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  General Introduction

  Every play by Shakespeare is unique. This is part
   of his greatness. A restless and indefatigable experimenter, he moved with a rare amalgamation of
   artistic integrity and dedicated professionalism from one kind of drama to another. Never
   shackled by convention, he offered his actors the alternation between serious and comic modes
   from play to play, and often also within the plays themselves, that the repertory system within
   which he worked demanded, and which provided an invaluable stimulus to his imagination.
   Introductions to individual works in this series attempt to define their individuality. But there
   are common factors that underpin Shakespeare’s career.

  Nothing in his heredity offers clues to the
   origins of his genius. His upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he was born in 1564, was
   unexceptional. His mother, born Mary Arden, came from a prosperous farming family. Her father
   chose her as his executor over her eight sisters and his four stepchildren when she was only in
   her late teens, which suggests that she was of more than average practical ability. Her husband
   John, a glover, apparently unable to write, was nevertheless a capable businessman and loyal
   townsfellow, who seems to have fallen on relatively hard times in later life. He would have been
   brought up as a Catholic, and may have retained Catholic sympathies, but his son
   subscribed publicly to Anglicanism throughout his life.

  The most important formative influence on
   Shakespeare was his school. As the son of an alderman who became bailiff (or mayor) in 1568, he
   had the right to attend the town’s grammar school. Here he would have received an education
   grounded in classical rhetoric and oratory, studying authors such as Ovid, Cicero and Quintilian,
   and would have been required to read, speak, write and even think in Latin from his early years.
   This classical education permeates Shakespeare’s work from the beginning to the end of his
   career. It is apparent in the self-conscious classicism of plays of the early 1590s such as the
   tragedy of Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, and the narrative poems
    Venus and Adonis (1592–3) and The Rape of Lucrece (1593–4), and is still
   evident in his latest plays, informing the dream visions of Pericles and
    Cymbeline and the masque in The Tempest, written between 1607 and 1611. It
   inflects his literary style throughout his career. In his earliest writings the verse, based on
   the ten-syllabled, five-beat iambic pentameter, is highly patterned. Rhetorical devices deriving
   from classical literature, such as alliteration and antithesis, extended similes and elaborate
   wordplay, abound. Often, as in Love’s Labour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s
    Dream, he uses rhyming patterns associated with lyric poetry, each line self-contained in
   sense, the prose as well as the verse employing elaborate figures of speech. Writing at a time of
   linguistic ferment, Shakespeare frequently imports Latinisms into English, coining words such as
   abstemious, addiction, incarnadine and adjunct. He was also heavily influenced by the eloquent
   translations of the Bible in both the Bishops’ and the Geneva versions. As his experience grows,
   his verse and prose become more supple, the patterning less apparent, more ready
   to accommodate the rhythms of ordinary speech, more colloquial in diction, as in the speeches of
   the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the characterful prose of Falstaff and Hamlet’s
   soliloquies. The effect is of increasing psychological realism, reaching its greatest heights in
    Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth and Antony and
    Cleopatra. Gradually he discovered ways of adapting the regular beat of the pentameter to
   make it an infinitely flexible instrument for matching thought with feeling. Towards the end of
   his career, in plays such as The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline and The
    Tempest, he adopts a more highly mannered style, in keeping with the more overtly
   symbolical and emblematical mode in which he is writing.

  So far as we know, Shakespeare lived in Stratford
   till after his marriage to Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, in 1582. They had three
   children: a daughter, Susanna, born in 1583 within six months of their marriage, and twins,
   Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. The next seven years of Shakespeare’s life are virtually a
   blank. Theories that he may have been, for instance, a schoolmaster, or a lawyer, or a soldier,
   or a sailor, lack evidence to support them. The first reference to him in print, in Robert
   Greene’s pamphlet Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit of 1592, parodies a line from Henry
    VI, Part III, implying that Shakespeare was already an established playwright. It seems
   likely that at some unknown point after the birth of his twins he joined a theatre company and
   gained experience as both actor and writer in the provinces and London. The London theatres
   closed because of plague in 1593 and 1594; and during these years, perhaps recognizing the need
   for an alternative career, he wrote and published the narrative poems Venus and Adonis
   and The Rape of Lucrece. These are the only works we can be certain
   that Shakespeare himself was responsible for putting into print. Each bears the author’s
   dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton (1573–1624), the second in warmer terms than
   the first. Southampton, younger than Shakespeare by ten years, is the only person to whom he
   personally dedicated works. The Earl may have been a close friend, perhaps even the beautiful and
   adored young man whom Shakespeare celebrates in his Sonnets.

  The resumption of playing after the plague years
   saw the founding of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company to which Shakespeare was to belong for
   the rest of his career, as actor, shareholder and playwright. No other dramatist of the period
   had so stable a relationship with a single company. Shakespeare knew the actors for whom he was
   writing and the conditions in which they performed. The permanent company was made up of around
   twelve to fourteen players, but one actor often played more than one role in a play and
   additional actors were hired as needed. Led by the tragedian Richard Burbage (1568–1619) and,
   initially, the comic actor Will Kemp (d. 1603), they rapidly achieved a high reputation, and when
   King James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 they were renamed as the King’s Men. All the
   women’s parts were played by boys; there is no evidence that any female role was ever played by a
   male actor over the age of about eighteen. Shakespeare had enough confidence in his boys to write
   for them long and demanding roles such as Rosalind (who, like other heroines of the romantic
   comedies, is disguised as a boy for much of the action) in As You Like It, Lady Macbeth
   and Cleopatra. But there are far more fathers than mothers, sons than daughters, in his plays,
   few if any of which require more than the company’s normal complement of three or four boys.

  The company played primarily in
   London’s public playhouses – there were almost none that we know of in the rest of the country –
   initially in the Theatre, built in Shoreditch in 1576, and from 1599 in the Globe, on Bankside.
   These were wooden, more or less circular structures, open to the air, with a thrust stage
   surmounted by a canopy and jutting into the area where spectators who paid one penny stood, and
   surrounded by galleries where it was possible to be seated on payment of an additional penny.
   Though properties such as cauldrons, stocks, artificial trees or beds could indicate locality,
   there was no representational scenery. Sound effects such as flourishes of trumpets, music both
   martial and amorous, and accompaniments to songs were provided by the company’s musicians. Actors
   entered through doors in the back wall of the stage. Above it was a balconied area that could
   represent the walls of a town (as in King John), or a castle (as in Richard
   II), and indeed a balcony (as in Romeo and Juliet). In 1609 the company also
   acquired the use of the Blackfriars, a smaller, indoor theatre to which admission was more
   expensive, and which permitted the use of more spectacular stage effects such as the descent of
   Jupiter on an eagle in Cymbeline and of goddesses in The Tempest. And they
   would frequently perform before the court in royal residences and, on their regular tours into
   the provinces, in non-theatrical spaces such as inns, guildhalls and the great halls of country
   houses.

  Early in his career Shakespeare may have worked in
   collaboration, perhaps with Thomas Nashe (1567–c. 1601) in Henry VI, Part I and
   with George Peele (1556–96) in Titus Andronicus. And towards the end he collaborated
   with George Wilkins (fl. 1604–8) in Pericles, and with his younger colleagues
   Thomas Middleton (1580–1627), in Timon of Athens, and John Fletcher (1579–1625), in
    Henry VIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost play
    Cardenio. Shakespeare’s output dwindled in his last years, and he died in 1616 in
   Stratford, where he owned a fine house, New Place, and much land. His only son had died at the
   age of eleven, in 1596, and his last descendant died in 1670. New Place was destroyed in the
   eighteenth century but the other Stratford houses associated with his life are maintained and
   displayed to the public by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

  One of the most remarkable features of
   Shakespeare’s plays is their intellectual and emotional scope. They span a great range from the
   lightest of comedies, such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of
    Errors, to the profoundest of tragedies, such as King Lear and Macbeth.
   He maintained an output of around two plays a year, ringing the changes between comic and
   serious. All his comedies have serious elements: Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice,
   almost reaches tragic dimensions, and Measure for Measure is profoundly serious in its
   examination of moral problems. Equally, none of his tragedies is without humour: Hamlet is as
   witty as any of his comic heroes, Macbeth has its Porter, and King Lear its
   Fool. His greatest comic character, Falstaff, inhabits the history plays and Henry V
   ends with a marriage, while Henry VI, Part III, Richard II and Richard
    III culminate in the tragic deaths of their protagonists.

  Although in performance Shakespeare’s characters
   can give the impression of a superabundant reality, he is not a naturalistic dramatist. None of
   his plays is explicitly set in his own time. The action of few of them (except for the English
   histories) is set even partly in England (exceptions are The Merry Wives of Windsor and
   the Induction to The Taming of the Shrew). Italy is his favoured location. Most of his
   principal story-lines derive from printed writings; but the structuring and
   translation of these narratives into dramatic terms is Shakespeare’s own, and he invents much
   additional material. Most of the plays contain elements of myth and legend, and many derive from
   ancient or more recent history or from romantic tales of ancient times and faraway places. All
   reflect his reading, often in close detail. Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577, revised 1587),
   a great compendium of English, Scottish and Irish history, provided material for his English
   history plays. The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans by the Greek writer Plutarch,
   finely translated into English from the French by Sir Thomas North in 1579, provided much of the
   narrative material, and also a mass of verbal detail, for his plays about Roman history. Some
   plays are closely based on shorter individual works: As You Like It, for instance, on
   the novel Rosalynde (1590) by his near-contemporary Thomas Lodge (1558–1625), The
    Winter’s Tale on Pandosto (1588) by his old rival Robert Greene (1558–92) and
    Othello on a story by the Italian Giraldi Cinthio (1504–73). And the language of his
   plays is permeated by the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the proverbial sayings of his
   day.

  Shakespeare was popular with his contemporaries,
   but his commitment to the theatre and to the plays in performance is demonstrated by the fact
   that only about half of his plays appeared in print in his lifetime, in slim paperback volumes
   known as quartos, so called because they were made from printers’ sheets folded twice to form
   four leaves (eight pages). None of them shows any sign that he was involved in their publication.
   For him, performance was the primary means of publication. The most frequently reprinted of his
   works were the non-dramatic poems – the erotic Venus and Adonis and the more moralistic The Rape of Lucrece. The Sonnets, which appeared in 1609,
   under his name but possibly without his consent, were less successful, perhaps because the vogue
   for sonnet sequences, which peaked in the 1590s, had passed by then. They were not reprinted
   until 1640, and then only in garbled form along with poems by other writers. Happily, in 1623,
   seven years after he died, his colleagues John Heminges (1556–1630) and Henry Condell (d. 1627)
   published his collected plays, including eighteen that had not previously appeared in print, in
   the first Folio, whose name derives from the fact that the printers’ sheets were folded only once
   to produce two leaves (four pages). Some of the quarto editions are badly printed, and the fact
   that some plays exist in two, or even three, early versions creates problems for editors. These
   are discussed in the Account of the Text in each volume of this series.

  Shakespeare’s plays continued in the repertoire
   until the Puritans closed the theatres in 1642. When performances resumed after the Restoration
   of the monarchy in 1660 many of the plays were not to the taste of the times, especially because
   their mingling of genres and failure to meet the requirements of poetic justice offended against
   the dictates of neoclassicism. Some, such as The Tempest (changed by John Dryden and
   William Davenant in 1667 to suit contemporary taste), King Lear (to which Nahum Tate
   gave a happy ending in 1681) and Richard III (heavily adapted by Colley Cibber in 1700
   as a vehicle for his own talents), were extensively rewritten; others fell into neglect. Slowly
   they regained their place in the repertoire, and they continued to be reprinted, but it was not
   until the great actor David Garrick (1717–79) organized a spectacular jubilee in Stratford in
   1769 that Shakespeare began to be regarded as a transcendental genius.
   Garrick’s idolatry prefigured the enthusiasm of critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge
   (1772–1834) and William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Gradually Shakespeare’s reputation spread abroad, to
   Germany, America, France and to other European countries.

  During the nineteenth century, though the plays
   were generally still performed in heavily adapted or abbreviated versions, a large body of
   scholarship and criticism began to amass. Partly as a result of a general swing in education away
   from the teaching of Greek and Roman texts and towards literature written in English, Shakespeare
   became the object of intensive study in schools and universities. In the theatre, important
   turning points were the work in England of two theatre directors, William Poel (1852–1934) and
   his disciple Harley Granville-Barker (1877–1946), who showed that the application of knowledge,
   some of it newly acquired, of early staging conditions to performance of the plays could render
   the original texts viable in terms of the modern theatre. During the twentieth century
   appreciation of Shakespeare’s work, encouraged by the availability of audio, film and video
   versions of the plays, spread around the world to such an extent that he can now be claimed as a
   global author.

  The influence of Shakespeare’s works permeates the
   English language. Phrases from his plays and poems – ‘a tower of strength’, ‘green-eyed
   jealousy’, ‘a foregone conclusion’ – are on the lips of people who may never have read him. They
   have inspired composers of songs, orchestral music and operas; painters and sculptors; poets,
   novelists and film-makers. Allusions to him appear in pop songs, in advertisements and in
   television shows. Some of his characters – Romeo and Juliet, Falstaff, Shylock and Hamlet – have
   acquired mythic status. He is valued for his humanity, his psychological
   insight, his wit and humour, his lyricism, his mastery of language, his ability to excite,
   surprise, move and, in the widest sense of the word, entertain audiences. He is the greatest of
   poets, but he is essentially a dramatic poet. Though his plays have much to offer to readers,
   they exist fully only in performance. In these volumes we offer individual introductions, notes
   on language and on specific points of the text, suggestions for further reading and information
   about how each work has been edited. In addition we include accounts of the ways in which
   successive generations of interpreters and audiences have responded to challenges and rewards
   offered by the plays. The Penguin Shakespeare series aspires to remove obstacles to understanding
   and to make pleasurable the reading of the work of the man who has done more than most to make us
   understand what it is to be human.

  Stanley Wells

 
  The Chronology of Shakespeare’s
   Works

  A few of Shakespeare’s writings can be fairly
   precisely dated. An allusion to the Earl of Essex in the chorus to Act V of Henry V, for
   instance, could only have been written in 1599. But for many of the plays we have only vague
   information, such as the date of publication, which may have occurred long after composition, the
   date of a performance, which may not have been the first, or a list in Francis Meres’s book
    Palladis Tamia, published in 1598, which tells us only that the plays listed there must
   have been written by that year. The chronology of the early plays is particularly difficult to
   establish. Not everyone would agree that the first part of Henry VI was written after
   the third, for instance, or Romeo and Juliet before A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
   The following table is based on the ‘Canon and Chronology’ section in William Shakespeare: A
    Textual Companion, by Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, with John Jowett and William
   Montgomery (1987), where more detailed information and discussion may be found.
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  Introduction

  THE PROBLEMS OF HAMLET

  
   ’Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played
     on than a pipe? (III.2.377–8)

  

  Hamlet is a problem for the Danish court. At the
   opening of the play he is still mourning the death of his father, King Hamlet, while everyone
   else is celebrating the marriage of his mother, Gertrude, to the new king, his uncle, Claudius.
   They try to discover what’s bothering him. ‘How is it that the clouds still hang on you?’
   Claudius asks (I.2.66). ‘Why seems it so particular with
   thee?’ his mother questions (I.2.75). ‘How does my good
   Lord Hamlet?’ inquires Polonius, the chief minister (II.2.171). ‘How does your honour for this many a day?’ asks Ophelia, Polonius’s daughter
    (III.1.91).

  Hamlet’s behaviour is indeed somewhat eccentric.
   He moons around in black talking to himself, rails at Ophelia, whom previously he has courted,
   and contrives a play which criticizes the marriage of the King and Queen. He responds to
   questions about his state of mind with puns, riddles, pointed impertinence and pretended
   madness.

  Hamlet’s mental state is important because it
   threatens the Danish state. ‘Madness in great ones must not unwatched go’,
   the King declares (III.1.189). He demands that Hamlet remain
   at court, under observation. Ophelia is placed to sound out the Prince, but he uses her approach
   to indulge his disillusionment with love and marriage. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are
   commissioned to uncover the problem, but they get no further. ‘He does confess he feels himself
   distracted, | But from what cause ’a will by no means speak’ (III.1.5–6).

  Hamlet is irritated by the presumption of
   Guildenstern, who won’t play the recorder because he has no expertise but supposes he can fathom
   the depths of Hamlet’s mind.

  Why, look you now, how unworthy a thing you
   make of me! You would play upon me. You would seem to know my stops. You would pluck out the
   heart of my mystery. You would sound me from my lowest note to the top of my compass …
   ’Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played on than a pipe? Call me what instrument you will,
   though you can fret me, you cannot play upon me. (III.2.371–9)

  Audiences and readers have also tried to pluck out
   the heart of Hamlet’s mystery since the play was ﬁrst performed at the Globe theatre, probably in
   1600, three years before the death of Queen Elizabeth I. His state of mind is perhaps the most
   debated question in English literary culture. Since the Romantic movement of the late eighteenth
   and early nineteenth centuries Hamlet has become the prototype of the enigmatic, sensitive and
   thoughtful young man, damaged by a corrupt society yet stimulated by interaction with everyone
   around him. For some commentators he rises above his circumstances and is a tragic hero, for
   others he falls into triviality, brutality and ungodliness. Despite, or because of, all this
   urgent scholarly and imaginative work, both the character of Hamlet and the
   meaning of the play remain unresolved. The poet T. S. Eliot in his essay ‘Hamlet and His
   Problems’ called the play ‘the “Mona Lisa” of literature’ (David Bevington (ed.),
    Twentieth-Century Interpretations – see Further
   Reading).

  DELAY AND REVENGE

  … is’t not perfect
    conscience
To quit him with this arm? (V.2.67–8)

  Audiences and readers have a good deal more
   evidence of Hamlet’s state of mind than Claudius and his court. We know from his first soliloquy
   that he is disgusted with his mother’s hasty second marriage: ‘O, most wicked speed, to post |
   With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!’ (I.2.156–7).
   Then he meets his father’s Ghost, who appears to confirm his worst suspicions about his uncle:
   Claudius seduced Gertrude and poisoned King Hamlet, in a particularly gruesome way. The command
   is: ‘Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder’ (I.5.25).
   King Claudius is right to fear Prince Hamlet.

  For many commentators the key question is why
   Hamlet ‘delays’ his revenge. Tell me quickly, he exhorts the Ghost,

  
    that I, with wings as swift

   As meditation or the thoughts of love,

   May sweep to my revenge. (I.5.29–31)

  

  Actually, those comparisons are oddly
   self-cancelling. Meditation, while it may involve flights of fantasy, is generally a rather private and self-absorbed practice; and thoughts of love may be more
   rewarding when they are less flighty. Neither seems an obvious analogue for decisive and brutal
   action.

  One interpretation of Hamlet’s delay is that it is
   not in fact excessive. He can’t just rush in and kill the King; he’d be slain by the guard. When
   he finally stabs Claudius ‘All’ shout ‘Treason! Treason!’ (V.2.317). Then the truth about the murder would not be revealed. This is important to
   Hamlet – he insists that Horatio survive to tell his story. Besides, Hamlet can’t be sure that
   the Ghost isn’t malign and dishonest, sent by the devil to tempt him. With these factors in mind,
   we might feel that he is really quite purposeful. His plan to check on the King through the
   performance of the Players is brilliantly improvised, and effective: ‘O good Horatio, I’ll take
   the ghost’s word for a thousand pound’ (III.2.295–6). Then he lets Claudius live when he finds him alone and praying; although that
   may appear over-scrupulous it is not an unreasonable thing to do, if the idea is to punish the
   King rather than send him to heaven. When someone is skulking behind the arras in Gertrude’s
   chamber Hamlet kills him without hesitation, believing it to be the King.

  So we might say that the Prince is fairly
   punctual. On the other hand, the idea that he delays is firmly planted in the text when he
   accuses himself of neglecting his task. ‘How all occasions do inform against me | And spur my
   dull revenge!’ he exclaims (IV.4.32–3), contrasting his
   own prevarication with the resolution of Fortinbras and his army, who are ready to die for a
   small piece of territory. Perhaps he is guilty of the forgetfulness of a beast; or perhaps,
   contrariwise, he has taken on ‘some craven scruple | Of thinking too precisely on th’event’ (IV.4.40–41). Commentators have often seized upon this latter thought: perhaps Hamlet thinks too much or, at least, too much for a
   revenger. He is a man of reflection, a student, who is suddenly expected to behave like a man of
   action. If Hamlet rushed to judgement, as Othello does, there would have been no tragedy.
   Conversely, if Othello had investigated and considered as carefully as Hamlet does, he would not
   have murdered Desdemona.

  Perhaps, we might conclude, there is something per
   verse in Hamlet’s nature and situation, whereby he is rapid and decisive in everything but the
   accomplishment of revenge. We might attribute this to a bloody-mindedness in the nature of the
   universe, whereby man’s best intentions are obscurely thwarted; or to some irrational blockage in
   the mind of Hamlet himself. We will return to these questions.

  In evaluating Hamlet’s speech and actions, a good
   deal depends on one’s attitude to revenge. Christians have often quoted the biblical injunction:
   ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, saith the Lord. Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him: if
   he thirst, give him drink. For in so doing thou shalt heap coals of ﬁre on his head’ (Romans
   12:19–20 (Bishops’ Bible, 1568, etc.)). The individual Christian, therefore, is not to take the
   law into his own hands. Observe that this is not a very generous programme, however: as with
   Hamlet’s sparing of the praying Claudius, the idea is to forgo the immediate satisfaction of
   harming your enemy today in order that he will suffer more in the long run. Humanists, on the
   other hand, are likely to repudiate vengeance – divine and human – as primitive, and to look for
   a more productive way of dealing with disputes. They may think Hamlet’s delay indicates an
   emergent humanism. Having studied at an international university in Germany, Hamlet has a
   different sensibility from that of his father, an old-fashioned warrior who wagered his kingdom
   in combat with Fortinbras, King of Norway, whom he slew.

  Among the upper classes in
   Shakespeare’s time it was still often supposed that one was honour-bound to avenge an affront.
   Hamlet believes ‘honour’s at the stake’ (IV.4.56); so
   does Laertes (V.2.240–44). Claudius attempts to
   incorporate these unruly disputes into the business of the court; primitive warrior emotions,
   such as duelling and revenge, may be softened and tamed when they are filtered through the
   elaborate ritual of the court by the wealthy hanger-on, Osrick. This seems to be a good
   modernizing policy, but it is corrupted by Claudius’s attempt to fix the outcome through the
   secret use of poison. In many plays of the period the source of the wrongdoing is a tyrannical or
   inadequate ruler, and this may seem to justify the personal intervention of the
   malcontent-avenger. There was a long-running political argument about whether subjects might
   legitimately intervene to quell a tyrant. Often this was couched in religious terms: the king has
   been appointed by God as his deputy. Actually, Protestants tended to argue that the nobility
   might overthrow the monarch when they were living in countries where Catholicism was enforced as
   the state religion, and vice versa.

  In Shakespeare’s Richard II the King
   seeks to draw the rivalry of Bolingbroke and Mowbray into a legal framework that will make
   revenge within the ruling elite redundant, but the process is corrupted by his own involvement in
   the murder which is at issue: King Richard encouraged Mowbray to kill Gloucester. The debate is
   made explicit when Gloucester’s widow calls upon Gaunt to avenge her, but he counsels Christian
   patience:

  
   God’s is the quarrel; for God’s substitute,

   His deputy anointed in His sight,

   Hath caused his death; the which if wrongfully,

   Let heaven revenge, for I may
    never lift

   An angry arm against His minister. (I.2.37–41)

  

  In Richard II these issues of
   principle are overtaken by the course of events. But in Hamlet it is only as the
   catalogue of King Claudius’s crimes accumulates that Hamlet claims that it would be right to kill
   him – and even then he puts it as a question to Horatio:

  
   He that hath killed my King and whored my mother,

   Popped in between th’election and my hopes,

   Thrown out his angle for my proper life,

   And with such cozenage – is’t not perfect
    conscience

   To quit him with this arm? (V.2.64–8)

  

  THIS FELLOW IN THE CELLARAGE

  O, horrible! O, horrible! Most
    horrible! (I.5.80)

  The controversy about revenge was yet more
   complex. Hamlet’s phrasing – ‘is’t not perfect conscience[?]’ – implies a Christian context.
   However, in various aspects of Elizabethan thought, alternatives to Christian orthodoxy had crept
   in through classical culture. Roman and Greek writings were hugely prestigious, yet they promoted
   pagan religion and a relaxed attitude towards fornication and homosexuality. An anti-Christian
   lust for revenge, inspired by a ghost, is central to the tragedies of the ancient Roman author
   Seneca (c. 4 BC–AD 65). His works were taught in
   Elizabethan schools and colleges; his plays were published in English as Seneca His Tenne
    Tragedies by Thomas Newton in 1581. Seneca’s plays seem designed for recitation and are
   quite unlike the busy plots of the Shakespearian popular theatre; their
   biggest influence was on closet dramas written in and for students at the Inns of Court, where
   lawyers were educated, and universities. However, the academic and popular traditions were not,
   initially, altogether separate.

  The relevance of Seneca to Hamlet is
   manifest in the notoriously enigmatic remark made by the writer Thomas Nashe in 1589, ten or
   eleven years before Shakespeare’s play. There are inferior authors who cannot read Latin, Nashe
   says. ‘Yet English Seneca read by candlelight yields many good sentences, as “Blood is a beggar,”
   and so forth; and if you entreat him fair in a frosty morning, he will afford you whole Hamlets,
   I should say handfuls, of tragical speeches’ (Preface to Greene’s ‘Menaphon’). In other
   words, the reading of Seneca in translation has informed the writing of a blood-and-thunder
   tragedy based on the Hamlet story. This earlier play, of which no text has survived, is usually
   called the Ur-Hamlet. So Senecan images and themes were key parts of the intellectual
   and imaginative context in which Hamlet was fashioned.

  Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (1587–9)
   is illuminating at this point, because it has a lot in common with both Seneca and
    Hamlet, and makes explicit the conflict between Christian and pagan ideas. Kyd’s play
   opens with a long speech by the Ghost of Andrea, describing how he has been received into Hades,
   the pagan underworld kingdom of the dead. There he is assigned to the care of Revenge, who tells
   him to sit and watch the action of the play: he will see his death avenged. Despite this
   classical framework the play is set in Christian Spain and Portugal. Hieronimo, pondering (like
   Hamlet) the justice of his cause, directly juxtaposes the Christian text ‘Vindicta
   mihi!’ (Vengeance is mine) with the Senecan injunction ‘Per scelus
    semper tutum est sceleribus iter: | Strike, and strike home, where wrong is offer’d thee’
    (The Spanish Tragedy, III.13.1, 6–7). Biblical and classical contexts clash again when
   Hieronimo claims that he and heaven and the saints are collaborating in avenging his son:

  
   Why, then I see that heaven applies our drift,

   And all the saints do sit soliciting

   For vengeance on those cursed murderers.
    (IV.1.31–3)

  

  In John Marston’s Antonio’s
    Revenge (c. 1599), a play which shares many linguistic and plot motifs with
    Hamlet, Andrugio’s Ghost mingles Senecan and Christian sentiments without apparent
   discomfort:

  
   Now down looks providence

   T’attend the last act of my son’s revenge.

   … O, now triumphs my ghost,

   Exclaiming ‘Heaven’s just, for I shall see

   The scourge of murder and impiety’. (Antonio’s
     Revenge,

   V.1.10–11, 24–5)

  

  The similarities and differences between
   what Shakespeare writes and what other authors do with similar stories, themes and genres are
   always instructive. These contemporary writings are not merely sources or background for
    Hamlet; they do not offer a chronicle of the Elizabethan theatre. Pointing to the
   explicit disputes and the covert embarrassments of the time, they mark out the boundaries of the
   thinkable. Exploring the scope of Senecan ideas will not pluck out the heart of Hamlet’s mystery,
   but it may bring us closer to the conditions that enable the characters to make sense, as it
   were, to each other and, in turn, to make sense to audiences and readers. It
   is through this framework that the dilemmas of Hamlet may speak to us today.

  The neatest way of amalgamating the Senecan ghost
   and Christian imagery is to place him in purgatory, where souls destined ultimately for heaven
   are said to suffer for their sins:

  
   I am thy father’s spirit,

   Doomed for a certain term to walk the night,

   And for the day confined to fast in fires,

   Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature

   Are burnt and purged away. (I.5.9–13)

  

  However, the doctrine of purgatory was speciﬁcally
   rejected by the Elizabethan Protestant orthodoxy, so its appearance in Hamlet has
   encouraged speculation about Shakespeare’s religious affiliations. What was he doing in the years
   about which we have little evidence, between his marriage in 1582 and his appearance in poetic
   and theatrical circles in London in 1591–2? Might he have been working as secretary or tutor in a
   Catholic household in the north of England? Can the universal bard have been committed, secretly,
   to an outlawed faith? 

  We need to bear in mind that almost everyone had
   been a Roman Catholic before the Reformation, so many people might have retained knowledge of and
   feeling for the old rites. Shakespeare’s father, John, was a grown man by 1563, when the
   Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England confirmed Protestantism as the official state
   religion and declared that purgatory was a pernicious Romish invention. John may have maintained
   his Catholic allegiance. William may have experienced a nostalgic attachment to the imagery and
   perspective of the old faith, or perhaps a rational respect for its
   intellectual ambitions.

  HAMLET’S PHILOSOPHIES

  There are more things in heaven and earth,
    Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy. (I.5.166–7)

  The development of Senecan motifs in
    Hamlet, alongside Christian attitudes, provokes two further thoughts. First, while the
   general tone of the play appears to align it with Senecan attitudes, the language and themes of
   the Players are even more Senecan – violent and bloody in theme, and ponderous and ranting in
   expression. For them, ‘Seneca cannot be too heavy, nor Plautus too light’ (II.2.399–400). Revenge, and the bombastic language that
   accompanies it, is for the audience the style of an older kind of play. It is a dramatic
   convention, in the service of the Ghost, who has a grudge; of the Players, who want to make a
   living; and of Hamlet, who seeks to trap his uncle. It is an attitude that has flourished in
   particular conditions; it is not the inevitable way to behave.

  Second, we have been noticing only one aspect of
   Seneca, who is a radically incoherent figure. He is not just a writer of bloodthirsty tragedies;
   his Moral Essays argue for a calm, rationalist attitude towards human affairs. His
   outlook there is stoic: one must accept with tranquillity those forces one cannot
   control. This also is an active theme in Hamlet. The Prince presents himself in stoic
   terms when he exchanges philosophical banter with his fellow students. Rosencrantz denies that
   Denmark is a prison; Hamlet replies, ‘Why, then ’tis none to you. For there
   is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so’ (II.2.248–9). He values Horatio because he has achieved a stoic calm:

  
   For thou hast been

   As one, in suffering all, that suffers nothing,

   A man that Fortune’s buffets and rewards

   Hast ta’en with equal thanks. (III.2.75–8)

  

  By subduing his emotions, Horatio frees himself
   from the effects of fortune and becomes the stoics’ wise and happy man. If Hamlet could do that,
   then he could cope with his father, mother and uncle. It is reluctance to tolerate life with the
   mind in chains that puts suicide on the stoic agenda:

  
   To be, or not to be – that is the question;

   Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer

   The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

   Or to take arms against a sea of troubles

   And by opposing end them. (III.1.56–60)

  

  The Chorus in Seneca’s Trojan Women
   engages in similar speculation. Again, Horatio, wanting to die with Hamlet, terms himself ‘more
   an antique Roman than a Dane’ (V.2.335).

  For Seneca, in his Moral Essays, the man
   who achieves stoic mastery becomes godlike:

  the wise man is next-door neighbour to the gods
   and like a god in all save his mortality. As he struggles and presses on towards those things
   that are lofty, well-ordered, undaunted, that flow on with even and harmonious current, that are
   untroubled, kindly, adapted to the public good, beneﬁcial both to himself and
   to others, the wise man will covet nothing low, will never repine.

  Hamlet is aware of this idealistic vision of man,
   but it no longer works for him:

  What a piece of work is a man, how noble in
   reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how
   like an angel, in apprehension how like a god: the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals!
   And yet to me what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me. (II.2.303–9)

  Rottenness in the state of Denmark has
   undermined Hamlet’s faith in humankind. The Ghost’s demand that he set this right has drawn the
   optimistic humanist whom we associate with the Senecan essays into the worldview of the gruesome
   revenger of his plays.

  GOD AND MAN

  There is special providence in the fall of
    a sparrow. (V.2.213–14)

  Placing Hamlet within the available concepts of
   revenge helps us to think about the familiar question about his ‘character’. The strategy
   followed here is not to speculate about his personality, in the way we might gossip about a
   friend, or a celebrity or a character in a soap opera. Rather, it is to reconstruct aspects of
   contemporary thought which make Hamlet possible. For the Prince’s speeches cannot exist
   outside the prevailing social arrangements (if they did, they would have been incomprehensible to
   contemporary audiences). They are a highly distinctive selection of the things
   that might be said in Shakespeare’s time.

  If the Ghost’s talk of purgatory plants Roman
   Catholic imagery in Hamlet, there are also distinct traces of Reformation theology.
   Briefly, the Protestantism that was instituted and preached in the Church of England in
   Shakespeare’s lifetime was Calvinistic: it emphasized the inability of the Christian individual
   to procure his or her own salvation, and its corollary, divine predestination. The Thirtynine
   Articles were ordered to be read in church several times a year and repeated by the faithful as a
   condition of participation at the communion service. They are still printed at the back of
    The Book of Common Prayer. Article 10 asserts: ‘Man … cannot turn and prepare
   himself, by his own natural strength and good works, to faith, and calling upon God.’ Article 17
   adds: ‘Predestination to Life is the everlasting purpose of God, whereby (before the foundations
   of the world were laid) he hath constantly decreed by his counsel secret to us, to deliver from
   curse and damnation those whom he hath chosen.’ So whether you are saved or not depends on the
   will of God. Such a belief may seem insupportable to many readers today, but it has a certain
   logic, and arguably suited the violent and punitive social system which it purported to explain
   and justify. The task for the theologian was to make it persuasive, for the playwright to explore
   its complications.

  Hamlet sounds like a Calvinist in his
   conversations with Horatio after his return to Denmark. Horatio warns him to take care over the
   duel with Laertes. Hamlet replies that there is no point in attempting to anticipate the future;
   whatever he does, God has it all decided:

  We defy augury. There is
   special providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be now, ’tis not to come. If it be not to
   come, it will be now. If it be not now, yet it will come. The readiness is all. Since no man
   knows of aught he leaves, what is’t to leave betimes? Let be. (V.2.213–18)

  Jesus’s remark about God’s care for the sparrow
   (Matthew 10:29–31; Luke 12:6–7) was often quoted as evidence of divine beneficence; ‘special’
   providence is a Calvinistic phrase, denoting that God’s concern is detailed, not just general.
   God, John Calvin writes, is ‘a Governor and Preserver, and that, not by producing a kind of
   general motion in the machine of the globe as well as in each of its parts, but by a special
   Providence sustaining, cherishing, superintending, all the things which he has made, to the very
   minutest, even to a sparrow’ (Calvin’s Institutes, I.xvi.1). In fact, in the first
   version of the play to be printed, the Quarto of 1603, Hamlet says at this point ‘there’s a
   predestivate providence in the fall of a sparrow’. The first Quarto is usually taken to be a
   faulty reconstruction, perhaps by an actor from memory (see An Account of
    the Text), but it shows how one well-placed contemporary read the Prince’s thought: it
   sounds Calvinist.

  This development seems to be prompted by Hamlet’s
   awareness of the extraordinary turns events have taken – the appearance of the Ghost when
   Claudius seemed secure, the arrival of the Players prompting the test of the King, Hamlet’s
   inspired discovery on the boat of the plot against his life, and then his amazing delivery
   through the pirates. When describing how he found the King’s letter and changed it, Hamlet
   credits it to ‘a divinity that shapes our ends, | Rough-hew them how we will’; when explaining
   how he was able to seal the altered instructions, he says ‘even in that was
   heaven ordinant’ (i.e. ‘in control’; V.2.10–11, 48). The shaping of events seems to require an
   extra-terrestrial explanation; so the Prince recognizes the folly and pretension of humanistic
   aspiration, and acknowledges the controlling power of God.

  This doesn’t make Hamlet a Calvinist. While
   predestination means, logically, that one’s actions can make no difference to the destiny of
   one’s soul, Protestant sermonizers, fearful that people would believe themselves released from
   social and political deference, urged that the believer should show his or her delight in God’s
   will by cooperating as far and as eagerly as possible. Now, that is not how Hamlet appears. His
   version of predestination sounds more like an indifferent fate than providential care. He is not
   making a reverent statement about the rightness of God’s control of the world but washing his
   hands of the whole business. So he plays with Osrick (this scene seems purposefully desultory)
   and competes recklessly with Laertes (V.2), makes no
   plan against the King. The final killing occurs in a burst of passionate inspiration, and when
   Hamlet himself is, in effect, slain.

  There is no speech saying that Hamlet refuses to
   cooperate with the Calvinist deity because he is not persuaded of its goodness; probably that
   could have been said on a stage only by a manifest villain. But as members of an audience try to
   make sense of events in the play and Hamlet’s responses to them, it may appear that the divine
   system revealed in the action is not as comfortable and delightful as Protestants proclaimed. It
   makes Hamlet wonder and admire; temporarily, when he is sending Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to
   their deaths, it exhilarates him; but ultimately it does not command his respect. In this view
   Hamlet’s ‘delay’ is philosophical, not personal; the universe is not worth his collaboration.

  It may seem that we have
   taken Hamlet into eccentric regions of theology. However, we have, in effect, been
   exploring the central dilemmas of tragedy. As Hamlet puts it, a man may be either ‘the beauty of
   the world, the paragon of animals!’ or ‘this quintessence of dust’ (II.2.306–8). The potential for affirmation in an exceptional
   human being; the countervailing pressure of something recalcitrant in the very nature of things:
   these have been the coordinates of Shakespearian tragedy in the dominant critical vision of
   modern times. Arguably Horatio’s account of the action is about right:

  
    So shall you hear

   Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,

   Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters,

   Of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause,

   And, in this upshot, purposes mistook

   Fallen on th’inventors’ heads. (V.2.374–9)

  

  If all this is divinely sanctioned, it is by the
   violent and punitive Calvinist deity. Whether or not you think the quality of Hamlet’s engagement
   with such a universe constitutes a significant compensation for its brutality is a measure of
   whether you are an optimist or a pessimist.

  IN CHARACTER

  Let’s follow, Gertrude. (IV.7.191)

  In pursuit of these tragic themes I have offered
   some interpretation of Hamlet’s motives – even while casting doubt upon the legitimacy of
   speculations about his personality. I began with the sense that he is a problem (meaning difficult to interpret), and attributed to him ideas and emotions that
   change in response to circumstances. However, I have tried to present Hamlet’s situation and
   response in terms of the dramatic, philosophical and religious ideas that were available to
   Shakespeare – not treating the characters as if they were persons, and not presenting character
   as if it were the main factor in the play.

  Hamlet is informed by a different sense
   of personhood from that we suppose today; one that tends towards convention, stereotyping and
   allegory. Identity is mainly to do with social positioning; the speech-prefixes in the original
   texts are ‘King’ and ‘Queen’, not ‘Claudius’ and ‘Gertrude’. Being a prince and nephew to the
   King (‘my lord’, the others call him) is more important in the identity of Hamlet than being
   melancholy and misogynist – though he shows signs of both. Anyway, melancholy and misogyny are
   familiar stances for the malcontent at court, and not individual to Hamlet. The fate of Ophelia,
   Laertes and Polonius is determined more by their status at court than by any feelings between
   them. Perhaps Hamlet loves Horatio, but their relationship can hardly bloom when Horatio must
   observe such deference that he can speak only in response to Hamlet’s approaches. The traditional
   character questions – why does Hamlet delay? is he mad? does he love Ophelia? is he obsessed with
   his mother? – are plainly not going to be answered. They have engaged some of the best minds of
   the western critical tradition, and we have to conclude at last that the play does not supply the
   evidence to resolve them.

  Placing too much emphasis on character, many
   commentators have said, is to expect an early modern play to answer to a critical approach that
   would suit a nineteenth-century novel or the naturalistic plays of Henrik Ibsen
   and August Strindberg. Unlike such modern writers, Shakespeare and his contemporaries perceived
   no inauthenticity when they borrowed stories from other writers and followed conventions
   and genres of speech and action (a Senecan Ghost, for instance). Scenery was minimal, and many
   scenes are set nowhere in particular. Ophelia and Gertrude were played by boy actors – Hamlet
   draws attention to this by remarking how the boy who is to play the Player Queen has grown; he
   hopes his voice has not broken (II.2.423–7). In this kind of
   theatre the immediate movement of a particular scene is more important than continuity between
   scenes. Hence the uncertainty about Hamlet’s age (the initial impression is of a young man around
   eighteen, whereas his conversation with the First Clown indicates that he is thirty – see V.1.145–6, 159–60). When the narrative wants him to be a student, a lover, subject to his father and
   uncle, inexperienced and impetuous he appears to be eighteen; when it is required that he be
   reflective, wise and experienced he appears to be thirty. The ultimate issue is the kinds of
   subjectivity that may be discovered in early modern culture.

  The assumption that a Shakespearian play should be
   approached mainly through analysis of its characters was championed in A. C. Bradley’s classic
   account, Shakespearean Tragedy (1904). A hundred years later, despite much critical
   dispute, Bradley’s study still typifies the commonsense notion of our culture: you will get to
   the truth of the play through imaginative critical insight into the characters, as you might do
   when pondering a living person whom you know, and this is the way to appreciate Shakespeare’s
   art. However, Shakespeare’s play itself calls Bradleyan character criticism into question, and
   invites the reader to envisage a more complex understanding. Hamlet himself prompts a distinctive
    awareness of subjectivity, one that hovers on the threshold of
   postmodernity.

  Consider the representation in the play of the
   love between Hamlet and Ophelia. She says he has given her tokens of his love, he says not, so
   there is an uncertainty in the text. Bradley is dissatisfied with the most popular view of his
   time, which is that Hamlet’s love for Ophelia remains constant, but the task of executing the
   Ghost’s command makes him put aside all such thoughts. When he speaks harshly to her (III.1.96–150) it is to convince her that their love is
   impossible; at her graveside the truth bursts from him (V.1.265–80). This romantic interpretation won’t do, according to Bradley. The thesis that
   Ophelia is central in Hamlet’s life is belied by the fact that he says nothing about her in his
   soliloquies, or to Horatio. Further, Bradley says, Hamlet doesn’t break with Ophelia in response
   to the Ghost; she breaks with him later, on her father’s instruction. Her joining in the plot
   against him seems the likely reason for Hamlet’s hostility towards her. Bradley concludes that
   ‘Hamlet’s love, though never lost, was, after Ophelia’s apparent rejection of him, mingled with
   suspicion and resentment, and that his treatment of her was due in part to this cause’. The main
   evidence to the contrary is Hamlet jumping into the grave of Ophelia. Bradley seeks to explain it
   thus: ‘when he declared that it was such a love as forty thousand brothers could not equal, he
   spoke sincerely indeed but not truly. What he said was true, if I may put it thus, of the inner
   healthy self which doubtless in time would have fully reasserted itself.’

  There are two ways, then, of thinking about
   Hamlet’s character in his relations with Ophelia. In one he is the constant lover; in the other
   he becomes suspicious and resentful of her. To secure his preferred view, Bradley strives to unearth clues that may paste together a consistent personality, while
   setting aside inconvenient aspects. But how is an actor to indicate that Hamlet is being sincere
   but untruthful when he says he loves Ophelia more than forty thousand brothers? How would a
   reader deduce this from the text? And what can we know about Hamlet’s ‘inner healthy self’, when
   the signs of it are in an indefinitely remote future? Bradley is driven into over elaborate
   arguments because the text does not resolve the question. There is either insufficient evidence
   or too much. The reason, I will argue shortly, is that Shakespeare’s interests are engaged with
   other matters.

  We should note first another kind of attempt to
   deal with the failure of Shakespearian characters to add up: the appeal to Freudian depth
   analysis. The most notorious instance is Ernest Jones’s nomination of Hamlet as subject to an
   ‘Oedipus Complex’ (in an essay ﬁrst published in the American Journal of Psychology in
   1910; Jones beneﬁts from a brief suggestion in Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams (1900)).
   Doubt about the status of the Ghost, laziness, cowardice, a sensitive conscience, a wish to make
   sure Claudius goes to hell, a wish not to harm his mother, an open and generous disposition, a
   cautious and crafty disposition – all these are plausible motives for Hamlet, Jones observes,
   but, in the text, none of them is compelling, and they may even be contradictory. Perhaps, then,
   Hamlet is unconscious of what is inhibiting him; perhaps he is repressing it. In his Freudian
   reading of the play Jones stresses that Hamlet’s malaise precedes his knowledge of the murder of
   his father: it is to do with his mother (hence his divided response to Ophelia). Like other
   little boys, the Prince is presumed to have regarded his father as a rival for the love of his
   mother. When Claudius murders King Hamlet, then, he is carrying out Hamlet’s
   own, long-repressed desire. ‘O my prophetic soul! | My uncle?’ (I.5.40–41): in his unconscious Hamlet already knew it. And it is because Claudius
   incorporates Hamlet’s deepest wishes that Hamlet cannot kill him. Perhaps; a great deal of the
   play seems to be left out. Notice also that, although depth analysis aims to go beyond Bradleyan
   common sense, it in fact relies on a Bradleyan expectation that the character will ultimately
   cohere.

  Freudian critics throw emphasis onto Hamlet’s
   relations with his mother, whereas Bradley, the Victorian, is embarrassed when the topic is
   female sexuality. The Queen is not usually regarded as a problematic figure, but in fact she
   illustrates Shakespeare’s lack of interest in characterization for itself. Observe Hamlet’s
   reiterated demand, that she should not continue in sexual relations with Claudius:

  
    Confess yourself to heaven.

   Repent what’s past. Avoid what is to come;

   And do not spread the compost on the weeds

   To make them ranker. (III.4.150–53)

  

  What she must not do is

  
   Let the bloat King tempt you again to bed,

   Pinch wanton on your cheek, call you his mouse,

   And let him, for a pair of reechy kisses,

   Or paddling in your neck with his damned fingers,

   Make you to ravel all this matter out … (III.4.183–7)

  

  Gertrude doesn’t reveal to the King
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