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RECENT scholarship on Hamlet has established the degree to which this play raises questions about early modern religion. Of course, the presence of a ghost seemingly straight out of purgatory has always put the play's theological cards on the table, as it were, but scholars such as Ramie Targoff, Heather Hirschfeld, Stephen Greenblatt, John Freeman, Jennifer Rust and others have further explored the ways in which the play echoes and queries a range of contemporary theological debates. (1) A survey of this body of modern Hamlet scholarship, however, reveals that critics have attached the play's religious questions almost exclusively to the character of Hamlet. Admittedly, Hamlet gives voice to many of the most suggestively theological utterances of the play, as when he alludes to the Diet of Worms or fearfully imagines the "undiscover'd country" awaiting us all after death. (2) And yet Shakespeare does not limit himself to using Hamlet's character when he probes religious questions, for as I will argue here, Ophelia's ravings also display a complex awareness of England's medieval Catholic past. (3) Her descent into grief and madness is marked by a surge of allusions to medieval Catholic forms of piety: St. James, St. Charity, "old lauds," pilgrimage to the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, and other pre-Reformation religious folklore. 

Despite modern contentions to the contrary, Ophelia's network of religious allusions does not conflict with the sexualized nature of her madness. (4) The critical tendency is to see her erotomania as somehow necessarily excluding or disabling religious allusions, a view epitomized in editorial responses to the "snatches of old lauds" that Ophelia sings at her death (4.7.176). The word "lauds" appears only in the Second Quarto (the Folio reads "old tunes"), and as Harold Jenkins, editor of the Arden, notes, some editors have objected to the idea of Ophelia as singing hymns of praise "as incompatible with her earlier love-songs." (5) The assumption here seems to be that since mad Ophelia has been manifestly thinking about sex, she cannot therefore also be thinking about religion. Such reasoning, however, mistakenly imposes a modern understanding of sex and religion as separate categories onto an early modern worldview that saw them as profoundly connected. (6) From an early modern Protestant viewpoint, Ophelia's mingling of eroticism and Catholicism makes sense: it comes as no surprise that a woman who slides into a debased (i.e., eroticized) madness should simultaneously give voice to a debased (i.e., Catholic) series of religious utterances. (7) Ophelia's allusions to both medieval Catholicism and to sexual activity may allow such a derogatory reading, but this is not the interpretation to which the play seems most wedded. While Ophelia's religious references are sometimes contradictory and cannot be assembled into a coherent, stable whole (she is mad, after all), most of them raise resonant questions about the position of women in England's religious past and thus about the relationship between sexuality and sanctity. Furthermore, they seem charged with nostalgia, and since Ophelia herself dies a sympathetic character, we should not dismiss her "old lauds" as simply the spurious ravings of a madwoman. Ophelia seems to resort to old forms of piety precisely because they offer some solace in her personal wasteland. By showing Ophelia's emotional and imaginative landscape scattered with the debris of old doctrines and ritual practices, Shakespeare uses her final madness to reflect on the costs--especially to women--of the English Reformation. (8) 

As Gertrude recounts, Ophelia drowns while "chanting snatches of old lauds / As one incapable of her own distress" (4.7.176-77), and this description suggests that a bygone Catholic form of piety informs her final moments. Although "laud" can be a generic noun denoting any song or hymn of praise, it was typically used in a religious context. Furthermore, it carried specifically Catholic associations. Lauds referred to the morning service in the monastic divine office when participants sang praises to God. Psalms 148, 149, and 150 concluded the service, and the frequency of the word "laudate" in these psalms lent the office its name. Gertrude specifies that Ophelia is "chanting" these lauds, and the religious and especially monastic associations of this verb raise a dark irony: Hamlet, in act 3, commands, "Get thee to a nunnery" (3.1.121), and Ophelia later dies intoning the very chants most associated with nunneries. This suggestion that Ophelia, at the moment of her death, imaginatively inhabits a nunnery is consistent with the other religious allusions that inform Ophelia's ravings, which I will trace below. Pre-Reformation women facing a personal devastation similar to Ophelia's may well have taken refuge in a nearby nunnery and there found solace in a female community devoted to prayer and good works. The tragic irony of the play is that while Hamlet would have Ophelia enter a convent as a means to escape the terrible pressures of Elsinore, this option is not available for her. (9) Many of Shakespeare's plays allude to women entering convents. For example, Theseus in Midsummer Night's Dream offers Hermia the option of wearing "the livery of a nun ... in shady cloister mewed," and the friar in Much Ado says that Hero can be concealed "In some reclusive and religious life." (10) These plays, like Measure for Measure, ultimately turn away from the conventual life and show their female characters in social (and marital) circulation rather than in the cloister. (11) Hamlet similarly forecloses the idea of the convent but in a more bitterly painful way. Ophelia's marriage crisis is not resolved comically, unlike Hero's, Hermia's, or Isabella's, and in a further bleak twist, the putative refuge that Hamlet imagines ("Go thy ways to a nunnery" [3.1.130]) is not, finally, representable on the English Renaissance stage. With her avenues to both marriage and the female community of a cloister blocked, Ophelia seems to fall by default into madness. Instead of reciting lauds in the company of nuns, Ophelia must voice them alone, and instead of the echoing space of the medieval nunnery, Ophelia sings her lauds beneath the "hoary leaves" of an old willow (4.7.166). 

Ophelia's "old lauds" raise difficult questions: Does Shakespeare invite us to censure Ophelia for resorting to such suspect forms of Catholic piety? Or does he invite us to censure a world that has driven her to such extremes and in which she can only voice such forms of piety in mad isolation and at the moment of death? Does Ophelia reject Protestant forms of belief because she is deranged or because they offer her less solace than do the lauds of a bygone religious world? Shakespeare does not provide unambiguous answers, and Ophelia's end remains susceptible to various readings. Through Protestant eyes, the "old lauds" that allow her to surrender so willingly to death are brutally deceptive, giving only false assurances of salvation: who but a madwoman would take recourse to such misguided forms of piety? On the other hand, although Ophelia's seemingly Catholic death accords well with Protestant expectations, it simultaneously thwarts them. Gertrude's description suggests that Ophelia's "snatches of old lauds" are indicative of one "incapable of her own distress," or insensible of her impending death. Her wording, however, also allows the reading that the "old lauds" help to make her "incapable" of fear. That is, even as her sodden garments "Pull'd the poor wretch from her melodious lay / To muddy death" (ll. 181-82), this same "melodious lay"--a fragment of medieval liturgical practice--has spiritually supported her and provided her with peace and comfort. The fact that Ophelia dies with such old lauds on her lips invites us to look more closely at the other religious allusions that fill her madness. 

In the middle of her first mad scene, Ophelia abruptly pronounces, "They say the owl was a baker's daughter" (4.5.42-43), and, like the old lauds she sings at her death, the folkloric story she seizes on here to express her personal anguish and insanity is deeply expressive of a lost world of medieval piety. Ophelia refers to a popular tale in which Christ enters a baker's shop and asks for some bread. The baker's daughter decides that a very small piece of bread will be ample and puts a bit of dough into the oven to cook. When it miraculously begins to swell to enormous size, she cries out "heugh, heugh" in surprise, and because of this owl-like noise and her wicked lack of generosity, Christ transforms her into an owl. (12) Since this story features the tragic fate of a daughter, it resonates generally with Ophelia's own circumstances, and the baker's daughter transformed into an owl resembles Ophelia transformed by madness. This story is characteristic of medieval religion not only in what the Reformation would later deem its superstitious, extrabiblical element (especially the girl's transmogrification) but also in its anachronistic depiction of Christ walking into what seems to be a medieval European shop. This aspect of the story thus recalls medieval paintings of the apostles dressed as fourteenth-century noblemen or of the Annunciation occuring in a European-style manor. The development of humanist and especially Protestant historiography in the sixteenth century disabled such visions by creating a more acute sense of historical progression, one that emphasized the distance and the difference between the past and the present. (13) Folkloric scenes like the story of the baker's daughter were shown to be untenable, and Ophelia's prefatory tag--"They say the owl was a baker's daughter" (emphasis added)--may register her flickering awareness that such forms of belief were no longer considered legitimate. 

Exposing the fiction of the baker's daughter story, however, also meant dismantling the fantasy that a Christian in any century or from any nation could encounter Jesus in his or her own home, that the Savior might walk into one's own storefront and ask for a bite to eat. The Reformation shifted the idea of this kind of personal encounter onto strictly spiritual terrain: all believers could talk to Christ daily in prayer and could witness his providence at work in their hearts, but they could no longer meet him over a bakery counter. The tale of the baker's daughter, in contrast, makes the encouter a very material one, and in this sense, it typifies the "commitment to the particularity of religious experience" that Gail McMurray Gibson sees as characteristic of fifteenth-century piety. (14) This is not a transcendent vision of Jesus enthroned in glory, reaching down from heaven to the human soul. Instead, a very real Christ enters the store, and he is hungry. The scene tacitly asks listeners to imagine the sound of the door closing behind him, the look of his dusty clothes, and the smells of the warm bakery. Medieval Catholics were well aware of the metaphorical nature of this story, but Protestants seeking to purge the vestiges of popish superstition from English devotional practice were quick to read such tales as reflecting a simpler, more literal view of the relations between heaven and earth. Although Protestantism may have gained in theological coherence by working to debunk such stories, it simultaneously diminished the possibility of God's concrete presence on earth. The story may not end happily for the stingy girl, but it is a comforting tale in that it allows a literal reading in which Jesus really enters an English bake shop. In her study of Richard Hooker and Lancelot Andrewes, Debora Shuger observes that for Protestant thinkers, the central problem of faith was not an awareness of one's own sin but instead an awareness of God's absence. (15) Perhaps because of such a pervasive sense of being separated from God, possibly divorced from his love, Hooker and Andrewes, in Shuger's view, cling all the more to the materiality of the Eucharist. Hooker's "graphically physical" account of how the communicant participates in the host "seems driven by feelings of forsakenness and distance" with "the longing for contact being proportional to the terror of abandonment." (16) Ophelia's reference to the baker's daughter can be read as a similar "longing for contact." Of course, for her, the absentee is not just the Protestant God but also her dead father. In effect, the earthly father's physical absence impels her imaginatively into a bygone world in which the spiritual Father is more physically present. Ophelia's subsequent meting out of flowers, each one representing a separate virtue or vice, also participates in this clinging to physical, material traces of larger, intangible concepts. In a world where grace itself often seems frighteningly unknowable, she instead holds a columbine, an "herb of grace" (4.5.180), and where divine faithfulness is perhaps unsure, she can have a material substitute in the allegorical faithfulness of violets (1. 182). 

The question of God's presence or absence on earth was epitomized in the early modern Eucharistic controversies, and Ophelia's allusion to the baker's daughter invokes this complex issue. Doctrinal positions on this question ranged widely from the Catholic Church's doctrine of transubstantiation, to Luther's slightly more guarded view of Christ's real presence in the elements, to the sacramentarian views held by Calvin. The story of the baker's daughter, like these Eucharistic debates, turns on the association between Christ and bread. As in the Communion ceremony, the interaction between the girl and Jesus is mediated through the piece of bread, and had she charitably given him a large piece of bread, he would have, in return, given her generously of the spiritual bread of life. Although the medieval story does not challenge the identification between Christ and the bread in the way that later Reformation debates would, Ophelia's use of it pressures the relationship between spirit and material substance. Ophelia's next comment tightens the connection between the anecdote of the baker's daughter and the doctrinal problem of Christ's presence: "Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we may be. God be at your table" (4.5.43-44). The question of "what we may be" echoes other passages in the play that question what happens after death, both to the spirit and to the body. Hamlet, for example, imagines the body of a king passing through the guts of a beggar, a passage that Stephen Greenblatt argues is an allusion to the Eucharist in which the body of a heavenly king, transubstantiated at that altar, moves through the digestive tract. (17) Ophelia's blessing, "God be at your table," rachets up the Eucharistic associations implicit in the story of the baker's daughter. This phrase occurs nowhere else in Shakespeare's works. Unlike more common religious expressions such as "Zounds" or "Marry" or even Ophelia's earlier benediction "good dild you" at line 42 (a conventional corruption of "God yield [i.e., protect, reward] you"), this anomalous phrase has not been emptied of spiritual meaning through overuse. Ophelia moves from a generalized blessing (may God yield you), through the anecdote of baker's daughter, to a specific wish for God's presence at table. Since "table" in early modern usage could refer specifically to the Communion table, Ophelia's benediction supports two readings. Her phrase is simultaneously a generalized hope that the dining table will be full of food and the joyful sense of God's love, and it also offers a specific hope that God will be literally present at the holy table. Indeed, Ophelia's phrase, if rendered as a question, neatly sums up the entire Eucharistic controversy: to what degree was God, in fact, present at the table? 

In addition to invoking contemporary questions about the Eucharist and the nature of divine presence, the story of the baker's daughter also recalls the difficult choice of religious allegiances that men and women faced in the early years of the Reformation, a choice that was often simultaneously a marriage choice. In this story, Christ not only asks the girl for physical food to allay his hunger but also presents her with a spiritual call. Since this is a male Christ making a request of a presumably marriageable young girl, the story has overtones of marriage--not an earthly marriage between a man and a woman but a spiritual union between the human soul and God. In the Bible, a man's request for food or water from a young woman is often symbolically linked to marriage. In Genesis 24, Abraham's servant goes to the city of Nahor in Mesopotamia, and he has been told by his master that the woman who draws water for him at the well will marry Isaac. Thus, the servant's request for water is primarily a symbolic request for Rebekah to become Isaac's wife and thereby the mother of the Israelite nation. Similarly, Christ asks a Samaritan woman for a drink of water in John 4, and this request is a prelude to a discussion of her five husbands and her current adulterous liaison. In asking her for a drink, Christ tacitly calls her to forsake her fallen sexual congress and accept instead the spiritual marriage he offers. This vision of the conversion process as a marriage call widely informed medieval piety. As Peter Brown observes, the apostles were frequently seen as calling wives out of their husbands' beds and drawing women out of normal sexual traffic. (18) In the baker's daughter anecdote, when Christ enters the store and asks for food from the daughter working the oven, he presents her simultaneously with a difficult choice: marry Christ or marry the world. In failing to meet Christ's need for bread, she has also rejected his offer of spiritual union, and thus she becomes transformed into an owl, a bird associated with darkness and evil. 

The baker's daughter's symbolic choice of the world of the father over the world of the Father may well have acquired particular urgency during the Reformation. Donald Kelley observes that the early Reformation witnessed an unprecedented number of children defying parental authority and choosing Protestantism over the family's traditional faith: "The massive defection of sons and daughters was surely one of the fundamental elements of historical change in this period." (19) Debora Shuger points out that this religious and generational divide often manifested itself in the question of marriage, for young men and women often opted for partners that their parents found unacceptable on religious grounds. (20) As if the basic question of whether to conform to parental wishes were not difficult enough, the Protestant Reformation raised the ante: now the marriage question could also be a spiritual question, and a marriage decision could also be a public declaration of religious loyalties. Of course, by the time Shakespeare wrote Hamlet around 1600, this situation was not as acute a dilemma in England, for Protestantism had proved its dominance over the past decades. However, Hamlet features what Stephen Greenblatt calls the "fifty-year effect," in which Shakespeare foregrounds and queries practices of half a century earlier, such as the doctrine of purgatory. (21) This fifty-year effect also characterizes Shakespeare's probing of the painful intersection of marriage and religion in a world where Protestantism and Catholicism were colliding. Both the abolition of purgatory and the pressures of marriage in an increasingly Protestant world placed midcentury women and men in a similar predicament: what to do when the growing religion of the present entails a repudiation of the loyalties of the past? 

The story of the baker's daughter and the marriage dilemmas faced by young men and especially women during the rise of English Protestantism give us a new vantage point from which to think about Ophelia's own choices. Circumstances have, in effect, forced her to choose between loyalty to Hamlet and loyalty to her father. Polonius seems gratified that she has chosen daughterly submission, for he boasts that she has "in obedience" handed over Hamlet's letter and "given to mine ear" the story of Hamlet's other "solicitings" (2.2.124, 127, 125). In act 3, Ophelia appears to think that cooperating with her father will help Hamlet's madness and thus secure her future marriage. What she cannot predict is the fact that Hamlet will read that choice of loyalties as an unforgiveable rejection of him ("Are you honest?" he asks, implying that her obedience to her father entails sexual promiscuity [3.1.103]), nor can she know that the choice to submit to her father will only intensify the tragedy of the play. The 3.1 "nunnery scene" has powerful religious overtones. Ophelia, for instance, holds a book which makes her a stereotypical image of female piety (Renaissance audiences would have seen countless images of the Annunciation in which Mary sits book in hand), and upon seeing her, Hamlet asks that she remember his sins in her "orisons," or prayers (3.1.89). Specifically, Ophelia's choice to obey her father echoes the decision that many Catholic young women must have made at midcentury when faced with a Protestant suitor. Shakespeare presents a young man associated with Wittenberg who courts a young woman. She, however, ultimately bends to her father's wishes, and returns the young man's letters; then, in a scene of passionate, angry dismissal, the young man tells her she had best join a nunnery. It is hard not to see in this scenario an echo of the tragic familial and romantic fractures all too common in midcentury England. Hamlet seems to overreact to her filial obedience, characterizing it as moral corruption instead of laudable daughterly submission. The historical parallels here invite readers to think about the response of Protestant suitors who, when faced with female loyalty to the old faith, resorted to denunciation and vilification. 

This is not to suggest that Polonius and Ophelia should be read as actual recusants and that Ophelia, in preferring her father's wishes over Hamlet's, has in effect preferred Catholicism over Protestantism. This play has no such allegorical leanings, and Ophelia is not a female version of the the Red Crosse Knight forced to pick between Una/Protestantism and Duessa/Catholicism. Shakespeare instead uses English religious history as a means to represent a character's personal dilemma and vice versa. The example of the Ghost is instructive here. In showing Hamlet encountering a specter seemingly right out of purgatory, Shakespeare uses a kind of doctrinal vocabulary as a means to depict more vividly Hamlet's personal grief. And that very personal grief simultaneously becomes a vehicle to think through larger questions of how the abolition of purgatory disabled the ongoing relationship between the living and the dead. Similarly, Ophelia's personal tragedy becomes all the more compelling and complex through its resonances with the tumult of England's religious history. 

Mapping Ophelia's predicament onto the situation of midcentury marriages only throws into relief the painful impossibility of both. Ophelia's choice to obey her father compromises her future, but choosing to disobey her father would scarcely be any better in a world that valued daughterly obedience. Early modern men and women forced to choose between loyalty to a father and allegiance to the new religion were in a similar no-win situation. If we think about Ophelia's dilemma as resembling the midcentury marriage situation, then Shakespeare seems to present a guardedly sympathetic view of those forced to make the hard choices. The story of the baker's daughter is the story of a young woman who, faced with a young man, chose the traditional world of the father over the radical options the young man Christ offers. Hers is also a disastrously wrong choice. The fact that Ophelia, in her final madness, alludes to the baker's daughter suggests that she may sense in retrospect that she, too, has chosen wrongly. Just as the baker's daughter's choices result in her transformation into an owl, Ophelia has, however blamelessly or however much a result of impossible circumstances, taken a course that ends in madness and the "maimed rites" due to a suicide (5.1.212). Early modern men and especially women may have looked back at the conservative marriage choices made in the middle of the sixteenth century and realized, in a now dominantly Protestant world, that they too made the wrong choice and their culture now literally damned them for it. 

Only a few lines after her reference to the baker's daughter, Ophelia turns to another fragment of the medieval Catholic past, and this allusion raises questions about the relationship between female sexuality and sanctity. Where the baker's daughter chooses, in effect, not to become a bride of Christ, Ophelia alludes to a saint who made exactly the opposite choice: St. Charity. The second stanza of this second song begins with the oath "By Gis and by Saint Charity" (4.5.58). "Gis" is a common mincing of "Jesus," but the reference to St. Charity appears nowhere else in Shakespeare's works. Although Jenkins asserts that there is no saint by this name, the most popular of all medieval hagiographies does, in fact, contain a St. Charity. In his Golden Legend, Jacobus de Voragine recounts that St. Charity was one of three daughters to a mother named Sophia, or Wisdom, and not surprisingly, her two sisters are named Faith and Hope. (22) Richard Verstegan borrowed Jacobus's account for his 1606 "Trivmphe of Feminyne Saintes" in Odes in Imitation of the Seaven Penitential Psalmes. Verstegan praises the saints "Fides and Spes and Charitas, / Borne of Sophia sage" who, for their faith, "Were whipped, thrust in boyling pitche / And hedded [beheaded] afterward." (23) Whether or not there was a St. Charity, the OED notes that charity was often personified in the period, and Jenkins argues that although "by Saint Charity" does not actually refer to a saint, it was "often used in oaths as if it were." (24) 

Swearing by St. Charity seems to have been particularly associated with Catholics. For example, in The Troublesome Raigne of John, King of England (1591), the First Friar begs "Sweete S. Withold of thy lenitie, defend vs from extremetie / And heare vs for S. Charitie, oppressed with austeritie." (25) In the May eclogue of the Shepheardes Calender (1579), the dissembling fox who represents Catholic rapacity disguises himself as a poor peddler and, to win a credulous young goat's sympathy, falls down as if in pain, crying, "Ah dear Lord, and sweet Saint Charitee." (26) In glossing this oath, E. K. notes, "The Catholiques comen othe [common oath], and onely speache, to haue charitye alwayes in their mouth, and sometime in their outward Actions, but neuer inwardly in fayth and godly zeale." (27) If, as E. K. suggests, calling on St. Charity was a characteristically Catholic practice, then Ophelia's oath--which can seem so innocuous to modern ears--may have been more fraught with meaning for early modern audiences. For these listeners, it probably came as no surprise that a woman who swore by St. Charity should also allude to other forms of old Catholic piety and die singing old lauds. 

St. Charity epitomizes the same problem raised by the story of the baker's daughter: to what degree can the sacred be understood as materially present? Just as the Reformation responded to the baker's daughter story by scoffing at the idea that Jesus could literally walk into one's shop, so too Protestants saw Charity as strictly an abstract virtue, not a real person. Edmund Spenser's treatment of Charity in The Faerie Queene seems to turn on this issue. In book 1's House of Holiness, Spenser features the three daughters of Caelia: Speranza, Fidelia, and Charissa. As an actual character who meets, talks with, and assists Red Crosse, Charissa--like St. Charity--is a real presence in the narrative. As an allegorical representation of one of the three theological virtues, however, she simultaneously epitomizes charity's absence from the concrete world of things. A similar allegorical impulse probably gave rise to Charity's medieval legend since there is no historical evidence for a flesh-and-blood St. Charity. The medieval Catholic response was to imagine Charity as a real saint, located in a specific historical era and suffering unique bodily torments as a result of her faith. (28) Protestants, in contrast, preferred the idea of charity over such hagiographic embodiments. E. K.'s critique of the Catholic oath "by Saint Charity" is unintentionally ironic: a glossator of markedly Protestant sympathies, who thus regards charity primarily as an abstract virtue, accuses Catholics (who had the option of regarding the saint as an actual person) of draining all the substance out of Charity. 

Ophelia's oath "by Saint Charity" is reminiscent of Hamlet's earlier oath "Yes by Saint Patrick" (1.5.143) after first meeting the Ghost. Both oaths raise the question of to what degree the saints--and by extension the things of the spirit--can substantively inhabit the earth. Ophelia's oath "by Saint Charity" is akin to her blessing "may God be at your table" in that it supports two readings. It can be seen as merely a generalized reference to one of the three theological virtues or it can be read as an invocation of a specific virgin martyr. Both "by Saint Charity" and "may God be at your table" thus raise the same question: is the sacred actually immanent in the present? Hamlet contemplates this same issue. After his encounter with the Ghost, Hamlet swears by St. Patrick in order to affirm the reality of what he has seen, and the saint's name becomes the guarantor that the Ghost is not an imagined figment but a real presence. Far from being meaningless invocations, the references to St. Patrick and St. Charity are also underpinned by a fund of specific iconographic meaning. As Greenblatt points out, Hamlet swears "by Saint Patrick" after seeing the Ghost because St. Patrick was the proverbial keeper of purgatory, and Shakespeare displays here a fine-tuned understanding of how the late medieval world viewed this Irish saint. (29) The details of Charity's legend are similarly relevant to Ophelia's oath in act 4. 

Charity's legend, like the stories of all medieval virgin martyrs, focuses on female sexuality. As the quintessential virgin martyr, Charity's piety is made most clear by her triumphant rejection of fallen sexual traffic. In her legend, St. Charity chooses very differently than the baker's daughter. By accepting the martyr's crown, she enters into spiritual marriage with Christ even though this marriage entails not just dying to the world's fallen values but also undergoing a panoply of physical tortures. In Jacobus's legend of Sophia and her three daughters, the beauty of the three girls so enchants the Emperor Hadrian that he wants to adopt them as daughters. Unlike other legends where pagan magistrates, kings, or emperors openly demand sex from Christian maidens, this legend sublimates the emperor's erotic attraction into a desire for surrogate parenthood. The sexualized nature of Hadrian's overtures remains muted in the martyrdoms of Faith and Hope: Faith is martyred for refusing to be adopted, and Hope dies because she will not sacrifice to idols. Charity's temptation, however, is the most eroticized of the three. She refuses to yield to what Jacobus calls "Hadrian's blandishments," a refusal that results in her death. (30) Writing three centuries later, Spenser presents a similarly sexualized image of Charissa in The Faerie Queene: "Her necke and breasts were ever open bare, / That ay thereof her babes might sucke their fill." (31) Charity is the theological virtue most linked to giving to others, and female embodiments of charity naturally raise the possibility of sexual giving. Characteristically, Jacobus, the Roman Catholic hagiographer, repudiates this question of sexual generosity by replacing it with virgin martyrdom, while Spenser, the Protestant poet, repudiates adulterous eroticism by showing instead virtuous maternal fecundity. 

Charity's legend also lays stress on the female saintly community that enfolds her. Just as the Virgin Mary was often depicted in the company of women like her mother Anne, her grandmother Emerentia, and her cousin Elizabeth, Charity dies in the company of her sisters and mother. (32) She chooses a lethal solidarity with her sisters over a sensuous liaison with the male emperor, and Jacobus posits a clear privileging of these female-female relationships (which, in this case, are the paths to holiness) over the hypothetical female-male relationship (which would here lead to spiritual death). Spenser similarly foregrounds Charissa's place in a female community, so much so that even though she exemplifies pious motherhood (i.e., we know her children are born in wedlock), Spenser never alludes to her husband. Her many children thus seem more an allegorical product of Charissa's interactions with her sisters Speranza and Fidelia than of her interactions with a man. 

Charity's place in a female saintly community and her steadfast refusal of illicit sex work in painful tension to the context of Ophelia's lament. In her Valentine's Day song, Ophelia invokes St. Charity to criticize casual sexual relations and especially the brutal callousness of young men, and her song highlights the tragic aftermath of sexual congress. In the song, the female speaker comes to a young man's door because it is Valentine's Day: 

    Tomorrow is Saint Valentine's day,

    All in the morning betime

    And I a maid at your window,

    To be your Valentine.

    Then up he rose, and donn'd his clo'es

    And dupp'd the chamber door,

    Let in the maid that out a maid

    Never departed more.

    (4.5.48-55)

Ophelia's rendition of the song then turns to a critique of male behavior, one that uses the example of St. Charity to condemn the actions of the song: 

    By Gis and by Saint Charity,

    Alack and fie for shame!

    Young men will do't if they come to't;

    By Cock, they are to blame.

    (ll. 58-61)

This young woman is the opposite of St. Charity, who died rather than submit to Hadrian, for instead of rejecting a man's advances, this young woman has initiated those advances herself. She has celebrated St. Valentine's Day not by acts of special devotion or by acting like St. Charity, but by showing exceptional sexual boldness. 

The tension between the girl's sexual wantonness and St. Charity's sexual purity is compounded by the larger tension in this passage between St. Valentine and St. Charity. Of course, in medieval hagiography, there is no such tension, and Valentine displays a piety just as correct and praiseworthy as Charity's. The Golden Legend recounts briefly that Valentine was a priest who, because he professed Christianity and refused to worship idols, was beheaded by the emperor Claudius near the end of the third century. (33) In a remarkable historical irony, Valentine's Day became the occasion for sexual couplings, probably because birds began pairing sometime in the middle of February. This association between Valentine's Day and sexual intercourse was well enough established by Shakespeare's day that Duke Theseus, in Midsummer Night's Dream, seeing the paired young lovers returned from the forest, remarks "Saint Valentine's is past. / Begin these wood-birds but to couple now?" (34) In Ophelia's song, the girl has acted in a way befitting St. Valentine's Day as popularly celebrated but in a manner diametrically opposed to St. Valentine's and St. Charity's models of a holy life. Ironically, St. Valentine's Day has stimulated her misguided actions instead of deterring them, and the song implicitly questions the kinds of behaviors appropriate on a saint's day, tacitly gesturing toward the ever-widening rift between the idea of the holiday and that of the holy day. 

Ophelia has, at this point, alluded to three young girls who make literal or symbolic sexual choices that have deep spiritual implications. On the one hand, the girl of the St. Valentine's Day song actually goes to a man's bed out of wedlock. The baker's daughter makes a similar choice, for she, too, turns away from a standard of high spiritual perfection, preferring the traditional values of the world over marriage with Christ. For both, choosing the world of men over the world of God brings tragedy: the baker's daughter is turned into an owl (a bird proverbially associated with witches and thus linked also to wicked sexual relations), and the girl of the song is now damaged sexual goods. In contrast to these young women, Ophelia offers the model of St. Charity who obeys her Savior's call even to the point of death, cleaving to an all-female community made up of her sisters and her mother. In Jacobus's version of the legend, Hadrian has Charity racked, beaten, scourged, thrown into a furnace, and finally "stabbed with white hot nails," and although this last torture understandably kills her, she ultimately wins the spiritual battle. To emphasize Charity's victory, Jacobus ends his account with the emperor's ugly death: "As for Hadrian, his whole body rotted and he wasted away to death, admitting the while that he had unjustly done injury to the saints of God." (35) The choices of these three young girls might be reduced to the following moral: submitting to the claims of mortal men brings only victimization and powerlessness while resisting these claims can lead, through the paradoxical logic of martyrdom, to the ultimate female triumph. 

The fact that Ophelia alludes to these extreme examples of female behavior (tellingly, she offers no happy medium of being a contented wife or a socially revered virgin) indicates her state of mind and her understanding of the dramatic events that have transpired. Trying to submit to her father and to be a good potential wife for Hamlet has brought her nothing. Or rather, it has brought her shattering grief and madness. At the opposite extreme from this pliancy in the face of male demands, Ophelia alludes to the example of St. Charity. Charity's unbending piety might not be an appealing one for modern readers who have a hard time comprehending martyrdom, but for premodern readers, she epitomized empowerment and spiritual triumph. By Ophelia's day, however, St. Charity's model was no longer available to young women since after the Protestant Reformation, virgin martyrs ceased to be the cultural ideal of sanctity. Of course, women (both Protestant and Catholic) had been tragically martyred for their faith in recent English history, but these martyrdoms no longer foregrounded the question of virginity in the same way as in the medieval legends. An important tenet of English Protestant thought was that virginity should no longer be lauded as the highest possible goal of human life but rather be seen as a necessary precondition to marriage, and so dying a virgin could be seen as prideful recalcitrance rather than exemplary piety. 

Ophelia is thus caught between two models of female behavior: one, embodied by the girl of the song, is both realistic (women widely entered into sexual traffic with men) and tragic (these women are often betrayed, as when the young man of the song refuses to wed the girl precisely because she has had sex with him). The other, represented by St. Charity, is unrealistic (the Reformation had decisively foreclosed the idea of the virgin martyr) and yet ultimately empowering. The misery of this predicament--being caught between equally untenable options--is only compounded by St. Charity's associations with a female community, for such a community is precisely what Ophelia lacks. As the only other woman in the play, Gertrude acts most like the girl of the Valentine's Day song: she eagerly puts herself into a man's bed even though this act leaves what she calls "black and grained spots" in her soul (3.4.90). In the hagiographic tradition. Charity's defense of her virginity and her consequent martyrdom are validated not only by their self-evident piety but also by the example of other women, and the medieval period held up numerous other virgin martyrs as the consummate ideals of virtue. (36) For Ophelia, however, acting like St. Charity and rejecting the world of men would not bring her into solidarity with other women but would only deepen her isolation. Ruth Vanita points out that the iconoclasms of the English Reformation removed countless images of female figures--both Mary and the female saints--from English churches, leaving female believers without the role models available to them a half century earlier. (37) The Protestant Reformation not only disabled the model of the virgin martyr but also erased the many female pseudodeities who could intercede on humans' behalf, and Ophelia's allusion to St. Charity throws into relief how this solacing female spiritual community has been lost. 

St. Charity's associations with madness similarly draw attention to the fact that the medieval saints could no longer be invoked for miraculous cures in an early modern world. As Carol Thomas Neely points out, saints like St. Romauld and St. Ignatius Loyola were popularly believed to heal those possessed by evil spirits. (38) St. Charity was likewise prayed to on behalf of children sick with "the fairy," or displaying the kinds of aberrant behaviors associated with enchantment. For instance, in Cambridgeshire, the healer Elizabeth Mortlock cured children sick with the fairy by saying a series of set prayers, measuring out a piece of the afflicted one's girdle or band along her arm, and "craving God for Saint Charity's sake that if [the child] be haunted with a fairy, yea or no, she may know." (39) Although Mortlock invokes Charity to help with a diagnosis instead of a cure, her impulse to call on St. Charity when confronted with a sick child emerges from an age-old association between saints and healings. Indeed, the majority of miracles done at medieval saints' shrines were thaumaturgic ones. (40) We can usefully contrast Ophelia's allusion to St. Charity with the cure proposed for the Jailer's Daughter in Two Noble Kinsmen. (41) The Doctor in Kinsmen advises sexual intercourse as the best way to heal the Jailer's Daughter's madness. As he frankly tells the Wooer, "fit her home, and presently." (42) Unlike Ophelia whose madness leads to her drowning, the Jailer's Daughter is both rescued from drowning by the Wooer and implicitly cured by having sex with him. While this ending is technically a happy one, it is hard to be comfortable with either the confidence that a good "fitting" is all the Daughter needs or with the fact that the Wooer only wins his way into her bed by pretending to be Palamon. (43) In contrast to the Doctor's belief that sexual intercourse with a man is the best cure for female insanity, Ophelia's mad allusion reminds listeners of the saints' role in healing madness. Of course, seeking a cure from a saint--like dying a virgin marytr--was no longer a mainstream option by the writing of Hamlet. The Reformation had disallowed pilgrimage to saints' shrines in the middle of the sixteenth century (perhaps another instance of Greenblatt's "fifty-year effect" at work in this play), and Protestant apologists had denounced the idea that the saints could be invoked to work miraculous cures. (44) Calling on St. Charity admittedly does nothing to heal Ophelia's madness; however, it reminds us of a time when young women in the grip of insanity could readily turn to holy female role models for assistance instead of being remanded to a man's bed. 

The references to going on pilgrimage to a saint's shrine buried in the allusion to St. Charity are more prominent in the very first ballad that Ophelia sings. Ophelia's song opens: 

    How should I your true love know

    From another one?

    By his cockle hat and staff

    And his sandal shoon.

    (4.5.23-24)

The cockle-shell badge, a staff, and sandals were the characteristic iconographic emblems of St. James, and, since St. James was the patron saint of pilgrims, of all pilgrims themselves. James's shrine in Compostella, Spain, was one of the most important pilgrimage sites in Europe, and Ophelia's song would have conjured up images of pilgrims wearing the clothes characteristic of St. James and streaming piously toward his shrine. Ophelia's song alludes also to another well-known pilgrimage site, one closer to home: the shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham. Her song reprises a late medieval ballad in which a deserted lover, following his lady who has gone on pilgrimage to Walsingham, meets another pilgrim coming from the famous English shrine. The lover asks, "[as] yee come ffrom the holy Land of walsingham / mett you not wt my true loue / by the way as you Came." The pilgrim responds, "how shold I know yor true loue," and the lover answers, "Shee is neither white nor browne / but as the heauens ffaire / there is none hathe their fforme diuine on the earth or the ayre." (45) As Peter Seng notes, this popular ballad produced a number of imitations, and he cites numerous examples, including Old Merrythought's song in Beaumont and Fletcher's Knight of the Burning Pestle (1613): "As you cam from Walsingham, from that holy land, / there met you not with my tru-loue by the way." (46) 

By featuring a woman who has left her lover to go on pilgrimage, forcing him to follow after her, the Walsingham ballad offers a striking image of female mobility, and it provides a glimpse of a late medieval world in which women, under the pretext of pilgrimage, were at least theoretically more free to move around than their early modern counterparts. It furthermore opens up the possibility that pilgrimage could be an option for women who wished to escape the importunities of men. The song gives no account of the young woman's motives for leaving, but simply by featuring a woman who leaves her male lover behind in the name of pilgrimage, the song depicts a course of action not readily available to early modern women. Shakespeare's revision of this ballad stresses the link between female travel and female self-determination. In his unique version of the song, the man leaves on pilgrimage, and the woman must venture after him, asking passersby if they have seen "his cockle hat and staff / And his sandal shoon." Interestingly, one other Shakespeare play provides an image of a woman hunting down her wayward lover, and here too the female freedom to pursue is linked to pilgrimage. In All's Well That Ends Well, Helena goes on pilgrimage to St. Jacques (Santiago de Compostella) with the apparent intent to recover Bertram. Furthermore, she goes entirely unaccompanied, entering Florence alone dressed as a "holy pilgrim." (47) Ophelia's ballad and All's Well provide images of deserted women who, rather than weeping helplessly at home, venture out searching for the men who have abandoned them, and the fact that the journey is a pilgrimage legitimizes the search of a lone female for her male. These literary figures are descendents of Chaucer's Wife of Bath whose pilgrimage to Canterbury seems motivated in part by a desire to find a sixth husband. In the instances of these pilgrim women, pilgrimage offers them not only the option to travel but also a means to work actively to acquire (or reacquire) their lovers or husbands. However, two of these pilgrim women (the Wife of Bath and the woman of the Walsingham ballad) are part of a medieval world, and the other one is relatively anomalous in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature. Helena's freedom to pursue Bertram cannot be read as indicating that abandoned early modern women could ordinarily venture after their men, and Helena only acquires such mobility by donning the costume of a bygone religious world. 

In contrast to such fantasized mobility, most early modern women probably experienced a stasis like that of the female addressee in John Donne's "Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" who must stay pinned to one spot while her lover orbits her fixed center. By closing down the busy network of pilgrimage routes that fanned out across medieval Europe, the Protestant Reformers not only eradicated what they considered popery but also dramatically narrowed the horizons and the options of ordinary women. English Reformers urged their congregations to redirect the money previously used for pilgrimages into good works closer to home, and such calls to keep people and money in a purely local circulation meant that men and especially women lost the travel opportunities formerly available to them. (48) The association between pilgrimage and female empowerment only makes Ophelia's use of the Walsingham ballad all the more tragic. Unlike the young woman in the song, she cannot follow Hamlet to England. Instead, she remains fixed in place, and, denied the freedoms of pilgrimage, she falls by default into the unconstrained license of madness. Indeed, the predicament of the grieving yet highly mobile female pilgrim in the ballad seems ultimately less painful than Ophelia's place in the frozen, claustrophobic world of Elsinore. 

In addition to stressing the bygone practice of pilgrimage, Ophelia's ballad also calls attention to the loss of the Walsingham shrine itself, a sacred place that has been described as "incomparably the most important shrine of its kind in medieval England." (49) By Shakespeare's day, the shrine at Walsingham had been destroyed. When Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries, affection for the Walsingham priory led to a minor local rebellion in 1537. With characteristic Henrician savagery, the leaders were drawn and quartered right outside the priory walls, the priory and shrine pulled down, and the famous statue of the Virgin burned in the streets. This destruction of one of the most beloved holy spots in the kingdom prompted the popular ballad "A Lament for Walsingham" which unflinchingly censures Henry's "wronge" in destroying the shrine: 

    Bitter, bitter oh to behold the grasse to growe,

    Where the walls of Walsingam so stately did shewe.

    Such were the works of Walsingham while shee did stand,

    Such are the wrackes as now do shewe of that holy land.

    Oules do scrike where the sweetest himnes lately weer songe,

    Toades and serpents hold their dennes wher the palmers did thronge

    Weepe, weepe O Walsingham, whose dayes are nightes,

    Blessinge turned to blasphemies, holy deeds to dispites.

    Sinne is wher our Ladie sate, heaven turned is to hell,

    Sathan sittes wher our Lord did swaye, Walsingam oh farewell. (50)

This song expresses the keen grief felt when old forms of piety and ritual observance were demolished by the Reformation, and the devastating sense of loss provides a subtext for Ophelia's own lament. (51) The reference to Walsingham works like her allusion to the story of the baker's daughter and to St. Charity: all three invoke a medieval world where the sacred impinged more directly and more concretely upon a fallen earth. Just as believers could no longer meet Christ in a bakery or invoke St. Charity's aid, they had similarly lost the ability to travel to Walsingham, kneel on its stones, and piously pray before the miracle-working statue of the Virgin. 

Ophelia's use of the Walsingham ballad also reminds listeners of a medieval world in which a woman was the focus of piety. Walsingham was the center of Marian devotion in England, and in razing the shrine, English Reformers demolished the place where Christianity was most linked to female power. Walsingham's shrine was originally founded in the eleventh century when a wealthy widow, Richeldis, received a vision from the Virgin Mary instructing her to build a wooden replica of the house in Nazareth where Mary was visited by the angel and conceived. (52) The house came to be known as the "newe Nazareth," (53) and as such it was specifically a shrine to the miracle of Incarnation, when the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. Gibson writes, "no better example exists of the image theology of the late Middle Ages than the Walsingham shrine, a replica or stage setting that pilgrims saw as proof of the Virgin's accessibility, the place where Mary--particularized, localized, in bodily likeness--had made her house and had heard the angel's message." (54) The early modern "Lament for Walsingham" lays stress on the absence of a benign female divinity in the wake of Reformation iconoclasms: "Sinne is wher our Ladie sate, heaven turned is to hell." Where the story of the baker's daughter shows a male Christ literally standing in an English bakery, the Walsingham ballad recalls the shrine where a miraculous image of Christ's mother sat enthroned on English soil, her statue flanked on either side by images of St. Katherine and St. Margaret. (55) Shakespeare's plays notoriously feature daughters without mothers, and Ophelia's allusion to Our Lady of Walsingham suggests that, in the years before the Reformation, a daughter without a mother could turn to a different Mother for comfort. Ultimately, every aspect of Ophelia's world is diametrically opposed to the world of the Walsingham ballad. Where the young woman of the song goes on pilgrimage, Ophelia is frozen in place; where the young woman can try to seek out her lover, Ophelia's is permanently lost to her; where medieval Walsingham made the sacred immanent in the present, the true things of God cannot be seen or felt in the early modern world of Hamlet; where the Walsingham shrine allows a redemptive female spiritual force to suffuse a fallen world, Hamlet (like early modern Protestantism in general) privileges male embodiments of power. Mad Ophelia enters the stage in act 4, singing of a bygone religious system that could have offered her everything that she has currently lost. 

The nature of Ophelia's death is consistent with the network of medieval Catholic allusions that lace her ravings in 4.5, and her drowning resonates with the highly publicized suicide of the Catholic convert, Sir James Hales in 1560. Although by the writing of Hamlet, Hales's sensational death would have been old news, this play is deeply preoccupied with events of half a century earlier. Furthermore, Shakespeare was specifically thinking of the Hales case during the writing of Hamlet, for editors of Hamlet have long recognized that the Gravedigger's hair-splitting in 5.1.10-12 ("if I drown myself wittingly, it argues an act, and an act hath three branches--it is to act, to do, to perform; argal, she drowned herself wittingly") presents a parody of the legal arguments used at Hales's postmortem trial. (56) Significantly, this allusion to Hales--a Reformer under Edward VI, who converted to Catholicism under duress and later drowned himself--appears right after Gertrude recounts Ophelia's drowning. Gertrude describes Ophelia's garments pulling her "To muddy death" (4.7.182), and roughly twenty lines later (including a scene break), the gravediggers begin the legal cavilling that so clearly recalls the Hales trial. This juxtaposition invites audiences to connect the fictional drowning with the historical one, and Ophelia's allusions to medieval Catholic forms of belief further strengthen the association between her situation and Hales's. I am not suggesting that Hales and Ophelia should be read as exact analogues of one another. Ophelia, unlike Hales, does not convert from Protestantism to Catholicism in a public act of renunciation. And although her abbreviated funeral rites strongly suggest suicide, her drowning is admittedly more ambiguous than Hales's clear and deliberate act of self-slaughter. What I am suggesting is that the Hales case provided a contemporary context for understanding Ophelia's death, one in which drowning results from being caught between two rival religious systems. Hales found himself in the tormented limbo of the traitor: Protestants did not want him since his renunciation of his faith was seen as a cowardly betrayal, and Catholics were suspicious since he recanted only under threat. Ophelia's situation is obviously quite different, and yet there are affinities between her and Hales. She seems imaginatively pinned between the real world of early modern Protestantism and the fantasized world of medieval Catholicism, and like Hales, she finds release only at the bottom of a cold river. 

In his depictions of both Hamlet and Ophelia, Shakespeare links madness to England's medieval Catholic past. For Hamlet, the encounter with the purgatorial Ghost triggers a kind of mental derangement, and whether his madness is real or feigned, the extremity of his duress is undeniable. In Ophelia's case, Shakespeare presents a slightly different dynamic since the flood of medieval Catholic allusions seems more the result of her insanity than its catalyst. Shakespeare may be experimenting here with the limits of what he can depict onstage: perhaps recognizably Catholic allusions are allowable in a play if spoken by deranged characters? Shakespeare probes this same question further a few years later in King Lear, when Edgar, who is feigning madness, sings about St. Withold. Wandering the hilly countryside, the saint meets the "night mare and her nine-fold" and dismisses the witch with the command "aroint thee." Edgar's ditty imagines a saint who wanders the countryside (he "footed thrice" the hilly terrain) and who retains the power to exorcise witches and their brood. (57) In giving Edgar these verses, Shakespeare echoes his earlier depiction of Ophelia, for in both cases the descent into madness (whether real or feigned) is marked by allusions to the saints' efficacy on earth. 

Hamlet shows how death can put pressure on the belief structures of English Protestantism, allowing vestiges of England's Catholic past to irrupt into the Protestant present. The task of accommodating the two irreconcilable religious positions can result in madness. Significantly, Shakespeare shows Hamlet and Ophelia reconciling the past and the present in different ways. Hamlet, by the end of the play, seems to shake free of the specter of Catholic purgatory, which has haunted him in acts 1 through 3. After the Ghost disappears from the stage, Hamlet is calmer, and his trust in "the special providence" that guides all things seems strongly reminiscent of contemporary Protestant theology (5.2.215). (58) In Ophelia's case, unlike Hamlet's, the past does not disappear. Indeed, Ophelia seems to slip entirely into this past since she dies voicing monastic forms of piety. Ophelia's final recourse to bygone forms of piety resonates with Fran Dolan's persuasive claim that early modern women were particularly associated with Catholicism. (59) We should resist, however, the temptation to explain away Ophelia's "old lauds" as simply a function of her gender since such a reading does not do full justice to the terrible pressures that the early modern religious controversies brought to bear on ordinary people of all kinds. In Hamlet, Shakespeare seems all too well aware of how tragically unbearable those pressures could be. 
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