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[Dramatic Function of the Songs in Hamlet]t

1

How should T your true love know
From another ane?

By his cockle hat and staff,
‘And his sandal shoon.

™)
He is dead and gone, lady,
He is dead and gone;
Athis head a grass-green turf,
At his heelsa stone.
72-73)
White his shroud as the mountain snow.
)

Larded all with sweet flowers;
‘Which bewept to the grave [Q2: “ground”] did not go
With true-love showers. @)

suface irony detected by most o the commentators—that the
ates to the death of Polonius—is not wrong; it simply docs not
go far enough. The song does, after all, tell of a loved one who has
unexpectedly died and who has been buried wi ites.
n ought to relate Ophelia’s song more
s appearance on her entrance confirms
ady heard about her, that she is mentally
n i, “Where is the beauteous Majesty of
Den Granville-Barker, “Aye, indeed, where
s she?” Certainly not in the wretched and haggard Queen confronting
the mad girl. In timid words that betray her apprchension Gertrude
responds, “How now, Ophelia?” Her nondescript question reccives its
only answer in (11. 1-2 of| the song. It i casy to imagine the Queen's
sudden dread of wht the crazed girl may say. We sense
what imports this song?”
. Gertrude once had a
rue-love whom she filed to distinguish from “another one.” . .. [But]
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“He is dead and gone, lady.”
rupts, only to be fold .. . that the true-love was one “Which bewept to
the grave did not go -love showers.” That obviously interpo-
lated negative chides Gertrude for her inadequate mourning for
Hamlet, and perhaps for worse offences as well, *+ + +

 Coleridge alone, among comm
divined the memories tha
In his lectures on Shakespeare he cal
her songs of
two thoughts that
Hamlct and her fl
of her pure imaginat

avowcd by her father and brother concern-
her honor lay exposed.!

ing the danger to
‘The last the audience has seen of Ophelia before

crs deranged,

singing and playing on a lute, is the time when she

 had ason to
‘expect them. The remarks made by Gertrude -.z?._ﬁ%.&a

1hop'd thou shouldst have been my Hal
Ithought thy bride-bed to have deck'd, sweet mai
And not have strewd thy grave (89

occasion. And long befor
s own earlier judgement of
ight have been in error.
have transpired
play and
have undone her world

out of Denmark and been
aboard ship for England. The disraught g could hardly o to Kong
Claudius, and the “beauteous Majesty of Denmark,” Gertrude, has
apparently been avoiding For Ophe as for Hamlet, Denmark
has become a prison, and she is all alone at Elsinore. It is the realization

1. o the uoation fom ol s sboe, . 16 Edtor

[DraaTic Fuxcrion or T Sonos v Hawur] a9

o this fact, coming on top of all the earlier horrors, that destroys her

sanity.
the light of such a background the “true-love” of the ballad is now

seen 10 be Harnlet. He has gone actossthe seas on a mysterious voyage:
whose import is unknown to her. Yet the song that she sings fancifully

make a pilgrimage to Walsingham—he has reason en
he can be recognized on the road by the habiliments of
lea But the old
g has its own inexarable logic, a fiction of its tragic
1y becomes th ‘Ophelia knows: “He is dead and gone,
dy." For an audience viewing this scene, irony is added to the pathos.
The nightmare delusion which assals the poor gir’s mind is, in fact,
the very realty which Claudius had intended.

th an imaginary wayfarer's echo of her simple
; it ends

i the equally simple statement
foreign land. Hamlet has been laid 1o carth by

Strangers, and without the tribute of Ophelia’s true-love tears. Such a
lowing of her own barren ites a few scenes later in
e churchyard.

n

ow is Saint Valentine's day,
the morning betime,
maid at your

An
To be your Vz
Then up he rose, and donn'd
‘And dupped the chamber-door,
Letin the maid, that out a maid
Never departed more.
()

By Gis and by Saint Charity,
Alack, and fi for shame!
Young men will do't,

By Cock, they are to blame.
Quoth she ‘Before you tumbled me,
You promised me to wed

clo'es,

He answers:

*So would 1 'a done, by yonder sun,
An thou hadst not come to my bed"
3)
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Ophelia may have leamed her song from a “frec-spoken” nurse-
‘maid—or from almast anyone clse in that fec-spoken age; crities
who are so concerned to salvage her innocence tend frequerity to forget
thatt s ot Hamletsone who sl . Opheli's fther and brther
have had their share in the spoliati s purity and her child-
like trust. The cynicism of Lacrtes ?

nature which believed men
content with a mere gen-

as far as Ophelia is concerned,
s conduct to her thus far would ever have occasioned (

“Then weigh what loss your honour may su

Tmust tell you

You do not understand yourself so learly

As it behooves my daughter and your honour.
s between you? Give me up the truth

nly “tenders of his affec

Do you believe his tenders, as you
His remarks bear the same implicati

[Drawatic Funcrion or e Soncs iy Hawer| 2

ically and too late, her trust was not misplaced. Yet father and son are

concemed to throw a lurid light across the Polonius' bi
joke, “Tender yourself more dearly, Or tender me a fool
‘Behave yourself more carefully or you make a fool of me

2) bring a bastard grandchild to me’ s slander

on her honor and on her love for Hamlet st

lonius, however,
“Ay, fashion you may ci
effor to keep her vis
she cou
protestations of love. Her appeal
countenance to his specch, my lord, With almost al the holy voy
heaven.” But Polonius is not to be shaken from lovely
of man and the world. Those “holy vows of heaven” are mere “springes
to catch woodcocks.” Years of politicking at court have taught him better
than to belicve in men's words, no matter how butressed wit

ths, and he rides roughshod over her trusful nature. He orders her to
“be scanter” henceforth of her maiden presence, to se her entreatments
at 2 highes rate than “a command to parley”; as for thosc “holy vows”

they are brokers,
Not of that dyc which their investments show,
of unholy suis,

ied and pious bawds,

Breathing I
The better to beguile.

iabeth I's court suggests that ever
Id of Diana a father would need be wary about his daughter. Yet those
‘merely prudent e hard.

poses of entrapnicnt and how is
e of agent provocateur that he
nds about the son'’ sexual mor-

“The fact of the case scems to be that Polonius i only too willing to
expedicncy; and it s his spying, sneaking,
brings about his own death. The inter-
begun a5 a rash and fightencd father's
about the ways of the world, but it ends as
uring the interview there is no question in
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an audience’s mind that the relations between Hamlet and Ophelia have
been other than honest g doubts about the matter are surely

ind Lacttes impress on Ophelia in this cps

er tragedy. That vision is reinforced by
tment of her, but his ac

Ophelia that
r daughter and

For bonny sweet Robin is all my joy.
()

not come again?
I a not come a

His beard was as white as snow,
All flaxen was his poll;
Heis gone, he is gone,
And we cast away moan;
God-a-mercy on his soul!
n

[DraaTic Fuxcrion oF e Sovcs ¥ Hawis] 23]

=+ + Between . . . two funcr
song to the circumstances of h

dirges Ophelia once more alludes in
onship with Hamlet. For her brother,

Wy long undergone epic degencr
had become a by-word for promi

with horror,
ipating her language of
‘0 rose of May,” and then,

a few moments later he cries out

possible a young
n old ma

Immediately aftr her fist dirge he reverts—now with renewed pur-

‘pose—to thoughts of revenge:

Hadst thou thy wits, and didst persuade revenge,
It could not mo

fer.” Her words mean
such false lovers that he ) !
every thought except revenge: “This nothing’
e nonsense she speaks, a symptom of her madness,
engeance. There is appall-
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‘There’s rosemary, that's for remembrance. Pray
, love, remember. And there is pansies,
for thoughts. (76)

n a wooden understanding.
ilier Lartes had told Ophelia to regard Han

and a toy in blood;

5)
A pick-axe and a spade, a spade,
For and a shrouding sheet:
O, a pit of clay for to be made
For such a guest s meet
(86)
‘The gravedigger's song is  garbled and i
i e Bl sone s s fragmentary version of a poem

“The aged louer renounceth loue.” It was

first printed in Richard Tottel's Songs and Sonettes, 1557 * * +, but also

exists in a number of early manuscript copics.
s is from [Hyder E.] Rollins’ edition of Totte] (Cambridge, Mass.
1928-29, 1, 165 ff.]

[Drawatic Fuscrion or e Soncs v Haweer]

The aged louer renounceth
Toue.

As time requites for my behoue
they are not mete,

ey do me leaue,

y e fledde:

And tract of time begins to weaue,
Gray heares vpon my hedde.

For age with stelyng steppes,
Hath clawed me with his cowehe:
And lusty lfe away she leapes,

‘As there had bene none such.

My muse dothe not delight
Me as she did befor

ly idle rime:
And day by day to me she cryes,
Leaue of these toyes in time

The wrincles in my brow,
The furrowes in my face:
Say limpyng age will hedge him now,
Where youth must geue him placc.

The harbinger of death,
To me I see him ride:

The cough, the colde, the gaspyng breath,

Dothe bid me to prouide.

Apikaxe and a spade,
And cke a shrowdyng shete,
‘A house of claye for to be made,
For such a gest most mete.

s

* The text which
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he clarke,
the carcful knel

Ernature me compel.

that clene shalbe
AsThad not ben s

youth geue vp,
ng did weare:

he very ou

e leaue my wofull warke,

nce with the original
of both—which accounts for the gravedigge’s

ar to him. Once off strde, he never recay
ny accuracy; when he cannol remermber what

tanzas he sings, he f th fragments from other

Tottels 1557 Songs and Sonettes
later editions give the correct reading, “crutchy

ing leaves by repeating
fe thought” of his own

i in the origi.
“cowche,” itself a
the manuscripts and
when he makes a not

Tre NatuRe oF Wi -1

he corect thyme, even if he docs garble the last line. He
zas in the original to hit on a ffth that is appropriatc to
“This stanza he again throws into

o, dug for Opl
whole play. The lives of al

moral sickness are those very in
origins to confer dignity on important human oceasions. King Har
10 decent period of mournin, since

e funeral bakd meats

coldly fumish for

a receives but “maimed rites
cdigger has been callously singing, and Hamlet

two clowns and by Ham
Three fourths of
der.” The song tells oflove and death, you

ose earlicr songs of Ophelia. The scene has
‘medieval Dance of Death, but sounds the great seve
diapason that s heard in Donne’s sermons and med
Urn-Burial, and in the sweeping peroration that closes Ralegh's frag-
‘mentary History of the World.





