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To write a critical history of Hamlet i in many ways to write a cul-
wral history of Britain and the United States in the last four centuries.
Probably no other work in English literature has had as much writien
about it as Hamet has. Each generation makes Shakespeare ts own,
both through its scholarly reinterpretations and in the ereative reincar-

nations that individual plays are given onstage, in paintings, in poctry,
and on film. This capacity to require reinterpretation and to be suffi

cient inits own complexity and subrlety to the changing ideas of diffr-

ent periods is one of the defining features of a classic. But the same
capacity makes understanding the critical history of such a work a com.

plicated project, requiring us to make subrle distinctions and to develop
an awareness of the wider cultural milieu in cach period. As Elsine
Showalter's cssay n this volume shows, the fild of cultural history tself
has an important sublfield in Shakespeare studies. Showalrer argues that
‘Shakespeare was not only admired in nineteenth-century Britains his
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plays (or the interpretations given his plays) shaped the way in which
madness and femininity were understood. His plays thus determined in
large part the imaginative horizons of the culture in its approach to the
insane, especially madwomen. Literature created lifc, then, in the in
stance she studics, and a thorough history of Shakespearc’s influcnce
would no doubr find similar cases of the cultural power of Shakespear-
an drama in every period. 1 am able to include only a brief summary of
some of these moments here, along with 3 slightly more detailed ac-
count of twenticth-century responses to Hamler,

Praise and critcism of Shakespeare began in his ietime, and by the
time of his death he was already recognized 35 the major dramatist of his
generation, if not of his era. Hamlet 100 was already enroute o being
identified as his most famous play. In 1623, ar the time of publication
of the First Folio, a number of important writers wrote tributes 1o
Shakespeare that were included i that volume as introductory matter,
‘These culogies served to institute Shakespeare a5 a major writer; along
with the publication of what was represented as the approved and cor.
rected text of the playsin folio form, they told the unsuspecting reader
who opened the book that he (or less likely she — many fewer women
were literate in this period) was about to encounter a figure whose
works were already clasics, Today this same point is made not only by
the introduction to the First Folio, but by the powerful Shakespeare
establishment — the many cditions, the libraries full of critcism of the
Plays — in which even this volume participates. We have determined for
Shakespeare a central, shaping and defining rolc in our culture: in an
important sense, it s fet that a person is less fully civilized, less fully
instructed in what Western culture values if she or he has not encoun.
tered the witings of Shakespeare. This s hardly the role that
‘Shakespeare’s works played in his lifetime (as we have seen n the histor.

I and biographical introduction to this volume), but i is preciscly the
‘position imagined for them in the First Folio.

One of the most surprising tributes included in the First Folio i a
poem “To the memory of my beloved, the AUTHOR, Mr. WILLIAM
SHARESFEARE: and what he hath lefi us” (Jonson 165-66), by Ben Jon-
san, Shakespearc’s near contemporary and sometime rival, In other
witings, a5 we shall sce, Jonson had critcized Shakespeare for acking
“art,” that is, the carcful practice and technique of artistic method,
which Jonson distinguishes from “genius™ and “nature.” None of his
doubts surface, however, i his culogy in the First Folio, where he com-
ments that Shakespcare owes his success to the combination of art and

nis. Jonson begins his praisc by invoking Shakespeare, calling his

spirt back from the stage, and imbuing the book itself with the living
Shakespearcan soul

1, therefore will begin. Soul of the Age!
The applause! delight! and wonder of our Stage!
My Shakespeare,risc.
Thou art a Monument, without a tomb,
And artalive sill, while thy Book doth live,
And we have wits to read, and praise to giv.

Here the First Folio is imagined lteraly as a living monument. Jonson
gocs on in good humanist fashion to compare Shakespeare to the great
Greek clasical dramatists, as well as to contemporary British ones, and
concludes,

He was not of an age, but for all time!

“This sense that Shakespeare somehow transcends the boundarics of any
determined historical moment is perhaps the most characteristc quality
that critcs have identificd throughout the differing periods in which
Shakespeare has commanded so much culuralartention. Everyone rec-
ognizes that there are aspects of the plays that are distinetly Elizabethan
o Jacobean, and yet playgoers and readers tend to feelthat the plays rise
above these differences and reach out a hand 10 us today. They find in
Shakespearc’s plays a universality ofspirit and concern that raverses not
only historical periods but national boundarics. In recent times new his-
oriist critis have begun to argue for a more historially grounded ap-
proach o Shakespeare — one that points out the distinctions becween
what one writer calls “the politics of the unconscious” for sixcenth-
and seventeenth-century Britsh subjects and for us (where “us” may be
multiple and diverse) ? Nonetheles, erticism that focuscs on under-
standing Shakespeare’s idcological role in our culture or the possibly
liberating effect of a postcolonial appropriation of the Shakespearcan
textsill acknowlediges that Shakespeare’s playscross boundarics of time
and space, if in 2 somewhat differcnt way from the universality ecle
brated in more traditional essays.

Jonson next sugests that Shakespearcan drama depends on a spe
ial connection with *Nature” and the atural
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Nature herself was proud of is designs,
And joy'd to wear the dressing of his lines!

Which were so rchly spun, and woven so fit,
As, since, she will souchsafe no other wit

Not onlyis Shakespeare’s drama *natural,” according to these lines, but
it displaces any orher claim to the natural. It i uniquely narural, then,
and in the centuris afer Jonson, it gocs on o become precisely the
culturalsymbol of Nature. Here “Nature” means not so mch the Ro-
maniic landscape a5 the nature of each person, the inrinsic qualiies and
faws that determine who and what we are, that deine the “naturc” of
uman beings. Jonson party meant tha the witing of the plays repre
sents genius working with the inspiration of natue, but his invocation
of “Nature™ becomes propheic of much bter Shakespearean critcsn
Our notions today of what s essentil o or “naturl” for human beings
tend 10 come as much from Shakespeare's plays 2 they do from the
contemplation of

Jonson was quite capable of criticizing Shakespeare, however,
though he ceary docs so with affetion and respect

Tremember, the Players have oftcn mentioned it as an honour 10
Shakespenre, that in his writing, (whatsoever he penn'd) he never
blotted out line. My answer hith been, would he had blotted a.
thousand. Which they thought a malevolent specch. I had not
told posterty this, but for their ignorance, who choose that cir-
cumstance 1o commend their friend by, wherein he most

faulted. (9)

Tonson is alking here of the need for sylistc revision, of the hard work
and craf of verse-making. Today we may be more inclined to criticize.
Shakespeare on questions of value, but Jonson's example can nonethe
less prove useful as a model. A canonical writee who has shaped English
and American litcrary traditions, and helped to create our very under-
standings of ourselves, Shakespeare cannot be above eritcism. His plays
need 1o be put in the context of their time, but they also should be
meastred against the values of our own. Each of the writers represented
in this volume participates in some way in this project of reading Shake.
speare dialectically and critcaly, and we hope the book as a whole will
help to bring o lfe the dialogue between points of view that the play.
generates

A quick look at Hamletin the lte seventeenth and cighteenth cen

turies can help us o sec how views of the play have mirrored and.sin
deed, charted cultura history. Accounts of Thomas Betterton’s perfor-
mance of the role in the late seventeenth century suggest that Hamiet
was treated as “vigorous, bold and heroic” (Jenkins 36), 3 character
who stired his audience to sympathy by providing an cxemplary repre-
sentation of ordinary human emorion intensified by extraordinary cir-
cumstance. (We should note that the Davenant-Betterton Hamlet in
volved substantial cuts and alerations of the script, many of which were
consistently followed in stage verions for over one hundred years)*
The many problems that will provoke the nex century are here fet to
be of liule consequence. In a critical essay witten in 1736 (once
thought to be by Thomas Hanmer), modern readers may be surprised
t0 hear Hamler's delay explained a5 a necessary device of the poet to
extend the action (if he hadn' delayed, the play would have ended t00.
soon), his reflections on his mother’s hasty marriage called “natural,”
and the scenc between Hamlct and his mother praised for having been
managed so “conformably to reason and nature” (all id. in Jenkins-
36). But by the middic and end of the century, the heroic Hamiet be-
ins o dissppear, and with him the emphasis o plot as the main way to
explain Hamlet's chracter. While Dr. Johnson, in 1765, praised Ham-
et for his “varicty,” a nearly contemporaneous criic, Francis Gentle-
man, in 1770, appreciates the varicty but laments Hamlet's “inconsis-
tency.” Responding 1o another stage performance in this same period
(by Thomas Sheridan in 1763) Boswell comments that Hamlet ap-
pearcd “inesoluc” and wanting “strength of mind,” but that along
with this irrcsoluteness came  delicacy springing from “fine feclings™
(Jenkins 37). Ushering in the “Age of Sensibility” in Hamet citcism,
Henry Mackenzic (1780) found the unifying principle in the play t0 be
‘Hamlet's “extreme sensibility of mind” (qtd. in Jenkins 37). This same
‘weaker but sensitive Hamlet was made famous by Goethe in his 1795
novel entitled Willelm Meisters Lebrjahre where the principal character
(not nccessarily expressing Gocthe's own opinions, though this distinc-
tion was scldom noted) describes Shakespeare’s intentions as follows
(from Thomas Carlyle’s translation, qid. in Jenkins 37-38)

Shakespeare meant . . to represent the cffects of a great action
aid upon a soul unfit for the performance of it ... A lovely, pure,
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noble and most moral nature, without the strength of nrve which
forms a hero, sinks beneath a burden which it caanot bear, and
must not cast away.

I Hamer criticism we can thus race the remarkable shif that occurred
in the intlicctual world at arge from the focus on plot (understood
broadly, as Aristotl does in his account of ragedy in the Poeics) a the
chict e of drama, 0 the cmphiss ona dramatis'spoer o depce

But with Goethe we have already reached the Romantics, and the
shift from the focus (cven in formal criticism) on Hamiet 2 1 play to be
performed t0 an emphasis on the individuals discovery of sclf and of
inner truths through his (and, more rarcly, her) meditation on litra:
ture, now a more privat, lyrical, and perhaps philosophical mod.
Hamlers character also underwent a change, this ime at the hands of
one of the most important lterary criics of the day, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, the Romantic poct. Coleridge emphasizes in Hamlet nor
“scasitvity” of mind, but intllectual power,and he gives us the Hamlet
stil found today on many stages and in many classrooms, the Hamlet
who thinks too much and cannot bring himselfto act. Colcridge argucd
that there ought normally to be  balance berween our “attention to
ounvard objects” and our “meditation on inward thoughts,” bur that
this balance does not existin Hamiet. In Hamlet,then, he finds “great,
enormousintellectual actvity, and a consequent aversion to real action,
with allits symptoms and accompanying quaites” (1: 34). In Cole
ridge’s reading, Hamlet is a philosopher: he is the Hamet of the *To
be, or nor 1o be” solilogquy, whose “endless ressoning and hsitaring”™
provides an “cscape from action” (2: 150). “I have a smack of Hamlet
mysclf, if T may say so,” Coleridge commented. Here is Colerdge sum-
ming up both Hamlet’s character and the moral lesson Shakespearc in-
tended us to learm from his ragedy: Hamlee's constant detay is

ot from cowardice, for he is drawn 15 one of the bravest of his
time — not from wan of forethought or slowness of apprchen

sion ... but mercly from that aversion to action, which prevaik
among such as have a world in themselves: (Lecture 12, 2: 150)

Shakespeare wished to impress on us the truth, that action is

the chicf end of existence — that no facultics of intelcct, however
brilant, can be considered valuable, or indecd otherwise than as
misfortunes, if they withdraw us from, or render us repugnant to
action, and lead us to think and think of doing, unti the time has

clapsed when we can do anything effectually. In enforcing this
‘moral ruth, Shakespeare has shown the fulness and force of bis
powers: allthat is amiable and excellent in nature is combined in
Hanlet, with the exception of one qualiy. He is a man living in
‘meditation, called upon to act by every motive human and divine,
but the great object of his life is defeated by continally resolving
todo, yet doing nothing but resolve. (Lecture 12, 2: 154-55)

At more or les the same time, in Germany, A, W. Schlegel had argued
in bis Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literasure (1808) that Hamlet’s
tendency to philosophize and meditate made him unable to act.
Schlegel's ideas scem to have influenced Coleride, though the latier
chaimed to have arrived at his formulations in lectures that preceded
Schiegel’s, Tn any case, these two writers, and nearly a century of those
after them, gave emphasis, not to Hamlet's sensicvity, but to his ntcl-
lect. His philosophical or speculative qualities were admired because
they inspired readers to ponder with Hamlet the great questions of
human existence. Hamlet became at once a figure who gencralizes his
own tragedy and an individual whose experience and thoughts individ-
wal readers shared. Thus William Hazlit like Coleridge identified with
Hamlct: in 1817, he described Hamlet as transferring his own distress
to the “general account of humanity. Whatever happens to him we
apply to ourselves” for, Hazlitt says, his thoughts and specches arc “as
real s our own thoughts. .. . Ttis we who are Hamlet” (New Variorum
Hamler 2: 155; qud. in Edwards 33).

In the nineteenth century, then, Hamiet took on a Romantic per-
sona, rebellious against the politics of the court, a philosophic individual
set aside and against a social world found to be corrupt and corrupting.
“This emphasis on Hamler's character also raised 2 number of questions
which not only shaped nineteenth-century responses to Hamlet but
have continued to be asked in our own age. Of these, the most famous
is the question “Why does Hamlet delay?™ The notion that this delay
was simply 2 plot device would have been scorned by Romantic and
late-Romantic critics, who sought an answer in the depehs of Hamlet's
character. For Coleridge, as we have scen, Hamlet delays becase he i
to0 busy thinking, and his philosophical meditations prevent him from
taking action — his “native hue of resolution / Is sickied o'cr with the
pale cast of thought™ (this is a quotation from Hamlet's own descrip-
tion of himselfin the “To be, or not to be” soliloquy, 3.1.55). Perhaps
the greatest character critic, A. C. Bradiey, devored his analysis of Ham-
et to answering this question in his book Shakespearean Tragedy, which
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appeared in 1904. It summed up many of the arguments ofthe previous

century and took them a step further, becoming in the process the prin-
cipal articulation of a view of Hamiet that twentieth-century criticism
would strongly challenge.

But before discusing Bradley, a bricf survey of the questions that
nineteenth- and twentieth-century critics have put to the play can help.
0 show how problematic it has become in the modern era. We have.
already considered the question that scemed foremost to ninetcenth.
century readers: Why docs Hamlet delay? But not fa behind in urgency
came the debate about Hamlet's madness. Is Hamlet really mad, or is
his madnessfeigned? Orher questions that have come to dominate wit-
ing about Hamiet, especially since J. Dover Wilson’s influcntial formu
lation of them in his book What Happens in Hamiet (1935), include
Why docs Claudius watch the *dumb show,” and then wait for a second
recnactment of his crime before responding in 3.2, the “play-within-
the-play™ Did Hamlet know that Ophelia was being spied upon in the
nunnery scene (3.1)2 If not, what has Ophelia done to provoke such
anger and disgust from him? When did she receive the letter from Ham-
et that she gives her father? Such questions led some writers to view
Hamiet 35 a “problem play” more in line with Measure for Measure or
AL Well That Ends Wellthan with his tragedics. But a more character
istic, or at east more important, response was articulated in the writings
of two very different, but highly influential writers of the turn of the
century, A. C. Bradley and Sigmund Freud. Both respond o the many
questions the play presents by focusing on the character of Hamlet as
itsclf a kind of brooding mystery that hides the deeper secrers of the
play

A C. Bradley's chapter on Hamiet in Shakespearean Tragedy proved
enormously influential in part because it summed up and intensificd the
wisdom of the previous century on the play and in part becausc much
twentieth-century criticism of the play began by defining itsclf against
Bradley and the kind of reading he urges. For Bradicy, Harletis a char-
acter whose psychology must be imagined to be as complete as that of.
any living man, howeves silent the text may be about one or another
detal. We must “reconstruct” (Bradley 95) Hamlet's sensibilit from
the play, he argues, beginning by speculating on Hamlet's state of mind
just before his father’s death. Bradicy found Hamlet to be suffering
from an excess of melancholy, an abnormal and “morbid” melancholy
that colors every aspect of his sensibillty and prevents him from acting,
For Bradlcy this melancholy is  sckness, not a mood producing a dis”

cased mental condition that Hamlet himself does not fully understand.
What causcs this “cloud of melancholy” to fll on Hamet? Bradley ar-
gues that it was “the moral shock of the sudden ghastly disclosure of his
‘mother's true nature” (101). Watching Gertrude change her affections
and tum to someone Hamlet sees as base and unworthy causes Harlet
in Bradley's view to see in her “not only an astounding shallowness of
fiecling, but an eruption of coarse sensuality. ... Is it possible to con
ceive an experience more desolating to a man, such as we have scen
Hamlct to be ... . " (102). Bradley's sympathy with Hamlet’s reaction
provides yet another example of the extent to which Hamiet causes
readers and audiences 10 identify themselves with the protagonist, and
inits passion it aso suggests that Bradiey has found in the play many of
his own deepest concerns and values

Bradley emphasizes that Hamiet himself does not understand why
he delays, and he quotes Hamlet's mysified self-questioning at length.
He proposes that in these moments the cloud of melancholy lfs from
‘Hamlet, caving him baffled at his own passivity and inaction, and he at
least rises the question of whether Hamlct is  man “whose conscicnce
secretly condemned the act which his cxplict consciousness approved”
(109). From this sense of a divided Hamies — with both a conscious-
ess and a more secret conscicnce inaccessible to himself —a divided
‘Hamlet in nced of analysi, it was not a long step to Freud.

Atalmost cxactly the same time that Bradley was imagining Hamlct
452 complete person, capabie of medical and psychological analyss be-
yond the detai of the text, Sigmund Freud was using Hamiet, slong
with Sophocles' play Ocdipus the King, n his own psychoanalysi, and.
in consequence was analyzing their protagonists. Freud was a great ad-
mircr of Shakespeare, and especialy of Hamlet, a work he mentions in
his published writing more than twenty times. He was conversant with
Shakespeare in the original English. In The Interpresation of Dreams
(1900), a work in which Freud describes his discovery of the uncon-
scious and of the value of dream analysi, he traces his own self-analysis,
which, in somewhat changed form, produces several ofhis key cxamples
of how to interpret dreams. t becomes clar that his reading of Hamler
was a central event in this slf-analysis, which comes t ts conclusion
with the discovery of the Ocdipus complex, a psychic phenomenon that
‘Freud sees especially cicarly upon his father’s death. One can scc the
importance of the play in Freud's thought by the fat that he uses Ham-
et a5 2 igure for dreams themsclves, the very mediam through which
he belicves he can gain access to the unconscious:
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The prince in the play, who had to disguise himseifas a madman,
was behaving just as dreams do in realitys so we can say of drcams
what Hamlet says of himself, concealing the true circumstances
under a cloak of wit and unintelligibility: “I am but mad north-by
north west.” (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 480-81)

Marjorie Garber's essa in this volume begins from precisely this ply
n Freuds thought to read the play s 2 locus and example of the un-
canny, in literature and in lierary history.

Frcud makes his most famous statement about Hamletin a foomote
in the 1900 Intergretation of Dreams (which in later editions was incor-
porated inco the text) that follows the description of the Ocdipus com-
ples, el put forward through a lengthy account of Sophocles” play.
What differentiares Ocdipus the King and Hamiet, Frend argues, is

largely the degree of repression, and he says that civilization has become
more repressed than it was:

1 the Ocdipusthe child’s wishful fancasy that underles it is
brought out into the open and reaized as it would be in a dream
o Hamlt i remains represeds nd — st he e of 3 e
rosis — we only lear of s existence from s inhibitng conse
i i b .
amict s able to do anything — except take vengeance on the

o b did vy i s Gherand ok tht s pace
with his mother, the man who shows him the repressed wishes o
his childhood realized. (298-99) = !

He makes this point at greater lengeh in an earier etter to Wilhelm
Flicss, dated October 15, 1897:
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45 my bystenct patients o, bring down punishment on himsef
v ulTemg he same e a s aner of being pojsoned by the
same tival? (Complete Letters 272-73)

For both Ereud and Bradley, though for somewhat ditterent reasons,
Hamlet becomes the locus of a hidden, unacknowledged emotion that
itis the job of criticism to retrieve and understand, and this emotion is
evoked most specifically not by grieffor his ather but by his affection
for his mother.

Freud’s interest in Hamlet goes beyond the specific comments he
proposes about the play. His essay “Mourning and Mclancholia,” for
nstance, reads at times as an extended meditation on the play Hamiet.
‘Although he mentions Hamlet only parenthetically, his words make it
clear that he reads Hamlet as the archetypal melancholic (scc 246). (It
s, of course, characteristc of Freud’s method to acknowledge a central
topic of the cssay in this indircct fashion, as though in his own writing
he were trying to reprsent the work of repression.) Indeed, one might
wonder reading the following symptoms of melancholy whether
Freud’s opinion about his patients was not also influcnced by his read
ing of the play, so closcly do the symptoms of the melancholic match
those Shakespeare dramatizes in Hamlet:

‘The distinguishing features of melancholia are a profoundly pain-
ful dejection, cessation of interest in the outside world, loss of the
capacity to love, inhibition of al actvity, and a lowering of the
selfregarding feelings 1o a degree that finds utterance in self
reproaches and sclf-revilings, and culminates in a delusional expec
tation of punishment. (“Mourning and Mclancholia” 244)

Freud goes on to distinguish mourning from melancholia precisely by
the difference that while in mourning what has been lost is iy con-

scious (and mourned), in melanchofia that loss is hidden — uncon

scious, or, at any rate, not apparent. Mourning and melancholia share
most traits, but melancholi is distinguished by harsh sell-criticism ab-

sent in normal mourning Freud argues that this derogatory view of the
«elf comes about because the melancholic identifies himself with the
loved “object” (person) he has lost, and thus dirccts toward himself
the anger he fecls at the loss of the beloved person. The withdrawal of
thisdesired "olect” leaves free floating emotional cnergy tha does not
get displaced onto something new in the case of melancholia, but

served 10 ¢
doned obi

ablish an identification of the cgo with the aban
. Thus the shadow of the object fell upon the ¢go,
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and the later could henceforth be judged . . s though it were.
an obiect, the forsaken object. In this way, the object-loss was
transformed inioegoloss. .. (249)

A quick look at Hamiet will show that the “lost object” for Hamlet is
multiplied, not single — his lost father; his mother, lost to Claudius;
Ophelia, who betrays him t0 her father; his school frends, who spy on
him; all could qualify — so that Hamlet's melancholic stance is given
too many causes.* Freud'’s paradigm helps to see how Hamlet comes to
find his melancholia, like his world, inescapabie, and it identifies one
precise way in which Hamlet's experience becomcs an intensified but
exemplary case of ordinary emotional life. Freud's anlysis of the melan-

* cholia of his patients thus scems to draw powerfully from his under.

standing of Hamlet’s drama and emotional struggles.

Perhaps Freud's and Bradley's emphasis on Hamlct's proximity to
madness, an emphasis on discase or unhealthy repression, may return us
0 an aspect of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century views of the play, for
itis clear that Hamlet's madness was taken quite seriously by his carly
audiences, and that it was a much more violent affair onstage than s
generally represented today (Jenkins 35). Numerous refcrences o his
madness in contemporary plays, diaries, and poems suggest that audi-
ences went to see the play party to find ot how the madness would be
Played.

The theory that Freud made public in The Interpretation of Dreams
has its own important history in Hamlet criticism and production be
cause one of Freud's disciples, Ernest Jones, undertook to extend it in
an analysis of the play that eventually was published under the tie of
Hamles and Ocdipus. He wrote an essay titled “The Ocdipus Complex
as an Explanation of Hamlet’s Mystery” in 1910; “A Psychoanalytic
Study of Hamlet” appeared in 1923; and finally Hamler and Ocdipusin
1949. Jones, whosc reading of the play was not as subrle or as compli-
cated as Freud's, was an important influence on Laurence Olivier’s film
version (1947). Oliviers lm incorporates the main elements of the
Freud-Jones theory of the play: the erotic trcatment of the relationship
between Hamlet and Gertrude, emphasized by the use of an unusually
large bed in the “closet scene” (which doesn't call for a bed at all) on
which Hamlet and Gertrude roll in a sexually suggestive manner during

“Thanks 10 Rens i i sposd
0 Row Hamiton, my_collogc and nd, who it pr
i crprctaion of th o ecneen Hawtand Freds vy i i

their struggle of wills in 3.4; the atibution of Hamler's delay to an
implicit comparison between himsclf and Claudius; and the interpreta
tion of his inal acts as self-destructive. The choice of Eileen Herlc to
play Gertrude helped to bring out the rotic ties between her and her
son,since Herlie was twenty-seven when she played the role and Olivier
was fonty. Peter Donaldson has cogently pointed out that while this
casting made the rcltionship appear more sexualized to the audience of
the film, it made it scem less ocdipal for Olivier as actor — lesslikely to
draw him into an experience of recnacting his ow relations o his par-
ents. Donaldson comments that “the wish to distance himself from the
role [by dyeing his hair, by casting a twenty-seven-year-old as Gertrude]
may hase been partly the result of the Freudian interpretation he in-
tended to give ™ (37). Olivier's Hamlet s romantic, sublime, intcllc
tually brillant, and courageous but ultimately an isolated figure. Unlike
Freud's, Olivier's Hamiet s, as Donaldson has suggested, “a tragedy
ot of gt but of the grandiose self and ts unmet need for context and
salidation” (63). Such an important cultural landmark as the Olivier
Hamet permanently aters our intellectual landscape. After Olivicr, any
director working on the closet scenc (3.4), to take just one cxample,
must decide whether or not it should be played as having a sexual qual-
ity. It can no longer be played or watched or read without the con-
sciousness of its primacy in one tradition of interpreting the play

Itis Gertrude that T. S. Eliot singles out for analysis in his account
of Hamler (1919), an essay that provides the location and example for
his famous theory of the “objective correlative.” Eliot argues that

the only way of cxpressing emotion in the form of art s by inding
an “objective corrcative™ in other words,a set of 0bjects, a stua
tion, a chain of events which shall b the formula of that partici
laremotion; such that when the external fats, which must termi
nate n sensory experience, are iven, the emotion is immediatcly
evoked

tralty of Hamiet in nwentieth-century English and American
s well indicated by Flior's use of this text 10 articulate a major
acsthetic principle of this kind. Jacqueline Rose has argucd that the
logic of Eliot's account of the objective correlative leads him implicily
to reproach Gertrude for not being “good enough acsthetically, that s,
bad enough psychologically” (Rose, Hamlet 35). Eliot urged that crit-
cism move away from what he saw as the overemphasis on psychology
ofthe previous century (summed up in Bradley), but he remained inter
ested in the causes of the emotion of the protagonist, which he finds
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wanting. He attributes this diffculty in part 1o the recaleitrance of the
matcrial of the ply, finding that there is “some st that the writer
could not drag to light, contemplate or manipulate into arc® (123),
Elior's anguage suggests some similaities becween his theory and those
of Freud and Bradly, though that which cannat b dragged to lght or
contemplated or made into art differs in each casc. For Elior, Hamletis
an aesthetic failure because it does not provide an adequate objective
coreelative for Hamlet’s emotion. Hamler's emotional responses scem
o Eliot to be in excess of the facts, and this is particularly true of his
feelings about Gertrude. Thus, as Rose poines out, had Gertrude been
more clearly corrupt sexually or evil (implicatcd in the murder, for in
stance), Hamler's cmotions would not be in excess ofthe facts and Fliot
would have deemed the play an aesthetic success. If Gertrude is inade-
quate as an objective correlative for Hamlers feclings of disgust, then
presumably the fault is Shakespeare's, not Gertrude's. But in analyzing
‘Gertrude in this way the critc reproduces at a diffrent level Hamler's
logic; the theory leads the critic 10 retrace Hamlet's path and to search
for evidence of just how sexually disgusting his mother had become
The results of such a search can be seen in . Dover Wilson's appendices
t0 What Happens in Hamlet, where he argucs with Elior, stressing that
Hamlet has plenty of good motives and cause for his cmotion — noth
ing lacking to support Hamlet’s inense disgust. Dover Wilson finds
what he views as proof that Gertrude committed adultcry with Claudivs
even before the murder (see his appendices A, “The Aduhery of Ger.
trude” 292-94, and D, “Mr. T. S. Elior’s Theory of Hamlet” 305-08).
Dover Wison thus illstrates Rose’s point: because, for him, Gertrude
s cerainly and profoundly corrupt, Hamler’s resporises arc understand.
able and the play a success.
Jacqueline Rosc’s hypothesis about Elot illustrares precisely the
turn 1o questions of gender and aestheic politcs that the critical focus

on Gertrude, and on feminine sexuality, has evoked among
readers of Shakespeare:

minise

“The fact that it is a woman who i seen as cause of the escess and
delficiency in the play and again a woman who symbolizes its acs
thetic filure begins to look like a repetition. Firstly, of the play it
self— Hamiet and his dead fither united in the reprosch they
make of Gertrude for her sexual faling. ... Secondly, a repetition
ofa more fundamental drama of payehic expericnce a5 described
by Freud, the drama of sexual diffrence in Which the woman is
seen as the cause of just such a failurc in representation, as some
thing defcicnt, lacking or threatening to the system and dentitics

ot only of integrared acstheric form

g bt adule psyehic and sexual life.

bur also of so-called normal
(Hamlet 37)

Tagonist. and to turn away from “character™ as the principal \Jnm‘:_( of
acsthetic value and interest. This shift involved a new wmipiin it

Thich b 0 emphasis on The peried o the infane’s or chikf's efation o the il
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‘We need not be surprised that critcs and playgoers like have
been tempted to sce in [this opening scene] an cvocation not sim-
ply of Hamlet's world but of their own. Manin his aspect of baf-
flement, moving in darkness on a rampart betwen two worlds,
umable to reject, or quite aceept, the one that, when he faces it,
“to-shakes” his disposition with thoughts beyond the reaches of

his soul. .. (239)

The interest here i in part epistemological. The mysteriousness of the
universe translates for the human being into the question of how one
can know anything for ccrtain. Ifwe cannot, how then can we act?

“This shit toward a more poetic and metaphysical interest also en-

iled a shif in emphasis. Now the opening scene and much of act 1
come to represent the play's fascination with messages brought from
beyond the grave. Special artention is focused on the graveyard scene
{rsel, with Hamlet's classic memento mori gesture as he picks up the
Skul (of Yorick? how can the grave-digger tell onc skull from another?)
%o meditate on lfe and death. That scene and the ending of the play.
similarly become centrl to interpretations of the play that emphasize
the boundary of mortaliy as that which is fundamental to human con
sciousness. I this reading, the corruption that causes the world o be-
come “fllen,” or discased, is neither a generalized corruption, found in
‘Hamlet and in the whol state of Denmark, nor  sexual corruption, but
rather mortality itsel, the snake in the garden. The grave-digger has
after all been digging graves since the birth of Hamler, s i Hamlct had
been born only to confront mortality — and thus to symbolize the be-
atedness or secondariness of human consciousncss, located in the world
of sons and not fathers — in some special way.

“This emphasis on mortality and deathrdocs ot always come along
with philosophical or cxistential speculation, but what is consistent is
the shift o interest away from the scenés that had been central to the
Romantic Hamlet and toward the memento mori scenes and toward a

ic meditation on death tself. . Wilson Knight in his essay on
Hamiet in The Wheel of Fire (1930) entitled “The Embassy of Death”
Artculates an extreme version of the view that mortality iscl is thy
play'sreal focus by writing of Hamlet himselfs a death bringer. He secs
Hamlet as a diseased consciousness in an otherwise healthy world, who
by his very presence infects the kingdom. Hamlet's philosophical spec-
ulations,rddles, and wit become in Wilson Knight's sccount a cynicism
1o intense that it becomes a principle of ncgation. Hamlet's poison, he
angues, is “the poison of negation, nothingncss, threatening to  world

‘of posiive assertion” (41); “one clement in Hamlet ... is the negation
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of any passon. His discasc —or vison —

. a5 — or vision —is primarily one of negs
son, of desth” (41-42), The prinipe of negation ma be dided
v o i and death conscouncn” (43 Wikon Kaights
focus,then is inally on the conscousnes of death,though he sces this
comciousness as morbid and destructive, a5 & negation of e rather
than a philosophic sty of ts boundaries Soon thereafer, Caroline
Spurgeon in Shakeseare’s Imagery(1935) found that the predominant
metaphors in the ply were those of discase and rottennes, and she o
ucd that his disease was gencralized: Denmark, and thercfor
‘Hanlet in particular, was sick, was rotten. !

T ther emphasison the pocic imagery
" e poeicimagery 3 clu 10 the play’s mean

i, Win Knight and Spurecon ot xampie o vt cam
10be 2 dominant mode of reading lteraure i the middie of the ccn-
wary, iterary ormalism. Dover Wilson's Whar Happensin Hamles s an
other example: almost  plot summary, this study works heough xactly
what is oing on behind the words n cvery specch and in very senc

1\ number of other writers discussed in this survey arc formalists —
Maymard Mack,for instance — though they ofen appear in comection

with specific interpretations they have c
it specifc ntrpreations hey have proposed forthe play e than

Wison Knight's view that Hamiet i someh
Wi ac Harmlet is somehow at the source of this
i, comnected 1 insome fndamena wa s h by s o
mortality, may reflct the theories about the play put forward toward
the end of the nineteenth ccntury by Stéphanc Mallarmeé, which were
echoed by Joyce in Uluis (1922). In his article titled “Hamlet and
Fortinbras” (1896), Mallarmé had emphasized not only Hamlet's ol
‘arines but bisolence — he i “a il who kil without concern, nd
e e docs ot d th Kiling — peopl di. The back s of
thisdoulbtr causes this poison,of il ofthe characters e it
i biseven hving 0 borher 1o iece them through the aras” (41 e
indiféremment ou, du mins, on meurt. La noire présence du douteur
IS CE OO, e tous e personnages rpusent: sans méme e
prenne toujours [a peine de les percer, dans h apisseric™ (in part my
ranslation; qud. i Edards 35). Mallme's insight reappears n St
phen Dedalu's madicatons on the play in the Library (Seyla and
Sharvdie) ehapte in Joyce's U where Stcphen quores Malhrme
and expostulates on what he imagines a5 the play’s “sumprious and
stagnant exaggeration of murder”

e not

— Adeathsman of the soul Robert Gireene
A e soul Roberr Greene calld i, Stephen
said. Not for norhing was h a butchers son wiedim e e

poleaxe and spitting in his palm. Nine lves are taken off for his
Tuther's ane. Our father who art in purgatory. Khaki Hamlets
don't hesitate t0 shoat. The bloodboltered shambles in act five s

3 forceast of the concentration camp sung by Ms Swinburne. (187)

Mallarmé®s siniter figure, iven auhoriry by Jovee and scholarly
form by Wilson Knight, appears thercatier in a number of influential
twenticth-century interprctations. Mark Van Doren’s Hamlet also
“catters death fike a universal plague,” for instance, while Fortinbras,
the active soldicr, is interpreted as living “on the bright ice beyond
tragedy’s frontier® (171). A recent essay by Margaret Ferguson returns
to Hamlet as the death bringer by commenting on the way kingship
inselfis associated in the play with the power to Kill A key example for
Ferguson is the moment Hamlet exchanges Claudius's letter to the king,
of England with a copy, and s0 armanges to_have Rosencraniz and
‘Guildenstern killed. Hamlet seal ths lcter with his father's signet ring,
the sign of royal power, Hamlet's first deed once he reclaims the signet
ringis thus to arrange a murder. We value Hamlet's dclay, in Ferguson's
interpretation, preciely for its extension of the time during which
Halet can resis this kingly obligation/prerogative. Rather than being:
bis problem, then, his delay marks his humanity, his capaciy 1o resist
coming to resemble Claudius in his murderous pover.

A third focus of twenticth-century Hamlet criticism bas been the
play's highlighting of its own theatricality — its metatheatrical self
Consciousness (metatheatrical means “theater abou theater”). s pre-
cisel this aspect of the play that Bertolt Brecht, probably the most im
portant Marxist playwrigh in this century, and alo a literary critic,
Singles out for emphasis in The Mesinghanf Dinlagues where he speaks
o the Elizabethan theater as being “Rll of alicnation effects.” “Alien
ation effecs” refers to a method of dramaturgy that Brecht had theo-
Tired and put into practice in his own plays. It was intended o require
the actor 1o expres the distance he or she felt rom his or her role, and
thus functioned to allow the audience to maintain is ertical judgment
and not to sink into passive aceeprance of condiions or plotsthat should,
Brechr fele, be resisted. Since this technique itself cmphasized self con
sciousness and the theatricalit of the medium, what Brecht found in
the Elizabethan theatcr was a sympathy of acsthetic interest and method

The self-consciousnss in the play about itslf as drama. parallels
Hamlet's self-consciousness, his anguished meditation on epistemology
and conscience. Here the play-within-the-play and Hamler's specch o
the traveling players are scen as touchstones for interpretation, along
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with the omnipresent pun on the words “to act,” which reminds us that
onstage all action is also an act played out by actors. The play itself
plces the pun in the foreground. Puns on “act. o “sunson, "
Kkin/Kind,” not to mention the bawdy double meanings of nothing
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10 Gertrude as the origin of the tragic impasse, The metathearrical ap
proach, with ts focus on the play’s elf consciousness of itself 35 3 play
and on the thetricaliy of slf and life, gives special place to the play-

within-the-play,ltcally the center of the drama, and to Hamlct's con

versation with the traveling players where he expounds his theory of
acting, According to the metaphysical or epistemological inerpretation
by crics who sce in Hamlet a dramatization of the universal human
desire and incapacity to reach absolute or stable meaning — the scencs
‘with the ghost and then lter in the graveyard become the emotional
high points of a play that is philosophical and meditative at its core,
focusing on mortality as the corruption that causes the “rank” garden 1o
all, and as that “bourne” (boundary) from beyond which no travler
returms, A focus on sexuality, cspecially the sexualiy of women; a focus
on theatricality a focus on mortality, the memento mori of the grave
yard: and the “intcrrogative mood” of the play: all arc mutaally impli
cated cxen as they may help to delincate the main threads of concern in

twenticth-century Hamilet critcism.
‘Any survey such as this one must of necessity be radically selective.

Two other contemporary methods that deserve at least brief mention
are what we might call historical eritcism — the elfort to try to discover
what the Elizabethan issues in the play were — and performance ceiti-

cism First, historical ritcism. Recent books by Roland Frye and Archur
MeGee will send readers in useful directions as they scarch out “The
Renaissance Hamlet.” These books pick up and extend debates alrcady
underway concerning moral and relgious questions abou revenge in
the play, about fare and frec will, and about the meaning of Hamle's
several comments about Providence in act 5 (among other things).

These scholars arguc that one cannot talk inteligently about why Ham.

et delaysif one docs not understand the issucs that face Hamlet. Ham

et fears the ghostis a devil, and at least one scholar, Eleanor Prosser,
has argued that he is. Readers are encouraged to look at Nigel
Alexander’s Poson, Play, and Duel: A Study of *Hamlct” and Fredson
Thayer Bowers's Hamiet as Scourge and Minister as wel as works by
Arthur McGee and Roland Frye to discover how profoundly the text is
shapeed by its complex reevaluation of revenge as plot and as moral (or
immoral) decd.

‘A major field through the centuries in Shakespeare study, perfor-
mance ritcism has become especially lively and reinvigorated in the ast
decade. For a cassic example of attention to the theatrical, readers are
encouraged to consult Harley Granville-Barker's Prefses o Shakespeare.
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In the “Reading List™ appended to his editon of the play, Philp Ed
wards lists a large number of carier works devoted to the history of
Hamet on the stage. In addition to those works, readers may wish to
consult John Mill and J. C. Trewin; scveral essays in The Hamiet First
Published discuss the wse of the First Quarto as the basis of modern
productions of the play. Performance ertcism trcatsthe play not as ma-
terialforintcrpretation, but s a work of art that has it own separate,
powerfl, and primary cxistence on the stage.

The essays included in this volume participate in very diverse critical
traditions and illustratc quite divergent modes of contemporary crit
cism. Nonctheless, it is instructive to note some of the ways in which
they share the critical interests or tendencics of the century as a whole
Like Freud, Joncs, Eliot, and Bradiey, both Janet Adelman and Elsine
Showalter address the problem of the feminine, and particularly the sex-
ualized female body, whether matermal (Adelman’s focus) or virginal
(Showalter’s focus). For Adelman, Hamlet's confrontation with mater.
nal sexual desirc and the maternal body remains central. Showalter fo-
cuses on the scencs that had been painted and imitated in the nine-
teenth century, especially Ophelia’s mad scencs and suicide. Adelman,
Showalter, and Garber arc all engaged. like Jacqueline Rose (whose
work was discussed carlir in connection with T. 5. Elot) in providing
afeminist citique of the traditional treatment of female sexualiy in the
play, which led critcs to reduplicate in their essays preciscly the misog-
oy that Hamlet expresses when responding to his mother's marriage
Karin S. Coddon, like Showalter, is concerned with the representation
and construetion of madness, though not with a focus on Ophelia

‘The emphasis in metaphysical or epistemological critcism on the
mysteriousness and uncertainty of the world of Hamietis present also
Marjorie Garber's essay in her discussion of the uncanny as both the
central experience of Hamlet, of the audience watching the play, and of
the play’s cultural presence and history. Similaly, Michacl D. Bristol's
essay, though it addresses the question in social and political ways,
shares the metaphysical emphasis on the graveyard scene. In hs account
of the justapaosition of e scene’s memento mori images with the grave-
digger’s more radical humor, he suggests that this metaphysical view of
the play’s mysteriesis challcnged by the humor from below that will not
acknowledge or give place to the play’s high-minded speculation on
mortality.

In character with the general trend of fiterary interpretation, a more
poliical emphasis has become dominant in Hamet and Shakespeare

studies of the last two decades and especially since the 19805, The essays
included here all participate in and exemplify these newer methods of
approaching the play. While these newer modes of criticism draw from
s e ARk ot 0o ke bt o
complex aesthetic and political project (with divergent dircetions, of
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The Forms of Power wnd the Power of Forms in the Renaissance. Ed. Ste
phen Greenblatt. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1982

alrernative shakespeares, Ed. John Drakakis. London: Methuen, 1985,

Puicical Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialiom. Ed. Jona-
than Dollimorc and Alan Sinfield. Ithaca: Comnell University
Press; and Manchester University Press in England, 1985.

Shakespeare and the Quetion of Theory. Ed. Parricia Parker and Geof-
frey Hartman, New York: Methucn, 1985.

Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sesual Difference in Early
Madern Europe. Ed. Margaret Ferguson, Maurcen Quilligan, and
Nancy Vickers. Chicago: Universiy of Chicago Press, 1986.

Cannitals, Witches, and Divorce: Estranging the Rensiscance. £, Mar-
jorie Garber. English Insitute Essays. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1986,

Shakespeare Reproduced: The Text in History and Iieolagy, Ed. Jean
Howard and Marion O'Connor. New York: Methucn, 1987,

Staging the Renaissance: Esays on Elizabetban and Jacobean Drama,
Ed. David Scort Kastan and Peter Stallybrass. New York:
Routledge, 1991

‘The selections included in this book participated in the dramatic cul-

tural recvaluation of Shakespeare undertaken in the 19805 and help
o atest 10 the power of these “aliernative. shakespeares.” Elaine
Showalter's essay,reproduced here, fist appeared in The Woman'’s Part
and was reprinted in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory. Janet
Adelman’s carly psychoanalyic feminist critcism was first published in
Representing Shakespeare and in Cannibals, Witches, and Divorce: Es-
sranging the Renaisiance of which Marjoric Garber (author of another
of the essays included in this volume) was the editor, and Bristol’ polit

ical work is represcnted in Shakespeare Reproduced. As one might ex-
pect, however, critcs with a psychoanalytic method or interest wrote
more and earlicr on Hamiet than have new historicist or Marxist writers,
Hamiet has for nearly a century been a central test for psychoanalysis
and perhaps thus has secmed to resst the historicizing and politicizing
interests of much recent critiism. Karin S. Coddon's cssay is one of the
first important ncw historicist essays on the play.

“This “strange eventful history” (a phrase used by Jaques in As Tou
Like It to describe the story of each human life) cannot be concluded
here, for like most good Renaissance historis it brcaks off at the mo-
‘ment in which it reaches the present audience. The readers of this vol-

ume will be among the shapers of future understandings of Hamies,
which will serve,like those deseribed here, to articulate the concerns of
fururc ages as mutch as they do the moral lessons of the past. Hamlet will
continue to puzzle and possess the minds of future gencrations, who
can make the play their own only by in turn taking critical possession of
it. “Remember me!” says the play, and we will not forget.

Susanne L. Wofford.
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