
		
			[image: Cover for Hamlet]
		

	
		
			
			THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE

			GENERAL EDITORS

			STEPHEN ORGEL

			A. R. BRAUNMULLER

			
				[image: ]
			

			The Tragical History of Hamlet Prince of Denmark

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
		

		PENGUIN BOOKS

		An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

		375 Hudson Street

		New York, New York 10014

		penguin.com

		The Tragical History of Hamlet Prince of Denmark edited by Willard Farnham published in Penguin Books (USA) 1957

		Revised edition published 1970

		Edition edited by A. R. Braunmuller published 2001

		This edition published 2016

		Copyright © 1957, 1970, 2001 by Penguin Random House LLC

		Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

		CIP data has been applied for.

		ISBN 978-0-698-41071-8

		Cover art & design: Manuja Waldia

		Version_2

	
		
			Publisher’s Note

			THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE has served generations of readers as an authoritative series of texts and scholarship since the first volume appeared under the general editorship of Alfred Harbage over half a century ago. In the past decades, new editions followed to reflect the profound changes textual and critical studies of Shakespeare have undergone. The texts of the plays and poems were thoroughly revised in accordance with leading scholarship, and in some cases were entirely reedited. New introductions and notes were provided in all the volumes. The Pelican Shakespeare was designed as a successor to the original series; the previous editions had been taken into account, and the advice of the previous editors was solicited where it was feasible to do so. The current editions include updated bibliographic references to recent scholarship.

			Certain textual features of the new Pelican Shakespeare should be particularly noted. All lines are numbered that contain a word, phrase, or allusion explained in the glossarial notes. In addition, for convenience, every tenth line is also numbered, in italics when no annotation is indicated. The intrusive and often inaccurate place headings inserted by early editors are omitted (as has become standard practice), but for the convenience of those who miss them, an indication of locale now appears as the first item in the annotation of each scene.

			In the interest of both elegance and utility, each speech prefix is set in a separate line when the speakers’ lines are in verse, except when those words form the second half of a verse line. Thus the verse form of the speech is kept visually intact. What is printed as verse and what is printed as prose has, in general, the authority of the original texts. Departures from the original texts in this regard have the authority only of editorial tradition and the judgment of the Pelican editors; and, in a few instances, are admittedly arbitrary.

		

	
		
			The Theatrical World

			ECONOMIC REALITIES determined the theatrical world in which Shakespeare’s plays were written, performed, and received. For centuries in England, the primary theatrical tradition was nonprofessional. Craft guilds (or “mysteries”) provided religious drama – mystery plays – as part of the celebration of religious and civic festivals, and schools and universities staged classical and neoclassical drama in both Latin and English as part of their curricula. In these forms, drama was established and socially acceptable. Professional theater, in contrast, existed on the margins of society. The acting companies were itinerant; playhouses could be any available space – the great halls of the aristocracy, town squares, civic halls, inn yards, fair booths, or open fields – and income was sporadic, dependent on the passing of the hat or on the bounty of local patrons. The actors, moreover, were considered little better than vagabonds, constantly in danger of arrest or expulsion.

			In the late 1560s and 1570s, however, English professional theater began to gain respectability. Wealthy aristocrats fond of drama – the Lord Admiral, for example, or the Lord Chamberlain – took acting companies under their protection so that the players technically became members of their households and were no longer subject to arrest as homeless or masterless men. Permanent theaters were first built at this time as well, allowing the companies to control and charge for entry to their performances.

			Shakespeare’s livelihood, and the stunning artistic explosion in which he participated, depended on pragmatic and architectural effort. Professional theater requires ways to restrict access to its offerings; if it does not, and admission fees cannot be charged, the actors do not get paid, the costumes go to a pawnbroker, and there is no such thing as a professional, ongoing theatrical tradition. The answer to that economic need arrived in the late 1560s and 1570s with the creation of the so-called public or amphitheater playhouse. Recent discoveries indicate that the precursor of the Globe playhouse in London (where Shakespeare’s mature plays were presented) and the Rose theater (which presented Christopher Marlowe’s plays and some of Shakespeare’s earliest ones) was the Red Lion theater of 1567.

			Extensive parts of the foundations of the Rose theater,  apparently the fourth public theater to be built, were uncovered in 1989. A few years later, a much smaller portion of the second Globe (rebuilt after the first burned in 1613) was located. The remains of the Rose indicate that it originally (1587) had a rather small “thrust” stage that tapered into the open area from which a standing audience, the “groundlings,” watched. The stage was approximately 25 feet wide at the front, more than 36 feet wide at the back, and about 161⁄2 feet deep; it was placed at the northern end of a north-south axis, presumably to maximize the amount of light falling on the stage during the spring-summer playing season. In early 1592, the Rose’s owner, Philip Henslowe, paid to renovate and expand his theater; the new stage was at least 18 feet deep, perhaps more if the stage boards projected out over the newly laid brick foundations. The seating area also increased, but both theater and stage remained relatively small compared to the rectangular stage at the Fortune (1600), over 40 feet wide and supposedly based upon the Globe. The Globe building may have been as much as 100 feet in diameter, while the Rose’s diameter was about 72 feet. Both theaters were irregular polygons, multistoried, with areas for the groundlings, and with a covered gallery that seated perhaps 2,200 (Rose) or 3,000 (Globe) very crowded spectators.

			These theaters might have been about half full on any given day, though the audiences were larger on holidays or when a play was advertised, as old and new were, through printed playbills posted around London. The metropolitan area’s late-Tudor, early-Stuart population (circa 1590–1620) has been estimated at about 150,000 to 250,000. It has been supposed that in the mid-1590s there were about 15,000 spectators per week at the public theaters; thus, as many as 10 percent of the local population went to the theater regularly. Consequently, the theaters’ repertories – the plays available for this experienced and frequent audience – had to change often: in the month between September 15 and October 15, 1595, for instance, the Lord Admiral’s Men performed twenty-eight times in eighteen different plays.

			Since natural light illuminated the amphitheaters’ stages, performances began between noon and two o’clock and ran without a break for two or three hours. They often concluded with a jig, a fencing display, or some other nondramatic exhibition. Weather conditions determined the season for the amphitheaters: plays were performed every day (including Sundays, sometimes, to clerical dismay) except during Lent – the forty days before Easter – or periods of plague, or sometimes during the summer months when law courts were not in session and the most affluent members of the audience were not in London.

			To a modern theatergoer, an amphitheater stage like that of the Rose or Globe would appear an unfamiliar mixture of plainness and elaborate decoration. Much of the structure was carved or painted, sometimes to imitate marble; elsewhere, as under the canopy projecting over the stage, to represent the stars and the zodiac. Appropriate painted canvas pictures (of Jerusalem, for example, if the play was set in that city) were apparently hung on the wall behind the acting area, and tragedies were accompanied by black hangings, presumably something like crepe festoons or bunting. Although these theaters did not employ what we would call scenery, early modern spectators saw numerous large props, such as the “bar” at which a prisoner stood during a trial, the “mossy bank” where lovers reclined, an arbor for amorous conversation, a chariot, gallows, tables, trees, beds, thrones, writing desks, and so forth. Audiences might learn a scene’s location from a sign (reading “Athens,” for example) carried across the stage (as in Bertolt Brecht’s twentieth-century productions). Equally captivating (and equally irritating to the theater’s enemies) were the rich costumes and personal props the actors used: the most valuable items in the surviving theatrical inventories are the swords, gowns, robes, crowns, and other items worn or carried by the performers.

			Magic appealed to Shakespeare’s audiences as much as it does to us today, and the theater exploited many deceptive and spectacular devices. A winch in the loft above the stage, called “the heavens,” could lower and raise actors playing gods, goddesses, and other supernatural figures to and from the main acting area, just as one or more trapdoors permitted entrances and exits to and from the area, called “hell,” beneath the stage. Actors wore elementary makeup such as wigs, false beards, and face paint, and they employed pigs’ bladders filled with animal blood to make wounds seem more real. They had rudimentary but effective ways of pretending to behead or hang a person. Supernumeraries (stagehands or actors not needed in a particular scene) could make thunder sounds (by shaking a metal sheet or rolling an iron ball down a chute) and show lightning (by blowing inflammable resin through tubes into a flame). Elaborate fireworks enhanced the effects of dragons flying through the air or imitated such celestial phenomena as comets, shooting stars, and multiple suns. Horses’ hoofbeats, bells (located perhaps in the tower above the stage), trumpets and drums, clocks, cannon shots and gunshots, and the like were common sound effects. And the music of viols, cornets, oboes, and recorders was a regular feature of theatrical performances.

			For two relatively brief spans, from the late 1570s to 1590 and from 1599 to 1614, the amphitheaters competed with the so-called private, or indoor, theaters, which originated as, or later represented themselves as, educational institutions training boys as singers for church services and court performances. These indoor theaters had two features that were distinct from the amphitheaters’: their personnel and their playing spaces. The amphitheaters’ adult companies included both adult men, who played the male roles, and boys, who played the female roles; the private, or indoor, theater companies, on the other hand, were entirely composed of boys aged about eight to sixteen, who were, or could pretend to be, candidates for singers in a church or a royal boys’ choir. (Until 1660, professional theatrical companies included no women.) The playing space would appear much more familiar to modern audiences than the long-vanished amphitheaters; the later indoor theaters were, in fact, the ancestors of the typical modern theater. They were enclosed spaces, usually rectangular, with the stage filling one end of the rectangle and the audience arrayed in seats or benches across (and sometimes lining) the building’s longer axis. These spaces staged plays less frequently than the public theaters (perhaps only once a week) and held far fewer spectators than the amphitheaters: about 200 to 600, as opposed to 2,500 or more. Fewer patrons mean a smaller gross income, unless each pays more. Not surprisingly, then, private theaters charged higher prices than the amphitheaters, probably sixpence, as opposed to a penny for the cheapest entry to the amphitheaters.

			Protected from the weather, the indoor theaters presented plays later in the day than the amphitheaters, and used artificial illumination – candles in sconces or candelabra. But candles melt and need replacing, snuffing, and trimming, and these practical requirements may have been part of the reason the indoor theaters introduced breaks in the performance, the intermission so dear to the hearts of theatergoers and to the pocketbooks of theater concessionaires ever since. Whether motivated by the need to tend to the candles or by the entrepreneurs’ wish to sell oranges and liquor, or both, the indoor theaters eventually established the modern convention of noncontinuous performance. In the early modern “private” theater, musical performances apparently filled the intermissions, which in Stuart theater jargon seem to have been called “acts.”

			At the end of the first decade of the seventeenth century, the distinction between public amphitheaters and private indoor companies ceased. For various cultural, political, and economic reasons, individual companies gained control of both the public, open-air theaters and the indoor ones, and companies mixing adult men and boys took over the formerly “private” theaters. Despite the death of the boys’ companies and of their highly innovative theaters (for which such luminous playwrights as Ben Jonson, George Chapman, and John Marston wrote), their playing spaces and conventions had an immense impact on subsequent plays: not merely for the intervals (which stressed the artistic and architectonic importance of “acts”), but also because they introduced political and social satire as a popular dramatic ingredient, even in tragedy, and a wider range of actorly effects, encouraged by the more intimate playing spaces.

			Even the briefest sketch of the Shakespearean theatrical world would be incomplete without some comment on the social and cultural dimensions of theaters and playing in the period. In an intensely hierarchical and status-conscious society, professional actors and their ventures had hardly any respectability; as we have indicated, to protect themselves against laws designed to curb vagabondage and the increase of masterless men, actors resorted to the near-fiction that they were the servants of noble masters and wore their distinctive livery. Hence the company for which Shakespeare wrote in the 1590s that called itself the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and pretended that the public, money-getting performances were in fact rehearsals for private performances before that high court official. From 1598, the Privy Council had licensed theatrical companies, and after 1603, with the accession of King James I, the companies gained explicit royal protection, just as the Queen’s Men had for a time under Queen Elizabeth. The Chamberlain’s Men became the King’s Men, and the other companies were patronized by other members of the royal family.

			These designations were legal fictions that half-concealed an important economic and social development, the evolution away from the theater’s organization on the model of the guild, a self-regulating confraternity of individual artisans, into a proto-capitalist organization. Shakespeare’s company became a joint-stock company, where persons who supplied capital and, in some cases, such as Shakespeare’s, capital and talent, employed themselves and others in earning a return on that capital. This development meant that actors and theater companies were outside both the traditional guild structures, which required some form of civic or royal charter, and the feudal household organization of master-and-servant. This anomalous, maverick social and economic condition made theater companies practically unruly and potentially even dangerous; consequently, numerous official bodies – including the London metropolitan and ecclesiastical authorities as well as, occasionally, the royal court itself – tried, without much success, to control and even to disband them.

			Public officials had good reason to want to close the theaters: they were attractive nuisances – they drew often-riotous crowds, they were always noisy, and they could be politically offensive and socially insubordinate. Until the Civil War, however, antitheatrical forces failed to shut down professional theater, for many reasons – limited surveillance and few police powers, tensions or outright hostilities among the agencies that sought to check or channel theatrical activity, and lack of clear policies for control. Another reason must have been the theaters’ undeniable popularity. Curtailing any activity enjoyed by such a substantial percentage of the population was difficult, as various Roman emperors attempting to limit circuses had learned, and the Tudor-Stuart audience was not merely large, it was socially diverse and included women. The prevalence of public entertainment in this period has been underestimated. In fact, fairs, holidays, games, sporting events, the equivalent of modern parades, freak shows, and street exhibitions all abounded, but the theater was the most widely and frequently available entertainment to which people of every class had access. That fact helps account both for its quantity and for the fear and anger it aroused.

			Books About Shakespeare’s Theater

			Useful scholarly studies of theatrical life in Shakespeare’s day include: G. E. Bentley, The Jacobean and Caroline Stage, 7 vols. (1941–68), and the same author’s The Professions of Dramatist and Player in Shakespeare’s Time, 1590–1642 (1986); Julian Bowsher, The Rose Theatre: An Archaeological Discovery (1998); E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, 4 vols. (1923); Christine Eccles, The Rose Theatre (1990); R. A. Foakes, Illustrations of the English Stage, 1580–1642 (1985); Andrew Gurr, The Shakespearean Stage, 1574–1642, 3rd ed. (1992), and the same author’s Playgoing in Shakespeare’s London, 2nd ed. (1996); Roslyn Lander Knutson, Playing Companies and Commerce in Shakespeare’s Time (2001); Edwin Nungezer, A Dictionary of Actors (1929); Carol Chillington Rutter, ed., Documents of the Rose Playhouse (1984); Tiffany Stern, Documents of Performance in Early Modern England (2009); Glynne Wickham, Herbert Berry, and William Ingram, English Professional Theatre, 1530–1660 (2009).

		

	
		
			WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE OF STRATFORD-UPON-AVON, GENTLEMAN

			Many people have said that we know very little about William Shakespeare’s life – pinheads and postcards are often mentioned as appropriately tiny surfaces on which to record the available information. More imaginatively and perhaps more correctly, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “Shakespeare is the only biographer of Shakespeare. . . . So far from Shakespeare’s being the least known, he is the one person in all modern history fully known to us.”

			In fact, we know more about Shakespeare’s life than we do about almost any other English writer’s of his era. His last will and testament (dated March 25, 1616) survives, as do numerous legal contracts and court documents involving Shakespeare as principal or witness, and parish records in Stratford and London. Shakespeare appears quite often in official records of King James’s royal court, and of course Shakespeare’s name appears on numerous title pages and in the written and recorded words of his literary contemporaries Robert Greene, Henry Chettle, Francis Meres, John Davies of Hereford, Ben Jonson, and many others. Indeed, if we make due allowance for the bloating of modern, run-of-the-mill bureaucratic records, more information has survived over the past four hundred years about William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, than is likely to survive in the next four hundred years about any reader of these words.

			What we do not have are entire categories of information – Shakespeare’s private letters or diaries, drafts and revisions of poems and plays, critical prefaces or essays, commendatory verse for other writers’ works, or instructions guiding his fellow actors in their performances, for instance – that we imagine would help us understand and appreciate his surviving writings. For all we know, many such data never existed as written records. Many literary and theatrical critics, not knowing what might once have existed, more or less cheerfully accept the situation; some even make a theoretical virtue of it by claiming that such data are irrelevant to understanding and interpreting the plays and poems.

			So, what do we know about William Shakespeare, the man responsible for thirty-seven or perhaps more plays, more than 150 sonnets, two lengthy narrative poems, and some shorter poems?

			While many families by the name of Shakespeare (or some variant spelling) can be identified in the English Midlands as far back as the twelfth century, it seems likely that the dramatist’s grandfather, Richard, moved to Snitterfield, a town not far from Stratford-upon-Avon, sometime before 1529. In Snitterfield, Richard Shakespeare leased farmland from the very wealthy Robert Arden. By 1552, Richard’s son John had moved to a large house on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon, the house that stands today as “The Birthplace.” In Stratford, John Shakespeare traded as a glover, dealt in wool, and lent money at interest; he also served in a variety of civic posts, including “High Bailiff,” the municipality’s equivalent of mayor. In 1557, he married Robert Arden’s youngest daughter, Mary. Mary and John had four sons – William was the oldest – and four daughters, of whom only Joan outlived her most celebrated sibling. William was baptized (an event entered in the Stratford parish church records) on April 26, 1564, and it has become customary, without any good factual support, to suppose he was born on April 23, which happens to be the feast day of Saint George, patron saint of England, and is also the date on which Shakespeare died, in 1616. Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582, when he was eighteen and she was twenty-six; their first child was born five months later. It has been generally assumed that the marriage was enforced and subsequently unhappy, but these are only assumptions; it has been estimated, for instance, that up to one-third of Elizabethan brides were pregnant when they married. Anne and William Shakespeare had three children: Susanna, who married a prominent local physician, John Hall; and the twins Hamnet, who died young in 1596, and Judith, who married Thomas Quiney – apparently a rather shady individual. The name Hamnet was unusual but not unique: he and his twin sister were named for their godparents, Shakespeare’s neighbors Hamnet and Judith Sadler. Shakespeare’s father died in 1601 (the year of Hamlet), and Mary Arden Shakespeare died in 1608 (the year of Coriolanus). William Shakespeare’s last surviving direct descendant was his granddaughter Elizabeth Hall, who died in 1670.

			Between the birth of the twins in 1585 and a clear reference to Shakespeare as a practicing London dramatist in Robert Greene’s sensationalizing, satiric pamphlet, Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit (1592), there is no record of where William Shakespeare was or what he was doing. These seven so-called lost years have been imaginatively filled by scholars and other students of Shakespeare: some think he traveled to Italy, or fought in the Low Countries, or studied law or medicine, or worked as an apprentice actor/writer, and so on to even more fanciful possibilities. Whatever the biographical facts for those “lost” years, Greene’s nasty remarks in 1592 testify to professional envy and to the fact that Shakespeare already had a successful career in London. Speaking to his fellow playwrights, Greene warns both generally and specifically:

			. . . trust them [actors] not: for there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you; and being an absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.

			The passage mimics a line from 3 Henry VI (hence the play must have been performed before Greene wrote) and seems to say that “Shake-scene” is both actor and playwright, a jack-of-all-trades. That same year, Henry Chettle protested Greene’s remarks in Kind-Heart’s Dream, and each of the next two years saw the publication of poems – Venus and Adonis and Lucrece, respectively – publicly ascribed to (and dedicated by) Shakespeare. Early in 1595 he was named as one of the senior members of a prominent acting company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, when they received payment for court performances during the 1594 Christmas season.

			Clearly, Shakespeare had achieved both success and reputation in London. In 1596, upon Shakespeare’s application, the College of Arms granted his father the now-familiar coat of arms he had taken the first steps to obtain almost twenty years before, and in 1598, John’s son – now permitted to call himself “gentleman” – took a 10 percent share in the new Globe playhouse. In 1597, he bought a substantial bourgeois house, called New Place, in Stratford – the garden remains, but Shakespeare’s house, several times rebuilt, was torn down in 1759 – and over the next few years Shakespeare spent large sums buying land and making other investments in the town and its environs. Though he worked in London, his family remained in Stratford, and he seems always to have considered Stratford the home he would eventually return to. Something approaching a disinterested appreciation of Shakespeare’s popular and professional status appears in Francis Meres’s Palladis Tamia (1598), a not especially imaginative and perhaps therefore persuasive record of literary reputations. Reviewing contemporary English writers, Meres lists the titles of many of Shakespeare’s plays, including one not now known, Love’s Labor’s Won, and praises his “mellifluous & hony-tongued” “sugred Sonnets,” which were then circulating in manuscript (they were first collected in 1609). Meres describes Shakespeare as “one of the best” English playwrights of both comedy and tragedy. In Remains . . . Concerning Britain (1605), William Camden – a more authoritative source than the imitative Meres – calls Shakespeare one of the “most pregnant witts of these our times” and joins him with such writers as Chapman, Daniel, Jonson, Marston, and Spenser. During the first decades of the seventeenth century, publishers began to attribute numerous play quartos, including some non-Shakespearean ones, to Shakespeare, either by name or initials, and we may assume that they deemed Shakespeare’s name and supposed authorship, true or false, commercially attractive.

			For the next ten years or so, various records show Shakespeare’s dual career as playwright and man of the theater in London, and as an important local figure in Stratford. In 1608–9 his acting company – designated the “King’s Men” soon after King James had succeeded Queen Elizabeth in 1603 – rented, refurbished, and opened a small interior playing space, the Blackfriars theater, in London, and Shakespeare was once again listed as a substantial sharer in the group of proprietors of the playhouse. By May 11, 1612, however, he describes himself as a Stratford resident in a London lawsuit – an indication that he had withdrawn from day-to-day professional activity and returned to the town where he had always had his main financial interests. When Shakespeare bought a substantial residential building in London, the Blackfriars Gatehouse, close to the theater of the same name, on March 10, 1613, he is recorded as William Shakespeare “of Stratford upon Avon in the county of Warwick, gentleman,” and he named several London residents as the building’s trustees. Still, he continued to participate in theatrical activity: when the new Earl of Rutland needed an allegorical design to bear as a shield, or impresa, at the celebration of King James’s Accession Day, March 24, 1613, the earl’s accountant recorded a payment of 44 shillings to Shakespeare for the device with its motto.

			For the last few years of his life, Shakespeare evidently concentrated his activities in the town of his birth. Most of the final records concern business transactions in Stratford, ending with the notation of his death on April 23, 1616, and burial in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon.

		

	
		
			THE QUESTION OF AUTHORSHIP

			The history of ascribing Shakespeare’s plays (the poems do not come up so often) to someone else began, as it continues, peculiarly. The earliest published claim that someone else wrote Shakespeare’s plays appeared in an 1856 article by Delia Bacon in the American journal Putnam’s Monthly–although an Englishman, Thomas Wilmot, had shared his doubts in private (even secretive) conversations with friends near the end of the eighteenth century. Bacon’s was a sad personal history that ended in madness and poverty, but the year after her article, she published, with great difficulty and the bemused assistance of Nathaniel Hawthorne (then United States Consul in Liverpool, England), her Philosophy of the Plays of Shakspere Unfolded. This huge, ornately written, confusing farrago is almost unreadable; sometimes its intents, to say nothing of its arguments, disappear entirely beneath near-raving, ecstatic writing. Tumbled in with much supposed “philosophy” appear the claims that Francis Bacon (from whom Delia Bacon eventually claimed descent), Walter Ralegh, and several other contemporaries of Shakespeare’s had written the plays. The book had little impact except as a ridiculed curiosity.

			Once proposed, however, the issue gained momentum among people whose conviction was the greater in proportion to their ignorance of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English literature, history, and society. Another American amateur, Catherine F. Ashmead Windle, made the next influential contribution to the cause when she published Report to the British Museum (1882), wherein she promised to open “the Cipher of Francis Bacon,” though what she mostly offers, in the words of S. Schoenbaum, is “demented allegorizing.” An entire new cottage industry grew from Windle’s suggestion that the texts contain hidden, cryptographically discoverable ciphers – “clues” – to their authorship; and today there are not only books devoted to the putative ciphers, but also pamphlets, journals, and newsletters.

			Although Baconians have led the pack of those seeking a substitute Shakespeare, in “Shakespeare” Identified (1920), J. Thomas Looney became the first published “Oxfordian” when he proposed Edward de Vere, seventeenth earl of Oxford, as the secret author of Shakespeare’s plays. Also for Oxford and his “authorship” there are today dedicated societies, articles, journals, and books. Less popular candidates – Queen Elizabeth and Christopher Marlowe among them – have had adherents, but the movement seems to have divided into two main contending factions, Baconian and Oxfordian. (For further details on all the candidates for “Shakespeare,” see S. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed., 1991.)

			The Baconians, the Oxfordians, and supporters of other candidates have one trait in common – they are snobs. Every pro-Bacon or pro-Oxford tract sooner or later claims that the historical William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon could not have written the plays because he could not have had the training, the university education, the experience, and indeed the imagination or background their author supposedly possessed. Only a learned genius like Bacon or an aristocrat like Oxford could have written such fine plays. (As it happens, lucky male children of the middle class had access to better education than most aristocrats in Elizabethan England – and Oxford was not particularly well educated.) Shakespeare received in the Stratford grammar school a formal education that would daunt many college graduates today; and popular rival playwrights such as the very learned Ben Jonson and George Chapman, both of whom also lacked university training, achieved great artistic success without being taken as Bacon or Oxford.

			Besides snobbery, one other quality characterizes the authorship controversy: lack of evidence. A great deal of testimony from Shakespeare’s time shows that Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare’s plays and that his contemporaries recognized them as distinctive and distinctly superior. (Some of that contemporary evidence is collected in E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols., 1930.) Since that testimony comes from Shakespeare’s enemies and theatrical competitors as well as from his coworkers and from the Elizabethan equivalent of literary journalists, it seems unlikely that, if any of these sources had known he was a fraud, they would have failed to record that fact.

			Books About Shakespeare’s Life

			The following books provide scholarly, documented accounts of Shakespeare’s life: G. E. Bentley, Shakespeare: A Biographical Handbook (1961); E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols. (1930); S. Schoenbaum, William Shakespeare: A Compact Documentary Life (1977), and the same author’s Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed. (1991);  and James Shapiro, Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? (2010). Many scholarly editions of Shakespeare’s complete works print brief compilations of essential dates and events. References to Shakespeare’s works up to 1700 are collected in C. M. Ingleby et al., Shakespeare Allusion-Book, rev. ed., 2 vols. (1932).

		

	
		
			The Texts of Shakespeare

			AS FAR AS WE KNOW, only one manuscript conceivably in Shakespeare’s own hand may (and even this is much disputed) exist: a few pages of a play called Sir Thomas More, which apparently was never performed. What we do have, as later readers, performers, scholars, students, are printed texts. The earliest of these survive in two forms: quartos and folios. Quartos (from the Latin for “four”) are small books, printed on sheets of paper that were then folded twice, to make four leaves or eight pages. When these were bound together, the result was a squarish, eminently portable volume that sold for the relatively small sum of sixpence (translating in modern terms to about $5). In folios, on the other hand, the sheets are folded only once, in half, producing large, impressive volumes taller than they are wide. This was the format for important works of philosophy, science, theology, and literature (the major precedent for a folio Shakespeare was Ben Jonson’s Works, 1616). The decision to print the works of a popular playwright in folio is an indication of how far up on the social scale the theatrical profession had come during Shakespeare’s lifetime. The Shakespeare folio was an expensive book, selling for between fifteen and eighteen shillings, depending on the binding (in modern terms, from about $150 to $180). Twenty Shakespeare plays of the thirty-seven that survive first appeared in quarto, seventeen of which appeared during Shakespeare’s lifetime; the rest of the plays are found only in folio.

			The First Folio was published in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, and was authorized by his fellow actors, the co-owners of the King’s Men. This publication was certainly a mark of the company’s enormous respect for Shakespeare; but it was also a way of turning the old plays, most of which were no longer current in the playhouse, into ready money (the folio includes only Shakespeare’s plays, not his sonnets or other nondramatic verse). Whatever the motives behind the publication of the folio, the texts it preserves constitute the basis for almost all later editions of the playwright’s works. The texts, however, differ from those of the earlier quartos, sometimes in minor respects but often significantly – most strikingly in the two texts of King Lear, but also in important ways in Hamlet, Othello, and Troilus and Cressida. (The variants are recorded in the textual notes to each play.) The differences in these texts represent, in a sense, the essence of theater: the texts of the plays were initially not intended for publication. They were scripts, designed for the actors to perform – the principal life of the play at this period was in performance. And it follows that in Shakespeare’s theater the playwright typically had no say either in how his play was performed or in the disposition of his text – he was an employee of the company. The authoritative figures in the theatrical enterprise were the shareholders in the company, who were for the most part the major actors. They decided what plays were to be done; they hired the playwright and often gave him an outline of the play they wanted him to write. Often, too, the play was a collaboration: the company would retain a group of writers and parcel out the scenes among them. The resulting script was then the property of the company, and the actors would revise it as they saw fit during the course of putting it onstage. The resulting text belonged to the company. The playwright had no rights in it once he had been paid. (This system survives largely intact in the movie industry, and most of the playwrights of Shakespeare’s time were as anonymous as most screenwriters are today.) The script could also, of course, continue to change as the tastes of audiences and the requirements of the actors changed. Many – perhaps most – plays were revised when they were reintroduced after any substantial absence from the repertory, or when they were performed by a company different from the one that originally commissioned the play.

			Shakespeare was an exceptional figure in this world because he was not only a shareholder and actor in his company, but also its leading playwright – he was literally his own boss. He had, moreover, little interest in the publication of his plays, and even those that appeared during his lifetime with the authorization of the company show no signs of any editorial concern on the part of the author. Theater was, for Shakespeare, a fluid and supremely responsive medium – the very opposite of the great classic canonical text that has embodied his works since 1623.

			The very fluidity of the original texts, however, has meant that Shakespeare has always had to be edited. Here is an example of how problematic the editorial project inevitably is, a passage from the most famous speech in Romeo and Juliet, Juliet’s balcony soliloquy beginning “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” Since the eighteenth century, the standard modern text has read:

			What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot,

			Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part

			Belonging to a man. O be some other name!

			What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

			By any other name would smell as sweet.

			(II.2.40–44)

			Editors have three early texts of this play to work from, two quarto texts and the folio. Here is how the First Quarto (1597) reads:

			[image: ]

			Here is the Second Quarto (1599):

			[image: ]

			And here is the First Folio (1623):

			[image: ]

			There is in fact no early text that reads as our modern text does – and this is the most famous speech in the play. Instead, we have three quite different texts, all of which are clearly some version of the same speech, but none of which seems to us a final or satisfactory version. The transcendently beautiful passage in modern editions is an editorial invention: editors have succeeded in conflating and revising the three versions into something we recognize as great poetry. Is this what Shakespeare “really” wrote? Who can say? What we can say is that Shakespeare always had performance, not a book, in mind.

			Books About the Shakespeare Texts

			The standard studies of the printing history of the First Folio are W. W. Greg, The Shakespeare First Folio (1955), and Charlton Hinman, The Printing and Proof-Reading of the First Folio of Shakespeare (1963). J. K. Walton, The Quarto Copy for the First Folio of Shakespeare (1971), is a useful survey of the relation of the quartos to the folio. The second edition of Charlton Hinman’s Norton Facsimile of the First Folio (1996), with a new introduction by Peter Blayney, is indispensable. Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, John Jowett, and William Montgomery, William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, keyed to the Oxford text, gives a comprehensive survey of the editorial situation for all the plays and poems.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			ABOUT 1600, WHEN Shakespeare turned, or perhaps he returned, to write The Tragicall Historie of Hamlet, Prince of Denmarke (as an early printing calls it), that “Tragicall Historie” had already had a long life in northern European writing, for the tale was thought to be, and might truly have been, “Historie” – that is, a relatively accurate account of deeds done. Some of its elements have been traced to Norse sagas, the half-historical, half-legendary stories recording the earliest history of northern European peoples; the story achieved historical legitimacy when Saxo Grammaticus included it in his twelfth-century Historiae Danicae (“Danish History” or “History of the Danes”). François de Belleforêt (“Belleforest” to English readers) included a version in his popular Histoires tragiques (“Tragic Stories”), a sixteenth-century French prose work where Shakespeare and his contemporaries found many plot suggestions.

			Shakespeare might be said to have returned to the Hamlet story about 1600 because it seems likely that an English-language Hamlet play was being performed in the late 1580s or 1590s, and it is possible that Shakespeare revised this early Hamlet play at some point. Numerous references and seeming echoes of actual language from that hypothetical play come down to us, though the play itself, often called the Ur-Hamlet, has not. Many scholars have thought the Ur-Hamlet might have been written by Thomas Kyd, who wrote The Spanish Tragedy (circa 1587), popular and often imitated, often parodied, throughout the Elizabethan-Jacobean-Caroline period. It is the finest English revenge tragedy before Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

			Beginning with Thomas Nashe’s remarks in his preface to Menaphon (1589), fragmentary references to a now-lost Hamlet play suggest that the ghost of Hamlet’s father and especially his complicated demand that the son revenge the father’s death struck early audiences forcibly. Thomas Lodge’s Wit’s Misery (1596) apparently alludes to the Ur-Hamlet when Lodge describes a devil born of Beelzebub and Jealousy: “he walks for the most part in black under colour of gravity, & looks as pale as the Visard of ye ghost which cried so miserally [sic] at ye Theator [i.e., The Theatre, an early playhouse dating from 1576] like an oisterwife, Hamlet, revenge.” Like “Hieronimo is mad again” from The Spanish Tragedy, “Hamlet, revenge” became a catchphrase and appears in print as late as Samuel Rowland’s The Night-Raven (1620), although it does not occur in any of the three early texts of Shakespeare’s version we now possess. An unusual sign of Hamlet’s early popularity is the record of its having been performed aboard Captain William Keeling’s ship Dragon off the coast of Sierra Leone in September 1607.*

			In 1710, the third earl of Shaftesbury alluded to the play’s great popularity in a way that assumes his readers know the play, the central character, and the author without having to be told title or names:

			That Piece of his [“Our old dramatick Poet”] which seems to have most affected English Hearts, and has perhaps been oftenest acted of any that have come upon our Stage, is . . . a series of deep Reflections, drawn from one Mouth, upon the Subject of one single Accident and Calamity, naturally fitted to move Horrour and Compassion. It may be said, of this Play . . . that it has properly but ONE Character or principal Part.*

			Shaftesbury accurately assessed Hamlet’s early-eighteenth-century popularity onstage. And the play has never lost the status of Shakespeare’s most performed drama; over the centuries that prominence has extended into many other forms and media – burlesque and satire, novels for young adults, comic books, opera, film, video, among others.

			Why is and was Hamlet so popular? Centuries ago, Shaftesbury identified accident and calamity, horror, compassion, and the centrality of Hamlet the prince. At the play’s very end, Hamlet asks Horatio, “report me and my cause aright . . . To tell my story” (V.2.322, 332), and the first draft of that story comes quickly:

			So shall you hear

			Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,

			Of accidental judgments, casual slaughters,

			Of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause,

			And, in this upshot, purposes mistook

			Fall’n on th’ inventors’ heads.

			(V.2.363–68)

			Horatio stresses, as Shaftesbury did a century later, the play’s violent actions – misdirected, unknowingly self-directed – and the labyrinthine ironies of human purpose and human error.

			Aware of Thomas Kyd’s lead in The Spanish Tragedy, Shakespeare saw how the apparently simple and very human demand for revenge could be a way into questions both common and insoluble. Greeted by the anxious terror of first Barnardo and Marcellus and then Horatio  (“If thou hast any sound or use of voice,/Speak to me,” I.1.128–29), a ghost appears – the observers think it looks like Hamlet’s dead father – and says nothing, but “before them and with solemn march/Goes slow and stately by” (I.2.201–2). Its inexplicable appearance requires (but exactly why?) that they tell Prince Hamlet what they have seen. And when Hamlet does indeed see the Ghost walking, he instantly identifies its ambiguity:

			Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned,

			Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell,

			Be thy intents wicked or charitable,

			Thou com’st in such a questionable shape

			That I will speak to thee. I’ll call thee Hamlet,

			King, father, royal Dane. O, answer me!

			(I.4.40–45)

			This “questionable shape” is at least doubly questionable. It is an uncertain, a “questionable,” shape – is it the ghost of Hamlet’s father? is it some demonic “goblin” with “wicked” intents? is it a “spirit of health” come to offer some charity to the living? It is also a “questionable shape” because somehow it demands questions: “O, answer me!” One paradoxical reason for the play’s undying popularity is its ceaseless interrogation. Famously, it begins with questions:

			BARNARDO Who’s there?

			FRANCISCO

			Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold yourself.

			BARNARDO Long live the king!

			FRANCISCO Barnardo?

			BARNARDO He.

			(I.1.1–5)

			As the play goes on, questions and hypotheses proliferate (“I’ll call thee Hamlet,/King, father, royal Dane”), but there are few answers (“O, answer me!”).

			Though the Ghost soon responds to Hamlet’s triple naming of him – replies “I am thy father’s spirit” (I.5.9), gives a detailed, circumstantial account of “his foul and most unnatural murder” (I.5.25), and requires Hamlet to revenge that murder – all of Hamlet’s questions about the questionable shape remain. Those puzzles are not merely Shakespeare’s inspired inventions; they would also have been especially troubling for the original audiences, caught as they were among conflicting religious teachings about the afterlife of souls and the possibility of those souls’ temporary return as goblin or spirit of health or as some yet more inscrutable being. The Ghost himself testifies, “I am forbid/To tell the secrets of my prison house . . . this eternal blazon must not be/To ears of flesh and blood” (I.5.13–14, 21–22): no living person can possibly know what it is to be dead, “Doomed for a certain term to walk the night,/And for the day confined to fast in fires” (10–11). Yet only knowledge of “The undiscovered country, from whose bourn/No traveler returns” (III.1.79–80) could fully “answer me!” To the ambiguities of the Ghost’s condition and intent, his demands add two further excruciatingly difficult provisos: “howsomever thou pursues this act [killing Claudius],/Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive/Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven” (I.5.84–86).

			Arising within these imponderable matters, there is the plot’s propulsive engine: revenge. Here lies another part of the play’s popularity. One loss, the murder of Hamlet’s father, should be revenged by another, his murderer’s death. In the essay “Of Revenge,” Francis Bacon famously called it “a kind of wild justice,” and he meant the phrase to be an oxymoron because justice is a quality of civilization, not savagery; savagery is by definition “wild,” not civil, and hence without justice. Bacon’s pithy remark is more celebrated than the way he finishes his sentence, but his final words neatly catch Hamlet’s problem: “Revenge is a kind of wild justice, which the more man’s nature runs to, the more ought law to weed it out.” Yet there is an appalling, an appealing, symmetry (a justice?) when we see vengeance achieved. Just as Shakespeare’s first audiences would have been uncertain about how to understand a ghost, so too Elizabethan views of revenge were deeply ambiguous. Condemned by church and state (Bacon: “the more ought law to weed it out”), personal revenge was nonetheless an entirely possible, even frequent, choice for every social group and class. Moreover, the right to defend and sustain personal honor, the duty to maintain the integrity of name and family by refusing insult and redressing wrong were widely held though controversial components of aristocratic belief and behavior.

			If an Elizabethan nobleman could feel compelled to answer a wrong with personal rather than legal or institutional action – a duel, for example – and many did, then how much more likely would it be that a prince, presumptive heir to the throne of Denmark, should feel compelled to revenge his royal father’s death? And how much more ambiguously admirable would the first Elizabethan audiences find that revenge? Might the audiences not feel that Hamlet’s personal nobility and his promise as future monarch, proclaimed by Ophelia (III.1.150–54) and Fortinbras (V.2.378–81), required him to avenge his father and defend his family’s dignity? And are not Laertes’ dilemma (a father wrongly killed, a sister driven mad) and his response to his dilemma (threatened regicide and usurpation, attempted murder) almost precisely the same as Hamlet’s?

			The Ghost’s central demand has a frank simplicity, almost an ordinariness, so convincing that the play must shock us into feeling knowledge of how terrifying the demand is. Hardly has that demand been made than Hamlet tersely sums its wide difficulty: “The time is out of joint. O cursèd spite/That ever I was born to set it right!” (I.5.191–92). Regicide and usurpation – these are Claudius’s crimes according to the Ghost, and they are so grave they dislocate the social body, the world, “the time.” Hamlet portrays himself as a bonesetter, an orthopod restoring straightness to the disjointed, bent nation. He echoes, disturbingly, his uncle:

			Now follows, that you know, young Fortinbras,

			Holding a weak supposal of our worth,

			Or thinking by our late dear brother’s death

			Our state to be disjoint and out of frame.

			(I.2.17–20; my italics)

			Earlier, Hamlet regards himself as a potential gardener when he uses Francis Bacon’s metaphor from “Of Revenge” and describes Denmark as “an unweeded garden/That grows to seed” (I.2.135–36).

			It is a romantic commonplace that Hamlet is a character who cannot make up his mind, and so Laurence Olivier’s admired film (1948) opens with the text of Hamlet’s sardonic speech on Danish drunkenness and revelry, spoken aloud by Olivier:

			So oft it chances in particular men

			That (for some vicious mole of nature in them,

			As in their birth, wherein they are not guilty,

			Since nature cannot choose his origin)

			By the o’ergrowth of some complexion,

			Oft breaking down the pales and forts of reason,

			Or by some habit that too much o’erleavens

			The form of plausive manners – that (these men

			Carrying, I say, the stamp of one defect,

			Being nature’s livery, or fortune’s star)

			His virtues else, be they as pure as grace,

			As infinite as man may undergo,

			Shall in the general censure take corruption

			From that particular fault.

			(I.4.23–36)

			Then, while the text lingers in sight and memory, Olivier tells us in voice-over Hamlet’s “particular fault”: “This is the tragedy of a man who could not make up his mind.” Commonplace and film are simplistic. Hamlet understands his duty of revenge very well and says so almost at once: “Haste me to know’t, that I, with wings as swift/As meditation or the thoughts of love,/May sweep to my revenge” (I.5.29–31). What he does not know and must seek to learn is the truth of the Ghost’s claims. And always as he learns the truth or when he chooses to believe he has learned the truth, he endures the agony of thinking and feeling the extravagance of revenge itself. It is not ordinary at all.

			Hamlet’s validating of the Ghost’s claims determines the skeleton of the play’s action. Sometimes horribly, sometimes comically, sometimes satirically, he tests the Ghost by testing the truthfulness of those around him – Ophelia, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Polonius (especially in II.2) and Gertrude (especially in III.4) and Laertes (see, for instance, V.2.204 ff.). In each case, Hamlet finds or suspects the enmity of his mighty opposite, King Claudius (see V.2.62). Distrusting most others, Hamlet repeatedly affirms his trust in Horatio – “thou art e’en as just a man/As e’er my conversation coped withal” (III.2.53 ff.), and Horatio justifies that trust. As we saw, Hamlet relies on Horatio to explain and defend the prince’s actions after his death. In the middle of the play, Hamlet makes Horatio a trusted witness to the elaborate deception called “The Mousetrap,” the celebrated play-within-the-play wherein Hamlet hopes to “catch the conscience of the king” (II.2.544).

			This playlet (III.2.131 ff.) reproduces in pantomime and spoken action a version of Claudius murdering old Hamlet. Like Hamlet’s elaborate cuing of the lead actor’s speeches as “The rugged Pyrrhus” at the fall of Troy (II.2.392 ff.), and Hamlet’s later condescending, schoolmasterish advice to professional actors on how to perform their parts (III.2.1 ff.), the play-within-the-play is part of Shakespeare’s examination of roles and role-playing. What is art for the actor is hypocrisy and deceit in real life, and the strongly praised art of acting may, so Hamlet hopes, reveal the true hypocrisy of the Danish court. Yet Hamlet has warned his friends not to be surprised if he “perchance hereafter shall think meet/To put an antic disposition on” (I.5.174–75). The Hamlet who instructs the actors is himself portrayed by a consummate professional actor (probably Richard Burbage in the earliest performances) and is, moreover, an actor who plays the role of a man playing many roles in order to discover the roles other characters (themselves also other actors) have assumed.

			Examples abound of the play’s self-reflexivity through its treatment of actors and acting, of deceit as artistry and deceit as conspiracy and threat. Polonius’s fatuous commentary on the “rugged Pyrrhus” speech, for instance, finds him criticizing in others the faults he so flagrantly commits himself (“This is too long!”). When Claudius concocts a plan with Laertes to kill Hamlet (IV.7.125 ff.), the two characters, who we know are also actors, in fact create an elaborate charade, one that Claudius desperately seeks to prolong – “O, yet defend me, friends. I am but hurt” (V.2.307) – beyond that charade’s final, grotesque failure to convince its onstage audience.

			A third example of the play’s reflexivity occurs in the soliloquy (II.2.488–544) beginning “O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!” and ending with Hamlet’s assertion that “The Mousetrap” will reveal Claudius’s guilt once and for all. The speech begins with Hamlet’s typical sense of his superior social rank, as his speeches so often remark; he lacerates himself with déclassé terms (“rogue” = vagabond, vagrant; “peasant” = agricultural worker bound to the land), terms and roles most unsuited to a prince. Without the character (Hamlet) quite seeming to realize it, the soliloquy demonstrates the process Hamlet intends to apply to Claudius. The principle has folkloric support:

			I have heard that guilty creatures sitting at a play

			Have by the very cunning of the scene

			Been struck so to the soul that presently

			They have proclaimed their malefactions.

			(II.2.528–31)

			Yet “guilty” or not, Hamlet himself has also been “sitting at a play.” He has been brought to this moment by watching and hearing an actor who “But in a fiction, in a dream of passion” has forced “his soul so to his own conceit” that tears come to his eyes, he appears distracted, and his voice breaks with emotion. Hamlet here and Claudius in prospect are victims of the actor’s deceit; each man reveals (Hamlet) or is expected to reveal (Claudius) true feelings through responding to dramatic fictions. Hamlet’s language becomes increasingly inflated, stuffed with rhetorical excess and nearly parodic sound devices: “Bloody, bawdy villain!/Remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, kindless villain!” (II.2.519–20; my italics stress the exaggerated sonic echoes).

			Stimulated to this self-contempt by an actor’s artifice, Hamlet finally compares himself to that other profession skilled in artificial passion and financially rewarding deceit:

			 . . . I, the son of a dear father murdered,

			Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell,

			Must like a whore unpack my heart with words

			And fall a-cursing like a very drab,

			A stallion!

			(II.2.522–26; my italics)

			Actor, whore, hero. The shifting analogies among them may disconcert us, but they reveal the possibilities of deception and revelation, truth found through falsehood or pretense, truth found to be falsehood and apparent falsehood found to be true that make Hamlet’s and the play’s understanding of revenge and its ambiguities so powerful and imponderable.

			Parallel to this overt, plot-motivating exploration is the mental and emotional exploration of what revenge means and what it means to revenge. This exploration generates many of what Shaftesbury calls the play’s “deep Reflections, drawn from one Mouth” and helps explain why he found “that it has properly but ONE Character or principal Part.” Those reflections appear in Hamlet’s soliloquies, the speeches that have made the play so popular with actors and so memorable for audiences: “To be, or not to be . . .” (III.1.56 ff.); “O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I! . . .” (II.2.488 ff.); “How all occasions do inform against me . . .” (IV.4.32 ff.), for instance.

			Grandiloquent and sublime, sometimes both and more simultaneously, these soliloquies purport to be meditative and reflective, the words of a speaker pondering ideas, possibilities, choices. And so the speeches are, but they are also a dramatic convention, and that convention died long ago. Producers of the play have found it a difficult convention because it strongly resists being naturalized and made to seem “realistic.” Hamlet complains that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern treat him as a musical instrument upon which they may play, and he taunts them: “you would pluck out the heart of my mystery” (III.2.359–60). The complaint is a neat piece of Shakespearean sleight of hand because it tempts us to think we have privileged entry into Hamlet’s “mystery” through his soliloquies. We do not. It is vital to understand that the soliloquies, like everything else in the script, are part of Shakespeare’s design upon our hearts and minds. We draw inferences from the soliloquies, and we are meant to. Shakespeare’s art makes us believe we have unmediated access to the character’s thoughts and feelings, but Hamlet the character has no thoughts and feelings because the character is a dramatic creation, not a thinking, feeling human being.

			Thus, the soliloquies often prompt feelings and thoughts in us that the character cannot self-consciously know or feel in any realistic sense, as we saw in “O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!” In that soliloquy, the triple parallel of actor, hero, and whore was created within Hamlet’s imagined consciousness and unconsciousness so that Shakespeare could develop revenge’s ambiguous nature. If we turn our attention from these matters and back to the overt actions of the play, we find that parallelism also organizes a great deal of the action and hence organizes our response to it.

			In a scene Derek Jacobi performs brilliantly in Kenneth Branagh’s film of the play (1996), Claudius (Jacobi) inveigles the help of the dead Polonius’s son, Laertes, in a plot against Hamlet. Claudius first recalls (for the audience) the transitoriness of love when he uses the language of the Player King in “The Mousetrap”:

			Not that I think you did not love your father,

			But that I know love is begun by time,

			And that I see, in passages of proof,

			Time qualifies the spark and fire of it.

			There lives within the very flame of love

			A kind of wick or snuff that will abate it,

			And nothing is at a like goodness still,

			For goodness, growing to a plurisy,

			Dies in his own too-much.

			(IV.7.108–16)

			Or as the Player King says in “The Mousetrap,”

			I do believe you think what now you speak,

			But what we do determine oft we break.

			Purpose is but the slave to memory,

			Of violent birth, but poor validity,

			Which now, the fruit unripe, sticks on the tree,

			But fall unshaken when they mellow be.

			(III.2.182–87)

			Claudius (in IV.7) and the Player King (in III.2) speak to audiences that have, or wish to have, an unbreakable conviction that human love, desire, trust, fidelity will survive time and time’s passing.

			Humans and their wants can and will triumph over time’s jaws. So we wish and so we may hope, but the analogy between the Player King and the player who plays Claudius toying with Laertes (also an actor-player) warns the audience and underlines one of the play’s many parallelisms: Laertes lost a father, Polonius, mistakenly killed by Hamlet; Hamlet lost a father, old Hamlet, killed deliberately by Claudius. Beyond the Danish royal family, there is another lost father. Old Norway, we learn, lost a competition with old Hamlet:

			Such was the very armor he [old Hamlet, now a ghost] had on

			When he the ambitious Norway combated.

			So frowned he once when, in an angry parle,

			He smote the sledded Polacks on the ice.

			(I.1.60–63)

			“Ambitious Norway” lost the battle (the duel?), and the victor, old Hamlet, fostered a legacy of competition and hatred. His son, Hamlet, and old Hamlet’s successor, Claudius, oppose and echo old Norway and his nephew, Fortinbras.

			Horatio continues with a confusing account of the past conflict between Denmark and Norway, old Hamlet and a Norwegian king who has the same name, “Fortinbras,” as the character first mentioned at I.1.95 (“young Fortinbras”) and the character who arrives at the play’s end to claim, with young Hamlet’s “voice,” or vote, the throne of Denmark:

			Our last king [old Hamlet],

			Whose image [i.e., the Ghost] even but now appeared to us,

			Was as you know by Fortinbras of Norway,

			Thereto pricked on by a most emulate pride,

			Dared to the combat; in which our valiant [old] Hamlet

			(For so this side of our known world esteemed him)

			Did slay this Fortinbras; who, by a sealed compact

			Well ratified by law and heraldry,

			Did forfeit, with his life, all those his lands

			Which he stood seized of to the conqueror;

			Against the which a moiety competent

			Was gagèd by our king, which had returned

			To the inheritance of Fortinbras

			Had he been vanquisher, as, by the same comart

			And carriage of the article designed,

			His fell to Hamlet.

			(I.1.80–95)

			There’s no denying that this account is confusing, and it’s probably not an instance of Shakespeare’s archaic language puzzling a modern spectator. The speech is manifestly contorted, and we may guess that it stumped many of its original hearers. How did such a state of affairs come about, and why?

			One possibility is that Shakespeare is trying to convey more narrative and expository detail than he can organize and we can comfortably absorb. That might be the case. If we suppose, however, that the playwright who had navigated the always shifting shoals of the English history plays he wrote in the 1590s is by now (around 1600) masterfully in control of historical sources and their dramatic representation, then we must wonder if this confusing farrago of “he” and “his,” of a Fortinbras killed by one Hamlet and another Fortinbras who turns up at the play’s conclusion to solemnize the death of another Hamlet, of an old Norway now alive in the play’s present who is (it seems) uncle to the young Fortinbras we first encounter in V.2, has a deliberated aesthetic purpose. Rather than imagine that we have detected Shakespeare compounding error upon error, we had better suppose that Shakespeare knows his craft – he is, probably, playing a sophisticated dramatic and narrative game. If so, again, why?

			This cloud of Hamlets young and old, of Fortinbrasses young and old, not to mention “Norway, uncle of young Fortinbras – / . . . impotent and bedrid” (I.2.28–29), surrounds a personal and political world defined by and grounded in families, most obviously fathers and sons, kings and their princely heirs, Danes and Norwegians. Closer to Danish Elsinore than Norway, there’s a third family, not royal but presumably noble: a father, Polonius, a daughter, Ophelia, and a son, Laertes. And this family is joined with the Danish and Norwegian royal families through dutiful service and romantic love. Councillor Polonius seeks to resolve Dano-Norwegian political problems and the more intimate familial problem of a daughter who loves, he and his son fear, above her social status. As Laertes tells his sister, Hamlet may love her now

			And now no soil nor cautel doth besmirch

			The virtue of his will, but you must fear,

			His greatness weighed, his will is not his own.

			He may not, as unvalued persons do,

			Carve for himself, for on his choice depends

			The safety and health of this whole state,

			And therefore must his choice be circumscribed

			Unto the voice and yielding of that body

			Whereof he is the head.

			(I.3.15–23)

			Laertes advises his sister to distrust Hamlet’s proffered love because Hamlet is not his own man, not just the son of old Hamlet, but prospectively the father, the “head,” of the national family and social body and therefore responsible for “The safety and health of this whole state.” King Claudius himself has just said as much when he names Hamlet “the most immediate to our throne” (I.2.109). Valued beyond any particular, personal worth, Hamlet has a public worth he may neither deny nor escape: “He may not . . . /Carve for himself.” Nor of course in a very different way may Ophelia choose freely; just as political demands trap Hamlet, so political and patriarchal constraints control Ophelia’s choices and set her on the path to frustration, madness, and suicide.

			Families and family values, it seems, are everywhere, and now Shakespeare’s apparently confusing exposition of Hamlets and Norways, Fortinbrasses and Denmarks begins to make sense. As so often in his major tragedies, Shakespeare here focuses public, political issues through the family and its difficulties, its conflicts and dynamic relations. Longing for his dead father and subdued to his ghost’s will, Hamlet still has a living mother, Gertrude, now married to his father’s murderer. The parallel Danish family, Polonius’s, has a father and brother, but no mother; here, Laertes takes the mother’s traditional advisory role. Hamlet’s absent father and present mother have been fertile sources for scholars and critics. At least as long ago as Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), readers and spectators have wondered if Hamlet’s enmity toward Claudius arises not only from filial loyalty and justified anger but from a less expressible sexual envy: son desires mother sexually, and that desire is made the more acknowledgeable because the mother’s seducer-lover-husband is uncle and stepfather, not father. True or not, these possibilities intensify and complicate our sense of Hamlet’s problems as he seeks to know the truth of the Ghost’s assertions and then seeks to act upon his own conclusions.

			Whatever Shakespeare may have designed, or allowed us to find, in the Gertrude-Hamlet relation, it is clear that Hamlet finds sexuality troubling (I.2.146: “frailty, thy name is woman”), most evidently in his relation with Ophelia and then his brutal rupture of it (III.1.103 ff.), followed by his obscene and cruel banter before “The Mousetrap” (III.2.110 ff.). Generations of audiences have speculated about Ophelia and Hamlet’s relation “before the play begins,” and the question concerns actors very deeply. We cannot know the answer, and presumably Shakespeare did not see a dramatic purpose to offering one. What we can fairly infer, however, is that Ophelia and Hamlet’s relation is politicized first by her brother and father, and soon after by Claudius and then by Hamlet himself when he begins to believe – “Are you honest?” (III.1.103) – that she has become a pawn or cat’s-paw in his conflict with King Claudius. Polonius explicitly frames his anxieties about his daughter’s relation with the prince as political: “What majesty should be, what duty is . . .” (II.2.87).

			This speech and others like it are his versions of Laertes’ attempts to warn Ophelia against Hamlet, and by joining sexuality with politics father and brother point us to one of the play’s most important though sometimes overlooked concerns: succession to the throne. Royal succession, especially primogeniture (father succeeded by eldest surviving son), the system familiar to Shakespeare’s audiences, is a legal, political, and personal nexus where family, sexuality, and politics meet. (One slightly confusing feature of Hamlet is the references to an elective monarchy, which Denmark historically had been, but Shakespeare writes other lines invoking his audience’s native system of succession.) Whatever system of royal succession we imagine in the play’s world, we do see Hamlet’s family line end in the play’s final bloodbath. A new line must start from this instant, and it is Norway, a foreign, albeit neighboring, nation that provides Denmark’s next ruler.

			With only a little changing, this imagined Danish political situation might have seemed rather familiar to Shakespeare’s early-seventeenth-century audiences. A queen who had ruled for as long as most of her subjects could remember, Elizabeth I, was now visibly aging and certain to remain childless; the English succession had become so controversial and potentially divisive that public discussion of it had been banned. The leading candidate was King James VI of Scotland, and when the Tudor family line
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