy dear father love ... Revenge his foul and most unnatural murther" (1.5.23, 25). It is once more implied when the Ghost appends to his second plea for vengeance the words "remember me," a phrase which evokes the obligation of Catholics to pray for the souls of dead relatives, as Low, Greenblatt, and others have argued. Paradoxically, Hamlet's revenge must work like such a prayer. Hamlet is not, finally, Laertes, who is not visited by a father begging relief from purgatorial suffering, who only hypocritically expresses civic-mindedness in connection with his father's death, and who is content to dare damnation to achieve private vengeance. At every turn Hamlet's response to the Ghost's call for revenge demonstrates the felt obligations of a prince who "may not ... / Carve for himself": who must not assassinate Claudius, but execute him for the good of the nation. 

Throughout the play Hamlet shows concern that his actions be heaven-directed rather than hellish. His "To be or not to be" speech betrays a dread of the hell that may punish a sinful revenger who dies, as he will, in the act (3.1.55ff), and he devises The Mousetrap to protect himself from the possible malevolence of a devil who, impersonating his father, "abuses [him] to damn" him (2.2.599-603). Late in act three, he declares himself not a private revenger but an agent of public morality when he tells Gertrude "heaven hath pleas'd ... / That I must be ... scourge and minister" (3.4.173, 175). In addition to his desire that "a divinity ... shape [his] ends" and his growing belief that Providence guides him (5.2.10, 220), Hamlet consistently shows that he wants not just to redeem his family honor but that of the state whose virtue his father was charged to maintain. (16) Thus it is Hamlet who complains of Denmark's bad international reputation, who calls Claudius not just murderer but "cutpurse of the empire," who reminds us that one may especially "smile and be a villain ... in Denmark" (1.5.109, my emphasis), and who in act five presents himself as the true ruler of and spokesman for the country: "This is I, Hamlet the Dane!" (5.1.257-58). To Hamlet Claudius is not "he that hath killed my father" but "He that hath kill'd my king" (5.2.64). 

Hamlet's public consciousness--always at war, of course, with his personal hatred of Claudius and private instinct for revenge--makes comprehensible the tendency about which countless scholars, audience members, and Hamlet himself have complained: his famous delay in accomplishing vengeance. Staging a play to prove Claudius's guilt takes time, but also enables Hamlet to expose his suspicions to those whom Claudius has called "[y]our better wisdoms" (1.2.15): the Danish court, whose witness and approval Hamlet implicitly seeks. The Mousetrap also publicizes the conflict by exposing Hamlet to Claudius, even signaling Hamlet's hostile intents. "This is one Lucianus, nephew to the king," he tells Claudius, as the play-murderer enters to kill the Player King (3.2.244). (17) In Lucianus the identities of Claudius the killer and Hamlet the avenger briefly merge, even as the avenger, unusually, gives fair warning. Hamlet's violence will not be conventional, Senecan, Italianate, private, and covert, as Claudius's was and as Laertes' will be ("I bought an unction of a mountebank," Laertes confides [4.7.140]). Hamlet's "delays," most notably The Mousetrap, force the conflict between him and Claudius into the public arena, and submit that conflict to the "better wisdoms" of the court. Hamlet dies addressing himself to the Danish observers, "mutes or audience" to the violence in the play's final scene, and charges Horatio with the public justification of regicide: "Report me and my cause aright / To the unsatisfied" (5.2.335, 339-340). Horatio, "more an antique Roman than a Dane," would evade this civic responsibility through suicide, but Hamlet the Dane prevents him (5.2.341-343). 

Thus the rule of sinful, self-centered revenge is overthrown, through Hamlet, by a communal imperative. Hamlet's private emotions are always mastered and submitted to this imperative. Claudius hopes Hamlet's personal vanity will draw him impulsively into the final deadly combat. He tells Laertes that Hamlet is so "envenom[ed] with envy" of Laertes' skill at rapier that he will not be able to resist Laertes' challenge (4.7.102ff). His father's son, Hamlet should be "prick'd on by a most emulate pride, / Dar'd to the combat," as was Old Hamlet by Old Fortinbras in the pre-history of the play (1.1.80-84). But the new Hamlet isn't the old one. Hamlet's lengthy ridicule of Osric, who bears Laertes' challenge--in a scene too often truncated in performance--seems designed to demonstrate that Hamlet is not in fact driven by jealousy or any such personal emotion to engage in this fight. Osric, it appears, has been charged to regale Hamlet with envy-invoking praise of Laertes, like that Claudius recalls on the lips of a visiting Frenchman, Lamord. Yet Hamlet cares not a whit for Laertes' vaunted skill, and detachedly mocks Osric's absurd courtly idiom, instead of eagerly jumping at the chance to fight his alleged rival, Laertes. 

Osr. Sir, here is newly come to court Laertes, believe me, an absolute gentleman, full of most excellent differences, of very soft society, and great showing; indeed, to speak sellingly of him, he is the card or calendar of gentry; for you shall find in him the continent of what part a gentleman would see. 

Ham. Sir, his definement suffers no perdition in you, though I know to divide him inventorially would dozy th'arithmetic of memory, and yet but yaw neither in respect of his quick sail.... 

Osr. Your lordship speaks most infallibly of him. 

Ham. The concernancy, sir? Why do we wrap the gentleman in our more rawer breath? 

Osr. Sir? 

The confused Osric's praise of Laertes falls flat, and the scheme of inducing envy in Hamlet is foiled. Rather than stir Hamlet to damnable pride, Osric's visit has only provided Hamlet with an occasion for amusement and a vague inkling that this contest before the assembled court may prove the means to eradicate the Danish tyrant in full view of all who suffer under him. It is this inkling, provided by "special providence" (5.2.220), that compels him to accept the challenge. Here, as throughout the play, Hamlet subdues private passion and acts reasonably in the service of a larger purpose. 

We, the audience, hear so much of Hamlet's private mind that we may forget he is a master at controlling his passions in public and resisting the temptation to act on them. (18) In this he differs from Claudius, Gertrude, Ophelia, Laertes, and even from his father. These other characters' actions are motivated by lust, despair, envy, grief, anger at private affront, and "emulate pride," while Hamlet resists these impulses. "Thou pray'st not well," he dispassionately tells Laertes, after the latter, at Ophelia's graveside, curses his soul. "I prithee take thy fingers from my throat" (5.1.259-260). Though Hamlet later says the "bravery of [Laertes'] grief" put him "Into a tow'ring passion" (5.2.79-80), it is Laertes, not Hamlet, who looks and sounds frenzied here. In the presence of others, Hamlet's one real lapse from self-control is his harsh chastisement of Gertrude, of which he soon repents (3.4.152), and even this outburst occurs in a closeted, private conversation (or so he initially thinks). Hamlet struggles throughout the play to transform what is damnable--the private violence urged by nature--to what is virtuous: the purgation of the royal bed, and the restoration of Denmark to legitimate rule. 

Ironically, it is Laertes who most clearly articulates the distinction between private vengeance and virtuous, publicly approved violence. In the play's last scene, accepting Hamlet's apology for the accidental slaying of Polonius, Laertes says,</p> <pre> I am satisfied in nature, Whose motive in this case should stir me most To my revenge, but in my terms of honor I stand aloof, and will no reconcilement 

Till by some elder masters of known honor I have a voice and president of peace To keep my name ungor'd. (5.2.244-50) </pre> <p>Yet Laertes, about to grasp the poisoned foil, is only masking the vengeful personal violence to which nature prompts him and pretending to solicit elders' approval of his "reconcilement" with Hamlet. It is Hamlet himself who, subduing murderous nature, will hold his vengeance in check until it is pronounced fair by others (thus conforming, if not to medieval Danish law, to a biblically based sixteenth-century English statute that required at least two witnesses to condemn someone for treason). (19) Only after the "honest" ghost (1.5.138), Horatio, and, finally, Laertes have confirmed that "the King's to blame" (5.2.320) does Hamlet kill Claudius; thus, as a repentant Laertes finally says, the usurper is "justly served" (5.2.327). Afterward it is Hamlet rather than Laertes who submits his case to "elder masters" to heal his "wounded name" (5.2.344). As Andrew Hadfield argues, Hamlet has worked to restore "the proper functions of advice, counsel, and debate" to a Danish court in which these functions "have degenerated into flattery, espionage, and silence" (569). Horatio's telling of Hamlet's story will both rehabilitate and posthumously reconcile Hamlet to that court, and his own prayer, Horatio hopes, will aid the prince's reconcilement to heaven. "Good night, sweet prince, / And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest" (5.2.360). 

May Old Hamlet's "perturbed spirit" now "[r]est, rest" as well (1.5.182)? Unlike The Spanish Tragedy's Don Andrea, Old Hamlet does not appear at play's end to express approval at the outcome of events. Instead, Fortinbras does--Fortinbras, whom Robert Willson has called "the reincarnation of the prince's father, the only true inheritor of his chivalric and monarchic titles" (7). Fortinbras is not, of course, the Ghost's reincarnation, but Willson's description of him as the true inheritor of certain titles rings true. Like Hamlet's, Fortinbras's actions in the last scene are justified by his flank submission of the emergent political situation to the wisdom--and, in his case, the recollections--of the Danish nobility. "Let us haste to hear [Hamlet's] story," he tells Horatio, "And call the noblest to the audience. / For me, with sorrow I embrace my fortune. / I have some rights of memory in this kingdom" (5.2.386-87, my emphasis). His public demand is, in other words, "Remember me." The Ghost has been remembered, and his suffering, we hope, lessened, in Hamlet's purification of Denmark's royal bed at his behest. Does Fortinbras's appeal to Denmark's memory, evoking the Ghost's appeal to Hamlet's, suggest that the Ghost's final peace is dependent on Denmark's restoration of Fortinbras's rights? 

To answer this question we must return, at last, to the question of the Ghost's earthly "crimes," "done in [his] days of nature": the sins for which he now does penance in his purgatorial jail (1.5.12). Although both Hamlets regard the Ghost as outstandingly virtuous--Hamlet thinks him a Hercules (1.2.153), and the Ghost likens himself to "a radiant angel" (1.5.55)--the fact remains that he is "a guilty thing" (1.1.148) with unexpiated wrongs on his account. He was, in fact, no angel but "a man, take him for all and all," even Hamlet at one point admits (1.2.187). The Ghost's vague reference to his mortal crimes and their punishment directs us to the play's spare account of Old Hamlet's "days of nature," and it is significant that that account in the mouth of Horatio, the play's most objective observer, is almost exclusively concerned with the fortunes of Fortinbras. In conversation with the Elsinore castle guards, Horatio provides us this pre-history to the play:</p> <pre> ... our last king Whose image even but now appear'd to us, Was, as you know, by Fortinbras of Norway, Thereto prick'd on by a most emulate pride, Dar'd to the combat; in which our valiant Hamlet (For so this side of our known world esteem'd him) Did slay this Fortinbras, who, by a seal'd compact Weil ratified by law and heraldry, Did forfeit (with his life) all those his lands Which he stood seiz'd of, to the conqueror; Against the which a moi'ty competent Was gaged by our king, which had return'd 

To the inheritance of Fortinbras, Had he been vanquisher; as by the same comart And carriage of the article design'd, His fell to young Hamlet. (1.1.80-95) </pre> <p>Despite Horatio's description of the "seal'd compact, well ratified by law and heraldry," with which the dueling kings justified their single combat, the tale told is of an elder generation staking the royal patrimony of the younger on a fight provoked by "most emulate pride"--that impulsive personal vice to which Claudius and Laertes will try to tempt young Hamlet in the play's last scene. Horatio's ambiguous syntax charges both Old Fortinbras and Old Hamlet with jealous pride (Old Hamlet "Was ... by Fortinbras of Norway, / Thereto prick'd on by a most emulate pride, / Dar'd to the combat"), and this calls the virtue of both combatants into question. Old Hamlet's victory resulted in Denmark's appropriation of lands which should have gone to young Fortinbras. This reduction of the Norwegian prince's inheritance leaves him "unimproved," and sends him "to recover of [Denmark], by strong hand / And terms compulsatory, those foresaid lands / So by his father lost" (1.5.96,102-05). (20) Emulate pride, provoking two kings' private combat, leads to war. 

As I have noted, the guard Barnardo supposes that Fortinbras's restless aggression, motivated by the taking of his lands, is connected to the armed Ghost's own restless walk on the battlements. "Weil may it sort that this portentous figure / Comes armed through our watch so like the King / That was and is the question of these wars" (5.1.109-111). Although Barnardo does not know the whole of Denmark's rottenness, I would suggest that in this he is right. Unfinished business with the Norwegians is signaled in the Ghost's appearance armed, "suited," as we might say, "[i]n like conditions of [the play's] argument" (Troilus and Cressida Pro. 24-25). Though the Norwegian business is forgotten in the horror of the king's tale of murder and adultery, it resurfaces in Fortinbras's martial appearances in the play's last two acts. In act four we are shown that, due to Claudius's temporary solution to Fortinbras's aggression, Fortinbras has been diverted to the conquest of worthless territory, "a little patch of ground" in Poland "That hath no profit in it but the name" (4.4.18-19). It is not surprising that Fortinbras, unsatisfied with this petty conquest, returns aggressively to Denmark in act five, and that Hamlet, aware of Fortinbras's situation, rectifies the old kings' wrong against him, avoiding war by supporting Fortinbras's bid for his lost lands and his election as Denmark's new king. "I do prophesy th'election lights / On Fortinbras, he has my dying voice" (5.2.355-56). The Ghost, like his brother, has been a usurper. Fortinbras's patrimony has been wrongfully won, staked on the outcome of single combat stemming not from advice and consent, but from two men's "emulate pride." Hamlet's restoration of that patrimony is not just an afterthought, a tying of loose ends, but the just climax to which the play from its outset has tended. Patrimony's passage to living son from dead father is a custom as time-honored as the payment of "mourning duties" to dead father by living son, "bound / In filial obligation for some term / To do obsequious sorrow," as Claudius says (1.2.88, 90-91). Ironically, it is not only the hypocritical Claudius but Old Hamlet who has disrupted a timely rite, by depriving Fortinbras of his patrimony. Like the "disjoint" state (1.2.20), "[t]he time is out of joint" (1.5.188). Hamlet, born the "day that our last king Hamlet overcame Fortinbras" (5.1.144), was "born to set" both "right" (1.5.189). In finally delivering Denmark to Fortinbras, Hamlet rectifies both Old Hamlet's foreign usurpation and Claudius's more insidious domestic one. Fortinbras's accession promises not only justice for himself and Norway but what Robert Willson calls "a time of Spartan glory for Denmark, now that the effete ... court of Claudius has been destroyed" (7). (21) 

I have noted in earlier paragraphs that royal succession, that late-sixteenth-century English obsession, is a central concern not only of Shakespeare's history plays but also of his tragedies set in the late middle ages. I hope I have shown since that such succession, involving the peaceful, fair allocation of royal inheritance, is a theme more central to Hamlet than is often supposed. But our concern overall in this study has been with the larger, less time-bound question of the Ghost's heavenly inheritance. Again we may ask, is the Ghost brought closer to heaven not just by Hamlet's purgation of the royal bed of Denmark, but by the justice Hamlet does Fortinbras? 

Although Shakespeare yields no certain answer to that question, hints are provided by a Catholic canon law which, though it concerns earthly confession, may yet be thought to have some claim on a tragic medieval ghost sojourning in Purgatory. According to late-medieval Church law, as Lorna Hutson writes, "restitution of any property unjustly acquired was a prerequisite for absolution from sin" (300). The fifteenth-century Speculum Sacerdotal warns priests, "And if ther by eny siche that ha[th] gtyn [th]rou[gh] sotilte, [th]efte, or oker heritage ... loke that thei be no[gh]t asoylid un-to [th]at which was wrongefully with-holde and withdrawen be restorid ageyn." (22) In Hutson's words, "restitution is imagined as inter-subjective, its primary purpose to bring about spiritual reconciliation with a wronged neighbor" (300). 

Hamlet's final bequeathing of Denmark to Fortinbras, in the eyes and subject to the will of the Danish electorate, accomplishes that inter-subjective reconciliation on his father's behalf. It will lay to rest Old Hamlet's "canoniz'd bones" (1.4.47). Hamlet has bettered the Ghost, for whatever the Ghost's intentions, Hamlet has served those of Providence, working to turn private vengeance to public justice. 
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Notes 

(1) See, for example, Ralph Berry, "Hamlet's Doubles." 

(2) An exception is Joel Fineman's "Fratricide and Cuckoldry: Shakespeare's Doubles." Unlike my essay, which will focus on Hamlet's and Claudius's public, political likenesses, Fineman's is a psychoanalytical study which focuses on the brothers' twin obsessions with Gertrude. 

(3) This and all other references to Shakespeare's plays are to The Riverside Shakespeare, edited by G. Blakemore Evans. 

(4) The scholars who have explored Hamlet's place in Reformation disputes are legion. Notable among their studies are those of Roland Mushat Frye, Harry Levin, Raymond Waddington, and the more recent work of Anthony Low and Stephen Greenblatt (see list of cited works). 

(5) "This American Life," Chicago Public Radio/Public Radio International broadcast, August 1, 2004. 

(6) I have discussed the provenance of "wormwood" in "Hamlet and Protestant Aural Theater." See also Richard Banckes's entry on wormwood in An Herbal, London, 1525 (summarized on p. 315 of "Hamlet and Protestant Aural Theater"). 

(7) The world of Hamlet is, of course, religiously ambiguous, as much Protestant as it is Catholic. Elizabeth S. Watson, Anthony Low, and Stephen Greenblatt are among the many scholars who have investigated the commingling of Protestant and Catholic references in Hamlet, and have suggested that the play dramatizes a tension between England's Catholic past and Protestant present. See Watson's "Old King, New King, Eclipsed Sons, and Abandoned Altars in Hamlet" (475); Low's "Hamlet and the Ghost of Purgatory: Intimations of Killing the Father"; and Greenblatt's Hamlet in Purgatry. 

(8) All biblical references are to The Geneva Bible. 

(9) In Christian Settings in Shakespeare's Tragedies, D. Douglas Waters gives an excellent summary of those who have variously defined the Ghost's provenance (209-12). He himself thinks it "the good spirit of Old Hamlet returned from Purgatory" (209). 

(10) G. K. Hunter writes that Hamlet is placed "unambiguously in a modern age: he was educated at a new university (Wittenberg), lives in a specific extant castle (Elsinore), and is a connoisseur of modern plays and modern fencing" ("Shakespeare and the Traditions of Tragedy," 139). However, despite all these signs of modernity, Hamlet's world is hardly "unambiguously" of the sixteenth century. Denmark's sovereignty over England (4.3.58-61) recalls an eleventh-century past, while Old Hamlet's role as both king and warrior, who has engaged a national foe in personal combat (1.1.80-95), is similarly medieval. 

(11) James I, The True Lawe of Free Monarchies, 1603. See also David Ward's discussion of this document in connection with Hamlet in "The King and Hamlet." 

(12) At the close of Aeschylus's Oresteia Athene herself forgives Orestes' execution of the usurper Aegisthus, who had killed his father Agamemnon (who is Aegisthus's cousin, if not his brother). Athene also forgives Orestes' slaying of Clytemnestra, his mother, who had betrayed her royal husband with Aegisthus. Turning back the Furies who seek to punish Orestes, Athene and the Chores link his exoneration with the protection of the state from internecine conflict. "Civil War / fattening on men's ruin shall / not thunder in our city," the Chorus chants (11. 976-78). See Aeschylus, The Eumenides pp. 132-171 in Aeschylus 1, Oresteia, trans. Richmond Lattimore. Three excellent discussions of Shakespeare's debt to Aeschylus are presented in John Kerrigan's Revenge Tragedy: Aeschylus to Armageddon, esp. p. 35; Gilbert Murray's "Hamlet and Orestes: A Study in Traditional Types"; and Lois Schleiner's "Latinized Greek Drama in Shakespeare's Writing of Hamlet." 

(13) See, for example, Manuel Aguirre, "Life, Crown, and Queen: Gertrude and the Theme of Sovereignty"; and Katherine Eggert, Showing Like a Queen: Female Authority and Literary Experiment in Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton (103-109). 

(14) See also Michael Srigley, who also argues that Renaissance Denmark is alluded to in the Denmark of Hamlet, though in ways different than those suggested by Maxwell ("'Heavy-handed revel east and west': Hamlet and Christian IV of Denmark"). Earlier in the century John Dover Wilson argued that Denmark was meant to represent not England's analogue in the play but England itself (27). 

(15) For expanding my understanding of the play's treatment of Hamlet's concern with his own succession, registered in this request, I am grateful to Anthony Burton's "Laertes' Rebellion: Further Aspects of Inheritance Law in Hamlet." 

(16) In Ralph Berry's words. Hamlet's "consciousness is rooted in the collective of a single nation state" ("Hamlet" 284) 

(17) I have discussed this scene and the ultimate publicness of Hamlet's revenge in "Anti-Theatricalism and Revolutionary Desire in Hamlet (Or, the Play Without the Play)." 

(18) Roland Mushat Frye calls attention to the importance to Hamlet of governing passion with reason--a Renaissance commonplace, but one which is repeatedly and specifically stressed in this play (The Renaissance Hamlet 111, 115, 118-120, 179) 

(19) The law (based on Numbers 35 and Deuteronomy 19) is discussed in Peter Moore's "Hamlet and the Two Witness Rule." 

(20) In this I disagree with E. A. J. Honigmann, who argues that Fortinbras "would have proceeded ... against his uncle, rather than against Denmark and Poland, if he thought himself cheated of his inheritance" (Myriad-Minded Shakespeare 45-46). Fortinbras has been cheated, not of his inheritance of Norway, but of the "moi'ty competent" of lands that were to go to him, but which, because of Old Hamlet's victory over his father, went to young Hamlet. He wants them back. 

(21) See also Anthony Dawson, "The Arithmetic of Memory: Shakespeare's Theatre and the National Past," which argues that Hamlet's last scene "returns us to the issue of nationhood and dynasty" (66). 

(22) Speculum Sacerdotal, quoted in Hutson, 300. 
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