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Twentieth-century critics have been sharply divided over the nature of Gertrude's guilt. Many, following A. C. Bradley, maintain the extraordinary charge that she committed adultery before King Hamlet's death. whereas others, following John Draper (The Hamlet of Shakespeare's Audience), maintain her innocence. In The masks of Hamlet, Marvin Rosenberg groups the critics into two camps: the apologists, who "argue that adultery is not proved," and the skeptics, who claim that "adultery is proved" (79). The primary evidence supporting the skeptics' position lies in the Ghost's charge that Claudius, "... that incestuous, that adulterate beast, / ... won to his shameful lust / The will of my most seeming virtuous queen" (1.5.42-46). The apologists would maintain, according to Rosenberg, "that adulterate as applied to Claudius could simply be a synonym for incestuous.... Then Gertrude's searing guilt could spring only from her simply having had lustful thoughts for her brother-in-law, and then marrying him" (79). The Ghost's reference to "adulterate beast" extends the meaning of adultery, as is common in biblical scriptures, to unchastity generally.(1) 

Substantial evidence that Gertrude did not commit adultery before King Hamlet's death lies in the dumb show that Hamlet stages to "catch the conscience of the King" (2.2.605). This show presents a sequence of events in which the poisoner first kills the King, exits, and then afterward reenters and courts the Queen, who resists before being seduced. The pantomime of the subplay does not in any way indicate that the Queen committed adultery with Claudius before King Hamlet was murdered but does, in fact, suggest that the Queen's affair with Claudius arose after the King's death. The dumb show dramatizes the Ghost's earlier statement that Claudius seduced Gertrude "With witchcraft of Ins wits, with traitorous gifts" (1.5.43). Critics who persist in branding Gertrude an adulteress must now reconcile the seeming inconsistency between the evidence of the dumb show and what they see as the Ghost's explicit statement on adultery. At the same time, the apologists' position is in itself difficult to accept. As Rosenberg states, "to suggest that Gertrude should be haunted forever because of lustful thoughts alone seems surely excessive to the skeptics. Something must have been DONE" (79). 

Seen in the light of the Protestant age in which Shakespeare created Hamlet, Gertrude's guilt lies beyond the pale of both the apologists' and skeptics' camps. For a better sense of how the Ghost uses the term "adulterate," it will be fruitful to examine first several speeches in which King Henry VII uses the word "adultery." In Hall's Chronicle, we find that Henry VII maintains that his marriage to his brother's widow, Katherine, may be a union of adultery. In 1528, Henry VII explained to his subjects: 

But if it be determined by judgment that our mariage was against 

Goddes law and clerely voyde, then I shall not onely sorowe the 

departing from so good a Lady and louying companion, but muche more 

lament and bewaile my infortunate chaunce that I have so long liued in 

adultry to Goddes great displeasure. (755) 

With respect to his daughter, Mary, and Katherine of Aragon, Henry VII again declares that "it hath been told vs by diuers great clearkes that neither she is our lawfull doughter nor her mother our lawfull wife, out [but] we liue together abhominably and detestably in open adultry" (755). In these statements, Henry is expressing his fears that his marriage to Katherine may be adulterous because, even as a widow, Katherine is still obligated to remain faithful to her deceased husband, Henry's brother. 

In "Aspects of the Incest Problem in Hamlet," Jason Rosenblatt argues that whereas the validity of Henry VIII's marriage with Katherine was intensely controversial, Gertrude's marriage with Claudius was even under the most lenient interpretation unlawful and void (362). Gertrude, like Katherine, had been living in a sexual relationship with her brother-in-law forbidden by the Bible: Leviticus 20:21, in particular, condemns this species of in-law incest. But there is another passage, Deuteronomy 25:5-6, that commands a man to marry his brother's widow if her first marriage was childless.(2) As Rosenblatt informs us, "Hamlet's very existence keeps the relationship of Claudius and Gertrude within the scope of the Levitical prohibition" (351). 

Hamlet's biting censure of his mother rests on the biblical principle that man and wife form a union of one flesh. In this context, Gertrude's incestuous liaison with Claudius pollutes the blood of both the younger and the elder Hamlet. The English Protestants maintained that the widow's flesh remained one flesh with her husband even after his death. In 1556, the Catholic theologian Nicholas Harpsfield rejected the Protestant idea that the wife is the flesh of her dead husband, holding instead dug the death of either spouse caused a total dissolution of the marital union (99).(3) The Protestants believed, based on divine and natural law, that a widow is obligated to her late husband to retain the purity of her flesh. Contrary to the Catholic interpretation of the Bible, the Protestants contended that no man may dispense with the Levitical laws against first degree collateral incest.(4) The young Hamlet toys with this biblical notion that man and wife form a flesh-and-blood union when he mockingly calls Claudius his "deere Mother" Attempting to correct Hamlet, the King suggests, "My louing; Father Hamlet." Hamlet responds, "My Mother Father and Mother is and wife: man & wife is one flesh, and so my mother" (F1; 4.3.49-52).(5) 

The sixteenth-century Protestant Andrew Willet states dim "a woman not carnally known is proved to be no wife' and that man and wife "cannot be one flesh, but by carnal copulation" (6:233). The carnal knowledge of a second marriage transforms the widow's flesh-and-blood union of her first marriage to a new unity that she will share with her second husband. In the subplay Mousetrap, Hamlet, through the actors, mocks his mother for dissolving the sexual affection and union she shared with King Hamlet. The Player Queen declaims, "A second time I kill my husband dead, / When second husband kisses me in bed" (3.2.184-85). The widow had already "kill'd the first" husband when she wedded the second (3.2.180) because she obliterated from her memory with the second marriage all traces of her first husband. 

In Hamlet's eyes, Gertrude is guilty for much more than a hasty remarriage or lack of constancy and affection for her deceased husband. In The Renaissance Hamlet, Roland Frye maintains that "the incest taboo is one of the strongest to which people are subject, and in 1600 it would have condemned any union such as that of Claudius and Gertrude" (77). Examining a sample of the pertinent records on brother- and sister-in-law incest, Frye found that "incest, as a flagrant sin, carried with it a conspicuous punishment and penance, designed both to impress the public and to humiliate the offenders" (80).(6) 

When Hamlet reproaches his mother with her incestuous liaison with Claudius, she at once tells him, "thou bast thy father much offended" (3.4.9). Hamlet retorts, "Mother, you have my father much offended" (10). Hamlet then reinforces the confusion and corruption his mother has caused by mixing and polluting his father's flesh and blood with his uncle's flesh when he tells her, "You are the Queene, your Husbands Brothers wife, / But would you were not so. (F1; 15-16). Hamlet must mean that he believes his father King Hamlet is still Gertrude's husband. "But would you were not so" clearly refers to the incestuous relationship between Gertrude and Claudius.(7) 

Rosenblatt proffers the theory that Hamlet's fury may arise from his personal worth and presence being ignored. Violating the levirate in which, according to Deuteronomy, the widow must be childless, Rosenblatt maintains that "the union of Gertrude and Claudius ... constitutes an insult to Hamlet, who might as well never have been born" (362). Boehrer's insightful argument, in Monarchy and Incest in Renaissance England, demonstrates that the sexual and relational confusion resulting from Gertrude's incestuous marriage blots out Hamlet's royal and family identity (62-77). Boehrer contends that "Gertrude's incest undermines the very idea that identity is grounded in stable familial and social relations that privilege the male" (73), and he also argues that Hamlet insists on preserving clear kinship distinctions. According to Boehrer, "the play seeks to privilege and vindicate hereditary male authority" (72). 

Critics, such as Baldwin Maxwell and Dover Wilson, who argue that Gertrude was Claudius's mistress before King Hamlet's death, find their support in the Ghost's statement, 

... But Vertue, as it neuer wil be moued, 

Though Lewdnesse court it in a shape of Heauen: 

So Lust, though to a radiant Angell link'd, 

Will sate it selfe in a Celestiall bed, 

& prey on Garbage. (F1; 1.5.53-56) 

Wilson even goes so far as to assert dogmatically that these fines can only mean that Gertrude was Claudius's mistress (293). The Ghost's speech, however, does not convict Gertrude of adultery while the elder Hamlet was alive. Maxwell and Wilson seem to contend that while linked to an angel in the being of her first husband Hamlet, Gertrude preyed on garbage in the being of Claudius. Differing from Maxwell and Wilson, I think that the Ghost's statement can be interpreted along other lines. His reference to a radiant angel may be to himself but could just as well be to his widow Gertrude. Although angelic in nature, Gertrude, unlike "Vertue," cannot resist the temptations of her sexual desires. Hamlet vividly portrays Gertrude's sexual encounter of incest as "honeying and making love / Over the nasty sty" (3.4.92-93). Thus, Gertrude in her marriage to Claudius preys on garbage in the shape of heaven. 

As proof that young Hamlet construes the Ghost as condemning Gertrude for adultery, Maxwell quotes Hamlet reproaching his mother for, 

Such an act 

That blurs the grace and blush of modesty, 

... makes marriage vows 

As false as dicers' oaths (3.4.40-45). 

In the Arden Press edition of Hamlet, Harold Jenkins claims that the deed of making "marriage vows / As false as dicers' oaths" (41-42) "is impossible to reconcile with the contention that the play does not present the Queen as having been unfaithful during King Hamlet's life" (321). Jenkins seems to accept the Catholic view that marital bonds are severed with the death of either spouse. But Shakespeare wrote Hamlet in a Protestant England, where the widow was considered to be one flesh with the dead husband, at least until she remarried. Consequently, a matron's marriage vows obligated her to remain faithful to her deceased spouse. Any unlawful, sexual affair the widow herself engaged in would have been considered adultery. In act 5, Hamlet declares that Claudius "Whor'd" his mother (5.2.64), that he used Gertrude in an illicit affair. 

Critics who charge Gertrude with adultery before King Hamlet's death tend to rely on interpretations of certain lines that also tend themselves to alternative readings. As pointed out above, these critics find their principal evidence in the line in which the Ghost calls Claudius an "adulterate beast" (1.5.42). Henry VIII's use of the term "adultery" to refer to his possible unlawful union with the widow Katherine of Aragon uncovers a sixteenth-century usage of the word that matches what the Ghost may have meant in calling Claudius an "adulterate beast." In both cases, the widow is viewed as being unfaithful to her dead husband. The dumb show is an anchor point of support for Gertrude's innocence. This show dramatizes events that preclude Gertrude from being guilty of adultery in the modern sense of the word. When we acknowledge that in the sixteenth century the term "adultery" could also refer to a widow's infidelity, we can better understand the nature of Gertrude's guilt. 

NOTES 

(1.) John Draper argues that "Adulterate ... in Elizabethan times ... might refer to any act or thought that was unchaste or lewd" (112). The two adjectives "incestuous" and "adulterate," as used by the Ghost, "seem to be purely synonymous intensification, referring only to the incestuous, marriage" (113). 

(2.) The playwright Marston, in Insatiate Countesse, uses the Deuteronomy text as a source of humor for the audience: 

Thais. Our husbands will be hang'd, because they thinke themselv's Cuckolds. 

Abigail. If all true Cuckolds were of that minde, the hangman would be the 

richest occupation, and more wealthie widdowes, then there be yonger 

brothers to many them (4.1.64) 

The quarto text was first printed in 1613. 

(3.) Harpsfield describes the Protestant thinking on the widow's flesh and blood union with her dead husband as follows: 

for he that marrieth his brother's wife taketh his brother's flesh and 

blood to marriage, the which thing plainly is against the law of nature; 

for, seeing the husband and the wife be one flesh and blood, truly he that 

taketh his brother's wife taketh also the flesh and blood of his 

brother. (98-99) 

(4.) Rosenblatt concludes that Hamlet considers "the marital bond that makes Gertrude and King Hamlet one flesh to be indissoluble, even by death" (361-64). 

(5.) In Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare makes reference to the biblical notion that husband and wife were joined in a union of flesh and blood. Adriana tells the twin Antipholus, mistakenly thinking this her husband, 

How comes it now, my husband, O, how comes it, 

That thou art then estranged from thyself? 

Thyself I call it, being strange to me, 

That, undividable incorporate, 

Am better than thy dear self s better part. 

(2.2.119-23) 

In Much Ado About Nothing, Don Pedro makes a reference to husband and wife being one flesh when he says, "I would have daffed all other respects, and made her half myself" (2.3.169-70). In The Two Noble Kinsmen, Emilia concludes her speech about her childhood friendship with Flavinia, with a reference to the marital union of flesh and blood when she says, "That the true love tween Mayde, and mayde, may be / More then in sex individuall" (Quarto, p. 14; 1-3.81-82). See my article "`Sex Individuall' as Used in The Two Noble Kinsmen" in Notes and Queries, vol. 233, no. 4, Dec. 1988. 

(6.) David Hume in "Henry VIII" contends: 

the natural reason, why marriage in certain degrees is prohibited by the 

civil laws ... is derived from men's care to preserve purity of manners; 

while they reflect, that if a commerce of love were authorized between the 

nearest relations, the frequent opportunities of intimate conversation, 

especially during early youth, would introduce an universal dissoluteness 

and corruption. (1: 167) 

(7.) The reference of this clause in the second quarto version of Hamlet is ambiguous, referring either to the incestuous relationship, "husband's brother's wife," or to the clause, "you are my mother." Is Hamlet stating his regret that Gertrude is his mother, or his regret that his mother had formed an incestuous marriage with his uncle, or both? The Signet edition's editor, Edward Hubler, emends the text to mean that Hamlet wishes that Gertrude were not his mother. Actors portraying Hamlet commonly follow the Signet edition, pausing after "husband's brother's wife." The original actors playing Hamlet probably made a significant pause after the clause. "But would you were not so," and consequently the editors of the folio editions placed a period after "so." 
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Abstract: 

Interpretation of certain lines in William Shakespeare's 'Hamlet' suggests Gertrude may have had an adulterous affair with Claudius before her husband died. Scholars who argue for this point of view point to the Ghost's description of Claudius as adulterous and Hamlet's accusation that Claudius used Gertrude in an affair. Those who maintain Gertrude's innocence view the dumb show in Act 2 as dramatizing events that protect Gertrude from adultery, at least in the modern sense of that concept. 
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