Shakespeare, Hamlet.





Story (or fable): the natural course or sequence of events as they occur in real life. A description of the natural course of events will produce a true (historical) account of events (such as found in newspapers).





Plot: the way the author arranges these events in his / her work: e.g., a play or a film. Note: the arrangement of events in the plot is not always the same as in the story! Arranging events into a plot produces a work of art, not a true account of events.








Vygotsky (see website)





The problem: Hamlet’s behavior in the play is rather unusual (enigmatic). His task is clear: to avenge his father by killing the present king (Claudius). However, he keeps delaying his task (procrastinating) for most of the play. There are several opportunities to kill the king during the play, and Hamlet fails to use them. Moreover, he understands his procrastination and complains about it in his monologues. Nevertheless, he still fails to act and kill the king. Why does he not do it right away?





Possible answers:





1) Hamlet’s character is the problem. He is too weak-willed to complete the task.


Objection: Hamlet sometimes shows considerable strength of character: he opposes the king’s plans, boards a pirate ship, fights against Laertes, the best fencer in France, etc.





2) Hamlet faces real obstacles: he is prevented from reaching the king by the courtiers, guards, etc.


Objection: there are many opportunities to kill the king, e.g., during the prayer.





Vygotsky’s suggestion (Vygotsky, pp. 180-181; see website):





1) Hamlet’s character is extremely contradictory: he appears as both weak and strong, it is not possible to explain Hamlet’s behavior from the point of view of a real-life person.





2) For this reason, one should not look for explanations of Hamlet’s delay and procrastination in his character (cf. Aristotle: character is not as important).





3) The contradictory nature of Hamlet’s character (both weak and strong) and the emphasis on his delay and procrastination are so obvious that Shakespeare must have done this deliberately.





4) One must find the answer to the question why Shakespeare makes Hamlet delay. In this way we will explain the artistic effect of the play.


Hamlet.





Vygotsky suggests to look at the plot of Hamlet and compare it to the original story.





1) The original story (legend) is very simple: Hamlet realizes that he must avenge his father by killing his uncle. He devises a number of tricks and plans in order to achieve this task. He finally achieves his task without hesitation or delay.





2) The plot of Shakespeare’s Hamlet is very complex: Hamlet delays (procrastinates), has frequent doubts, and expresses his doubts in long monologues that interrupt the main course of events.





Why does Shakespeare make him delay?








Some important points in the plot of Hamlet


(page ## according to the book; also please use the chart, which is available on the website)








Act 1, Scene 5 (pp. 23-24) Hamlet promises a “swift revenge” after a conversation with the ghost: it seems that the events will develop fast.





Act 2, Scene 2 (pp. 49-50), Hamlet meets the actors and for the first time blames himself for inaction and procrastination in a monologue. He understands that he is delaying his revenge but does not know why.


Hamlet (p. 50) decides to test the king by staging a play.





Act 3, Scene 1 (p. 53), Hamlet’s famous monologue “To be or not to be”; again, Hamlet is in doubt as to what he should do.


	pp. 54-56, Hamlet is being “tested” by Ophelia (king’s plan #1). The king designs two more plans against Hamlet: instructs Polonius to hide and listen to his conversation with his mother, and plans to send Hamlet to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.





Act 3, Scene 2 (pp. 64-65), Hamlet sets up his “mousetrap”—the play—to test the king and finds him guilty of murdering his father: we expect immediate action / revenge. On p.68 Hamlet again reminds himself of his task in a monologue.





Act 3, Scene 3 (pp. 70-71), Hamlet sees the king at prayer and has an opportunity to kill him. However, he decides not to do it! The audience is left frustrated.











Act 3, Scene 4 (pp. 72-73), Hamlet talks to the queen, notices somebody behind the curtain and, thinking it is the king, kills him. It happens to be Polonius, i.e., Hamlet again fails to kill the king! However, it appears that Hamlet now is ready to kill the king when he gets another opportunity.


	p. 75, the ghost comes to remind Hamlet of his task to avenge his father





Act 4, Scene 3 (p. 84), the king reveals his plan to get Hamlet killed in England by sending appropriate letters.





Act 4, Scene 4, contrary to all expectations, Hamlet actually does go to England instead of fulfilling his plan of revenge!


	p. 85-86, Hamlet meets Fortinbras’ army on the way and blames himself for his delay and procrastination in another monologue. He is himself completely puzzled why he is still unable to do this. In the end he makes another resolution to carry out his revenge (“my thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!”). It appears that Hamlet will start to act immediately.





Act 4, Scene 7 (pp. 95-96), from Hamlet’s letters it becomes clear that the king’s plan to get him killed in England fails.


	p. 96ff, However, the king has a new plan: he joins forces with Laertes (who wants to avenge Polonius) against Hamlet. p. 99, Hamlet is to be killed with a poisoned sword or, if that fails, with a poisoned cup. Hamlet now faces a real opposition from the king. I.e., instead of the original story (Hamlet avenges his father) we have a very different story: the king plots against Hamlet, and Hamlet defends himself!





Act 5, Scene 1 (p. 108), Laertes and Hamlet fight in the grave, but the audience’s expectations are thwarted again: nothing happens.





Act. 5, Scene 2 (p. 112, 115), the king designs a wager where Laertes will challenge Hamlet for a fight and get him killed. Hamlet agrees.


	pp. 118-120, the results of the fight are tragic: the queen is poisoned by the cup designed for Hamlet; Hamlet is poisoned and killed by Laertes’ sword; Laertes is killed by Hamlet by the same sword; the king is killed by the poisoned sword and also drinks of the poisoned cup.





In fact, everyone’s plans go wrong and fail: Hamlet kills the king but dies himself; the king kills Hamlet but also dies, etc. Moreover, all deaths occur accidentally and not as a result of a plan (e.g., Hamlet’s plan to avenge his father): Hamlet kills the king mostly in self-defense and to avenge his mother and Laertes.





Two things are observed after reading / watching Hamlet:





1) The course of the play (the plot) keeps deviating (going away) from the original story (Hamlet’s plan to avenge his father).





2) The outcome of the play is unexpected and also fails to follow the original story of Hamlet’s revenge. It is rather a result of a misunderstanding and “plans gone wrong.”








Vygotsky’s comments (pp. 185-190)





Why does Shakespeare create all these delays and an unusual outcome, instead of following the original story?





According to Vygotsky, for artistic or aesthetic purposes.





Shakespeare does two contradictory things:





1) Makes the audience aware of the proposed course of events: Hamlet must avenge his father and kill the king. The audience is reminded of this task frequently in Hamlet’s monologues and is constantly aware of what he is supposed to do.





2) Creates delays and procrastination that take the audience’s attention away from the main course of events: the story of revenge. Hamlet constantly fails to kill the king and complains about this in his monologues. The audience becomes frustrated, and tension and suspense mount.





Finally the plot of the play deviates (goes away) from the main story. The play that started as the story of Hamlet’s revenge becomes the story of a confrontation between Hamlet and the king. In the end, however, the plot returns to the main story: the king is finally killed. However, even the king’s death happens in a very unexpected manner: not as a result of the success of Hamlet’s plan, but as a result of the failure of two plans: Hamlet’s and the king’s.





This technique of making the plot deviate (go astray) from the story creates tension, suspense, frustrates our expectations: in other words, teases our emotions (Vygotsky, pp. 189-190). Thus Shakespeare’s task is purely aesthetic: to keep the audience in suspense until the very last moment. All other things in the play—Hamlet’s character, descriptions, monologues, etc.—are subservient to this main task. Thus the explanation of Hamlet’s “mysterious” procrastination is aesthetic: it is needed to create suspense and tension in the story.





