8 THE TRAGEDY OF HAMLET,
PRINCE OF DENMARK

THE RIDDLE OF Hamlet. “‘SUBJECTIVE” AND “OBJECTIVE” SOLUTIONS. THE
PROBLEM OF HAMLET’S CHARACTER. STRUCTURE OF THE TRAGEDY. FABLE
AND SUBJECT. IDENTIFICATION OF THE HERO. CATASTROPHE. ‘

The tragedy of Hamlet is generally considered an enigma. 1t differs
from Shakespeare’s other tragedies as well as from the works of othersin |
that\it_s‘g)‘qrsgof action never fails to surprise and bewilder the specta-
tor. This is why the essays and critical studies on the play are more likc\\
commentaries. They have one trait in common: all try to solve the rid-
dle set by Shakespeare. After his first encounter with the ghost, Hamlet"
is expected to kill the king—why is he unable to do this? And why does \\
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* the play reflect nothing but his failure to act? Shakespeare does not ex- \

plain the reasons for Hamlet’s inertia, and thus the critics approach th

riddle from two different angles: the first, from the character and per-
;qnalgxpericnqa__ of Hamlet, and the second, from ,thg__,gnvir;ﬂ‘mcmal
obstacles in his path. According to one viewpoint, the problem lies in
Hamlet’s personality. Critics of this persuasion attempt to show that the
reason for Hamlet’s delay in taking revenge is that his feelings rebel
against an act of violence, that he is irresolute and weak-willed, or that,
as Goethe claimed, too heavy a task was placed on his weak shoulders.
Since none of these interpretations allows for an exhaustive cxplahation
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~ of the tragedy, we can positively say that they are devoid of any scien-

\ tific significance, for exactly opposite views may exist just as rightfully.
Other critics explain Hamlet's lingering as a manifestation of his state
of mind, as if he were a real person. Thesc critics usually _argue from
true life experience and human nature, not from the artistic structure of
t%{){{y. They go so far as to say that Shakespeare intended to show the
tragedy of the weak-willed person called upon to perform a task for
which he is not properly equipped. They regard Hamlet as a tragedy of
weakness and the absence of will, despite the scenes in which the hero
exhibits just the opposite character traits and appears as a man of ex-
traordinary determination, courage, valor, and implacability in the

face of moral considerations. 7

the objective obstacles that lie on the path to his goal. The king and his
courtiers exert opposition against Hamlet, who does not kill the king at
once, because it is impossible for him to do so. These critics, who follow

[ tahutut S

Werder’s view, claim that Hamlet’s task is not to kill the king but to

S~>expose his guilt and chastise him. We can, of course, find as many

arguments in favor of this view as opposed to it. These critics are badly
mistaken, because they miss two fundamental points. First, nowhere in
the tragedy does Shakespeare formulate such a task for Hamlet, either
directly or by implication. The critics, therefore, are attempting to write
for Shakespeare by inventing new, complicated tasks, again proceeding
from common sense and life experience rather than from the aesthetics
of tragedy. Also, they are shutting their eyes and ears to many scenes
and monologues in which Hamlet, aware of the subjective character of -
his procrastination but unable to understand the reasons for it, attempts
some explanations, none of which suffices fully to support his actions.
Both groups of critics agree, however, that the tragedy is highly enig-
. matic; this admission takes most of the substance out of their argu-
ments. Indeed, if their considerations were correct, the tragedy would
have no riddle. How could the play be mysteriously enigmatic if Shake-
speare intended merely to portray a weak and undecided person? It
would be clear from the outset that the hero’s procrastination is due to
his irresolution. A play about a weak-willed character would be a bad
one if his weakness were concealed in a riddle. If the critics of the sec-
ond group, those who claim that the main difficulties arise from exter-
nal causes, were correct, then Hamlet would fail because Shakespeare,
unable to represent with clarity the real meaning of the tragedy (this
very struggle with external obstacles), would disguise it, too, with a rid-
dle. The critics are trying to solve Hamlet's mystery with arguments ir-

. ““ Another school of critics seeks to explain Hamlet’s procrastination by
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actual life which must be explained apglmzf

common sense. According to Berné’s very pertinent remark, a veil has "

been thrown over the picture, but in trying to lift it in order to examine
the picture beneath we discover that the veil is painted into the picture
itself. This observation is quite accurate, for it is easy to show that the
riddle has been intentionally. built into the tragedy. The tragedy is
structured as a riddle which cannot be explained nor solved by strictly
logical means. By depriving the tragedy of its riddle, the critics deprive
the play of its most essential element.
Let us now de\eg. Despite differences in ap-
proach; eritics unanimously note the obscuri
play. Hessner speaks of Hamlet as a tragedy-mask. According to Kuno
"Fischer, we stand before Hamlet and his tragedy as if we were standing
before a curtain. We expect the curtain to rise and reveal the image,
but we discover that the image concealed is none other than the curtain
itself. Berné says that Hamlet is an absurdity, worse than the death of
one that has not yet been born. Goethe refers to some somber mystery
associated with the tragedy. Schlegel compares it to an irrational equa-
tion. Baumgardt mentions the complexity of a fable that contains a
long series of diverse and unexpected events. “The tragedy Hamlet
indeed resembles a labyrinth,” writes Kuno Fischer. “Hamlet,” says
Brandes, “is not permeated by a ‘general meaning’ or by the idea of
unity. Certainty and definition were not the ideals which Shakespeare
was striving to reach. . . . The play is laden with riddles and contradic-
tions, but its charm and attractiveness are due mostly to its obscurity.” !
Speaking of “obscure” books, Brandes claims that Hamlet is one such:
“At times a gulf opens between the action that envelops the play like a
mantle, and the core of the play.” 2 “Hamlet remains a mystery,” says
ten Brink, “but an infinitely attractive one, because we know that it is
not artificially construed but draws its origin from nature’s wis-
dom.” 3 —“But Shakespeare created a mystery,” to quote Dowden,
“which remains a question, forever exciting, but never fully explained.
Therefore one cannot assume that an idea or a magical formula can
solve the difficulties presented by the drama or suddenly shed light
upon all. Obscurity is characteristic of a work of art concerned, not with
a specific problem, but with life; and in that life, in the story of a soul
that treads the shady boundary between dark night and bright day
there are . . . many things that defy or confuse investigation.” *
We could continue forever with these excerpts and quotations, since
almost all critics dwell on this subject. Even such deprecators of Shake-
speare as Tolstoy and Voltaire state essentially the same view. Voltaire,

rity and ambiguity of the .
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relevant to the tragedy itself. They approach it as if it were a case from)\ /
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for example, in the introduction to his tragedy Semiramis itate:s thzl\.t :::
course of events in the tragedy Haml%g%e& Rumelin K
i €.
ibes the play as a whole as incompret 1ensible.
sc:ﬂ these (:I:iti);s see in the obscufity a mantle that conceals a ccnte::,n a (
curtain that hides an image, or 2 veil that prever'\t's our eyes fr(lnb?sc%ﬂ g
the picture beneath. But if Hamlet is what the critics claim it to h\,ﬁy
is 1ti;hl;):1cic(i in so much-mystery and obscurity? Fre?uent}y l; e :jny.';1
° A
i e ed. and even more frequently 1t 1S Dasc
tery is greatly exaggerated, ! ; e
i i derstanding underhes
utter misunderstanding. Such misun ‘
kovskii’s view that “the ghost appears to Hamlet in an al:mosl;:herc of
solemnity and romanticism, with claps of thunder and eart q\t;;a 0;; .a;ui
The ghost tells Hamlet of the secrets of the dead, ~of god, ° , nd
vengeance.” ¢ This might be read in some operatic libretto, but ©
tainly not in the actual Hamilet. o ' .
aiNeycan therefore disregard all criticism which tries to sel_[;aratc :hitz
il from the picture. However,
:>ma from the tragedy and take the? veil frc : : '
f:;.g be of some interest to see how this criticism dczz.ls with the 12.;(:ult(a
bili)t,y of Hamlet’s character and behavior. Bernel 'ls(ays that 15: \:;
i i bey laws. Were he like anyone else,
are is a king who does not o ; c
i‘::xld say that Hamlet is a lyrical character who defines dramatic pr}(‘)ct
essing.” 7 Brandes also notes this incongruity: “VYc must not forget tha
this dramatic phcnomcnqn::;n_ijmgjyghcro—m re;‘]'llxlu;;d Lc; :;)(:: ncl);
ent by the techni If Hamlet were to kill the -
tent by the technique of the play.
diatelyy_mn receiving the ghost’s message, me_plax,mu_l:!ﬁ'ﬁl_ﬂifi ::
restricted to one act. Hence, it becomes imperative to ﬁf\d - z\ym’g’Ea
tics.” ® But this need to delay would imply that the sul?Ject is m?t s\lx:i «d
T(;’tragcdy, that Shakespeare artificially delays an action that c,olu ;
completed instantly, and introduces four superfluous acts m;f: a tp ay ::d
‘ i i this, too,
i lved in a single act. Montague notices this, .
pable of being reso 8 - Mc . S ree
i : tion is the action O
rovides an excellent formula: Inaction is the ; : .
zcts » Beck comes to a similar interpretation. He e;pLamsh every;lhx:fgtt;‘i
‘ icti f the play and the character
the contradiction between the plot of lay 2 '
rotagonist. The plot belongs to the chronicle into which Shakespeare
Eas woven his subject, and Hamlet’s character bel‘ongs to Shakes?pc.arc
If. Between the two there is an irreconcilable contradiction.
“Shake;pcare was not fully the master of his”own plfxy and }:Na; n:,:
completely free to usc all its component parts,” 2 d'eﬁcne.ncy w lcd c !
be attributed to the chronicle. This view, however, 15 S0 simple an lse -
evident that it is pointless to look elsewhere for solutions or explana-
tions. Thus we turn to a new group of critics who seek the solutlf)n t‘(;
Han';let either in the requirements of d/lfg;\natic technique (as mcn;mx:;is
by Brandes) or in the historic and literary Toots of/th.e tragedy. In e
. it is obvious that the author’s talent is defeated by t
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rigid rules of technique, or that the historic background of the subject
exceeds the possibilities of artistic treatment. In either case we must re-
gard Hamlewure because Shakespeare was unable to select a suit-

% able subje subject for his tragedy. Then Zhukovskii would be correct in
saying that “Shakespeare’s masterpiece, Hamlet, looks like a monstrosity
to me. I don’t understand its meaning. Those who find so much in
Hamlet exhibit the wealth of their own thought and imagination rather
than prove the superiority of the play. I can’t believe that Shakespeare,
when composing this tragedy, thought in exactly the same way as
Schlegel and Tieck did, when they read into its incongruities all the un-
solved riddles of human life . . . I asked him* to read Hamlet to me
and then tell me in detail his thoughts on this monstrosity.”

Goncharov holds the same view. He claims that Hamlet cannot be
played on stage. “Hamlet is not a typical role. No one can play it; there
has never been an actor who could play it . . . He would lose himself in
it as if he were the Wandering Jew. . Hamlet s character is a phe-\
nomenon which anyone in a normal state of mind smlply cannot com- |
prehend »9 Not all the literary critics who seck to explain Hamlet’s wa-
vering by technical or historical means think that Shakespeare has
written a bad play. Many of them point tw%ts
of lia@_[e_t/s_pr_qcrastmatlon Volkenshteyn, for instance, holds a dif- \
ferent view, which is the opposite of Heine’s, Berné’s, Turgenev’s, and
many others, who believe that Hamlet himself is weak-willed and spine-
less. The opinions of this group are reflected in Hebbel’s words: “Ham-
let is a corpse, long before the curtain rises. What we see are the roses
and thorns which sprung from his corpse.” Volkenshteyn feels that the
true essence of a drama, particularly a tragedy, is the tension and stras\
of passnons he also feels that a tragedy is always supported by the héro’s
inner strcngth This is why he believes that the view of Hamlet as a
weak-willed and spineless person, “is based on the blind trust in seman-
tics which characterizes some of the most profound literary criticism.

. A dramatic hero cannot be taken for what he says he is. He must
bc Judgcd for his acts. Hamlet’s acts are energetic. He alone carries on a
long and bloody fight with the king and the ¢ntire Damwt In_his
trgmmg for the restoration of justice, he attacks the king three
times: the first time he kills Polonius by mistake; the second time he
spares the king because the latter is praying; and the third time, at the
end of the play, he succeeds. With superb ingenuity he sets a trap to
corroborate the statements of the ghost. He deftly eliminates Rosen- o

* Here Zhukovskii refers to a critic who is left unnamed by Vygotsky. Transla-
tor’s note.
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crantz and Guildenstern from his path. Indeed, he conducts a titanic
struggle. . Hamlet’s versatile, strong character corresponds to his
“physical ﬁtness Laertes is the best fencer in France, yet Hamlet defeats
him because he turns out to be more adroit (how this contradicts Tur-
‘genev’s assertion of Hamlet’s physical weakness!). The protagonist of
the tragedy shows a maximum of will. . . . We would not feel the tragedy
in Hamlet if its hero were irresolute and weak.” '° There is nothing new
in outlining those traits in Hamlet which denote his strength and cour-
age. This has been done many times before as has the démonstration of
the obstacles facing Hamlet. What is new is the treatment of the mate-
rial which deals with Hamlet’s irresolution and weakness. According to
Volkenshteyn, all the monologues in which Hamlet reproaches himself
for his lack of resolution are but instruments to whip up his will; they do
not illustrate his weakness, but rather his strength.

Thus, according to Volkenshteyn, Hamlet’s self-accusations are yet
another evidence of his extraordinary strength of character. His titanic
struggle requires a maximum of effort and fortitude, but he is not
satisfied with himself and he demands still more of himself. This inter-
pretation proves that the contradictions are not accidental but have
been introduced intentionally and that, moreover, they are only seem-
ingly fortuitous. Any mention of weakness and irresolution is evidence
of exactly the opposite—Hamlet’s formidable will. But even this at-

|tempt to solve Hamlet’s problem is not entirely successful. As a matter
of fact, it repeats, only in slightly different terms, the earlier view of
Hamlet’s character, without exglammg why he procrastinates, why he
. does not-kill the king in the first act, xmmedlatej_x after the revelations
r\of (as suggested by Brandes), or why the tragedy does not end
'w1th the first act. We are thus forced to side with Werder, who claims
“that the exterior obstacles represent the true cause of Hamlet’s procras-
tination. This view, however, is in complete contradiction with the
meaning of the play. We may agree, though, with the fact that Hamlet
is conducting a titanic struggle, if we proceed from Hamlet’s own char-
acter. Let us assume that tremendous forces are concentrated within

him. But with whom does he conduct his struggle, against whom is it di-
rected, and how does it express itself? No sooner are these questions

i asked than it becomes obvious that Hamlet’s opponents are nonentities
| and the forces preventing him from murder are insignificant; he himself
blindly gives in to the machinations directed against him. The critic
cannot but note that although prayer saves the king’s life once, there is
hardly any indication that Hamlet is devout or that he spares the
praying king because of any deep pcrsonal conviction. On the contrary,
this reason crops up as if by accident and is almost incomprehensible to
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the spectator. The accidental killing of Polonius proves that Hamlet’s

“before the court. Why, then, does his sword _smite the king only at the ; <
very end of the tragedy? Finally, no matter how premeditated or acci- ‘
dental, no matter how limited by outward circumstances his struggle
may be, most of the time Hamlet is parrying blows directed against him
rather than carrying on his own attack. The murders of Guildenstern
and all the rest are nothing but self-defense, and we cannot possibly
term such self-defense a titanic struggle. We will show that Hamlet’s
three attempts to kill the king, to which Volkenshteyn refers, are evi-
dence of exactly the opposite of what that critic sees in them.

Equally poor interpretation was the staging of Hamlet by the Second
Moscow Art Theatre, a production which followed Volkenshteyn’s line
closely. The directors proceeded from the clash of two distinct aspects of
human nature. “One is protesting, heroic, fighting to assert its own \?k
sense of life. This is our Hamlet.] mmphasize this aspect of our
hero we had to shorten the text of the tragedy considerably and elimi-
nate from it all that could possibly interfere with the whirl of events.

. . . As early as the middle of the second act Hamlet takes his sword in

his hand and does not let it go until the end of the tragedy. We have
also underscored Hamlet’s activity by condensing all the obstacles
which he encounters in his path. This was our guideline in the treat-
ment of the king and the other characters. King Claudius personifies
everything that attempts to thwart the heroic Hamlet. . . . And our\\
Hamlet dwells continuously in an impassioned state of struggle against
“all that is personified by the king . . . To emphasize the shades and col- "
ors in the play we found it necessary to transfer the action to the Middle
Ages.” Thus spoke the directors of the play in their announcement of
plans for the staging of Hamlet. They admit quite openly that for stage
requirements and for better understanding of the tragedy they had to
perform the following three operations on the play: to discard from it
everything that prevents such an understanding; to condense the obsta-
cles that lie in Hamlet’s way; and to accentuate the shades and colors in

the play, while transferring the action to the Middle Ages (despite the
fact that the play is usually seen as taking place during the Renais-
sance). After three such operations it is obvious that any and all inter-
pretations of the drama are possible. It is also obvious that these three)
operations transform the tragedy into something diametrically opposed

to the author’s intent. The fact that such radical surgery was required

to produce a particular interpretation of Shakespeare’s work is the best
evidence of the immense discrepancy between the true meaning of “V

mrnense cy et .
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decision to kill was made i diately after the players’ performance | | 4
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Hamilet’s story and the meaniww:*a;ﬁ(f: I'o illus-
Wm:;dictions which beset this staged version
of Hamlet, it suffices to mention that the king, who has a fairly modest
role in the original play, suddenly becomes the heroic countcrpa.rt to
Hamlet [37]. If Hamlet, as the focal point of heroic, enlightened will, is
one of the tragedy’s poles, then the king, as the focal point of the. anti-
heroic, dark power, is its other pole. But to reduce the role of the kmg'to
the personification of all the negative principles of life would require
the writing of a new tragedy with a purpose different from that pursued

by Shakespeare.

" Much closer to the truth are those explanations of Hamiet’s irresolu-

tion which, while also proceeding from formal considerations, try to
solve the riddle without performing major surgical operations on the

 original text. One such attempt is an explanation of some of the pecu-

liarities of Hamlet based on the technique and design of the Shake-
spearean stage [38]. Its importance, cannot be denied; indeed stu(.iy of
the subject is vital to a proper understanding of the traged).'. Il:l tl'us re-
gard, significance is acquired by Prels’ law of tcmpora..l continuity in the
Shakespearean drama which requires from both audience and author a
concept of staging totally different from that of our n}od(:.rn t?lcatcrs.
We divide a play into acts, each involving only the brief time interval
during which the events represented in it occur. Important events, and
their effects, take place between acts, and the audience learns about
them subsequently. Acts may be separated by intervals of several years.
All this requires specific stylistic techniques. Things were totally dif-
ferent in Shakespeare’s day: the action was continuous, a play appar-
ently was not divided into acts, the performance was not mtcrrupt.ed by
intermissions, and everything happened before the eyes of the al.rdlence.
This important aesthetic convention was bound to have a considerable
bearing upon the composition and the structure of any pla).l. Many
things become clear once we acquaint ourselves with the technique and
aesthetics of the stage of Shakespeare’s time. But if we overstep th.e
boundary and assume that by establishing the necessity of some techni-
cal measure we have solved the problem of the play, we commit a grave
error. We must be able to discern the extent to which each device is
really due to the stage technique of that time. This, h-owcvcr, is not
sufficient, for we must also show the psychologic significance of the
device. We must explain why from among many such devicc?s Shake-
speare chose this one, since to admit that a device can be expla}mcd only
by its technical indispensability is tantamount to a declaration of the
supremacy of bare technique over art. There is no doubt_ that the struc-
ture of a play greatly depends upon its technique, but it is also true that
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for preparing the most effective scenes, the author destroys the character of the
Hamlet of the legend. For the entire duration of the play Hamlet does not act
the way he might want or might like to, but the way the author requires him
to act: at one time he is terrorized by his father’s ghost, and another time he
chaffs at him, calling him an old mole; first he loves Ophelia, later he teases
her cruelly, and so forth. It is impossible to find an explanation for Hamlet’s
actions or words, and it is therefore impossible to assign to him any character
at all.

But since it is generally accepted that the great Shakespeare could not possi-
bly write anything bad, scholars and critics have racked, and are racking their
brains to discover some unusual beauty in an obvious defect, which is particu-
larly evident and quite irritating in Hamlet, where the protagonist has no char-
acter. The wise critics now proclaim that Hamlet expresses, with extraordi-
nary power, a completely new and profound character, whose distinguishing
feature is the absence of character, and that only the genius of a Shakespeare
could create such a profound characterless character. Having established this,
the scholarly critics proceed to write volume upon volume to praise and ex-
plain the greatness and significance of the characterization of a person without
character. It is true that some of the critics occasionally produce timid remarks
that there might be something odd about that character, that Hamlet is an
unsolvable riddle; but no one finds the courage to say that the emperor is
naked, that it is perfectly plain that Shakespeare was either unable or unwil-
ling to give Hamlet a specific character. Nor did he understand that it was at
all necessary. And so the scholarly critics continue to study, investigate, and

extol this mysterious literary production. . . .1

We defer to Tolstoy’s opinion, not because we believe his conclusions
to be correct or absolutely trustworthy. The reader will understand that
Tolstoy’s final judgment of Shakespeare issues from nonartistic motiva-
tions; the decisive factor in his moral condemnation of Shakespeare is
the fact that he regards the latter’s morals as irreconcilable with his own
moral ideals. We must bear in mind that this moralistic approach has
led Tolstoy to disapprove not only of Shakespeare but of many other
authors and their works. Toward the end of his life he considered even
his own writings harmful and unworthy, proving that this moralistic
view reaches beyond the boundaries of art, is too broad and universal to
take account of details, and cannot be applied in the psychological in-
vestigation of art. However, Tolstoy supports his moralistic conclusions
with purely aesthetic arguments; these appear to be so convincing as to
destroy that unreasoning and unreasonable hypnosis which surrounds
Shakespeare and his opus. Tolstoy looks at Hamlet with the eyes of the
child in Andersen’s fairy tale of the emperor’s new clothes; he is the first
who has the courage to say that the emperor is naked, i.e., that all the
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merits, such as profundity, precision of character, penetration of the
depths of the human psyche, and so forth, exist only in the spectator’s
imagination. Tolstoy’s greatest merit lies in his statement that the em-
peror is naked, with which he exposes not primarily Shakespeare but
the preposterous and false concept of the Bard, with which he compares
his own opinion which he considers diametrically opposed to the one
accepted by the entire civilized world. Thus, pursuing a m.orahstnc aim,
Tolstoy destroys one of the most absurd prejudices in the history of liter-
ature. He was the first to express boldly what now has been confirmed
by many, namely, that Shakespeare fails to give convincing psychologi-
cal motivation to quite a few of the intrigues and actions in his plays,
that his characters are often implausible, and that frequently there are
serious incongruities, unacceptable to common sense, between the pro-
tagonist’s character and his actions. Stoll, for instance, bluntly asscr.ts
that in Hamlet Shakespeare is more interested in the situation than in
the hero’s character, that Hamlet should be viewed as a tragedy of in-
trigue in which the decisive role is played by the sequence of events .and
not by the disclosure of the hero’s character. Riigg holds the same view.
He speculates that Shakespeare does not entangle the action in order to
complicate Hamlet’s character, but that he complicates the character to
make the hero fit more easily into the traditional dramatic concept of
the fable [40]. Such commentaries are by no means unique, nor do they
stand alone among other conflicting opinions. In other Shakespearean
plays, quite a few facts have been found which prove incontestably tl}at
Tolstoy’s assertion is basically correct. We will show how Tolstox’s opin-
ion can be properly applied to such tragedies as Othello, and King Lear,
how convincingly he has proved the irrelevance of character in Shakc?-
speare’s works and how precisely he has understood the aesthetic signi-

ficance of Shakespeare’s language. .
e take, as the starting point for our discussion, the obvious view, ac-

cording to which no specific character can be assigned to Hamlet, for he H

R
is made up of contradictory traits, and it is impossible to find a credible

explanation for his words and actions. However, we will dispute '.I‘o.l-
stoy’s views on Shakespeare’s complete inability to represent the artistic
progress of the action. Tolstoy fails to understand, or perhaps does not
want to accept, Shakespeare’s aesthetics. By narrating the latter’s artis-
tic devices in plain language, he transposes the author’s poetic Ia.nguage
into a language of prose, removes the devices from the acsthcfnc func-
tions which they perform in the drama—and reaches a nonsensical con-
clusion. This, of course, is bound to happen if we perform a similar op-
eration on the work of any other poet and deprive his text of its proper
sense by narrating the story in plain language. Tolstoy proceeds to re-
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count King Lear, scene by scene, to show the preposterousness of their o

concatenation. Were we to do the same to his Anna Karenina, we would
reduce that novel to a similar bundle of absurd nonsense. What Tolstoy
says about Anna Karenina can also be applied to King Lear. It is impossi-
ble to retell the facts of a novel or a tragedy and express its meaning,
because meaning can only be found in the combination of ideas. Tol-
stoy claims that this combination is not made up of thoughts but of
“something else” which cannot be expressed in words but only through
images, scenes, situations, and so forth. To retell King Lear in one’s own
words is as impossible as putting music into words. This is why narra-
tion is the least convincing method of artistic critique. His basic mis-
take, however, did not prevent Tolstoy from making a number of bril-
liant discoveries which will supply students of Shakespeare with many
interesting problems for years to come and which of course will be in(cr/-_/
preted in a way different from Tolstoy’s. While we agree with Tolstoy
that Hamlet has no character, we pcrscvgzwgumﬁm:&oﬂd{
this lack of character be an artistic intention_of the author rather. 1h_a_r,|_‘\
e U
just a mistake? Of course Tolstoy is right when he points out the ab-
surdity of those arguments that maintain that the depth of Shake-
speare’s character lies in this absence of character. We cannot dismiss
the idea, however, that in this tragedy, Shakespeare had no intention of
revealing, describing or studying a character per se, and that he may (
intentionally have used a charactér Totally unfit for the particular
events of the play in order tonb_li@j@ggjﬁgﬁq_r_‘gg{gg effect firom the
We shall show the fallacy of the idea that Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a
tragedy of character. At this point, however, we shall merely assume
that the lack of character is tl}g author’s intention, and that he uses it as ([
a device for specific artistic purposes. We shall begin by analyzing the {
(structure of the tragedy. ) T
We can proceed with our analysis in three different ways: First, we
have the sources used by Shakespeare, the original treatment of the ma-
terial; then, the plot of the tragedy; and, finally, a new and more com-
plex artistic feature—the dramatis personae. We shall now try to deter-
mine the interrelationship between these three elements.
Tolstoy rightly begins his investigation by comparing the original saga
of Hamlet with Shakespeare’s tragedy. In the saga everything is clear *

N

and understandable. The motives behind the prifice’s acts are obvious. h

The action is well coordinated, and each step is justified both psycho-
logica ogically. Many of the earlier studies of the play have
elaborated this point sufficiently. The riddle of Hamlet could hardly
have sprung up if the story had been confined to the old sources, or at

dramatic forms, since there is abso-
re in them. This fact enables us to

draw a conclusion diametrically opposed tcc‘) T:lstoy’s Vi::b;:?; :1‘(‘, "l:
ious i dled and unreaso
d obvious in the legend but mud : :
(l::tc Z;;r:hat consequently Shakespeare has spoxlec.i the lcgcntclil.itl‘tg xissnlx:gric
i hought: since everything 13 ‘o™
follow an opposite trend of t nce L :
%mndablgm the saga, Shakeswa!e_h,ad_ex_aﬁ‘?lﬁ&o%g
(r:eady-madc logi;al and psychological moti\./&s. I:: .h;: ;‘:hl(::i ht: ol;li'ginal
§'m I'so as to ignore all the obyious ties which A2°C C-
e “tlatzgxa;rs‘;l:s m?n'lgmwm 1 'a special intention. We are inclined to
o ’ ~ N . . B
' st?c%;vegthat Shakespeare created Hamlet c::'ll i a foer %m
it is not result of hor’s inability.
d that it is not the resuit of the aut
i‘: appzr‘oach the problem from 2 different angle. As a matter of fact, we

no longer consider it to be an unsolved riddle or a difficulty to be over-

s . . . :  that we must try 10
come; we conside it an Inenional S0 G0C htcpenre make
tand. The question we is, _Shakespeare mat
un::\ritanaelay > raf:hcr than, “Why doe Hamlet de}?y? Anty lartlx;;lic
~STEod or device, can b 1t ch more éasily from its teleologl-
od, or device, can be grasped muc \
:::tlt‘rend (the psychological function it performs) than from its ac;lus?.l
motivation, which may explain a literary fact but never an aesthetic

gf;'%ﬁnd an answer to the question of why Shakespeare makes Hamlet

i dy.
“ delay, we must compare the Ha jegend with the plot (l)f tt;el;rz:vgsethxer
We h,ave already mentioned that the treatment of thc’ plot ok::own e
law of dramatic composition, prevalent in Shakespeare’s 't;::’d nown 22
. . S
' ty. Action on stage was con
the law of temporal continul . . -
ous, and consequently the play proceeded according to zrxl‘;llmcl:o:cwgs
coxr’xpletely different from that of contemporaryd.pllays. t ogks pli C e
. . R
for an instant. While a dialogu
P enghy € | days duration occurred
ts of perhaps several days
stage, some lengthy even o etator
i learned several scenes later.
backstage, as the audience L scenes fater, b oper-
i i ing of real time, for the p y
thus did not perceive the passi : A .
i iti time of totally different prop . .
ated with a fictitious stage i : s,
dous distortion of the concep
uently, there figures a tremen : cin
?he Sh);’kespearean tragedy. The duration of events, evcrfydtay eort:imc
i i t of stag .
i distorted to fit the requiremen
rences, and actions are : ement of stage N eal
.+ is to talk of Hamlet’s temporzing s of 1
How absurd then 1t is to i Lerms O o
i i its could we measure his pro
time! By what real time uni asure 1 rationt
i i tion in the tragedy
i eriods are in constant contradic ‘
e o ey, the true duration of events in the trag-

there is no way of determining . &
edy. We are unable to estimate how much time elapses between the fi

apparition of the ghost and the killing of the king. Is it a day, a2 month,

Jeast to its older pre-Shakespearean
lutely nothing mysterious or obscu

\
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a year? It is therefore evident that the problem of Hamlet’s procrastina-
tion cannot be solved psychologically. If he kills the king only a few
days after the first appearance of the ghost, then-there is no delay, no
procrastination, in terms of the course of our everyday life. But if it
takes him longer, we must seek different psychological explanations for
different periods of time; that is, there is one explanation if it takes him
a month and another if it takes him a year to kill his uncle. In the trag-
edy, Hamlet is not in any way bound by these units of real time, since
all the events of the play are measured and related to one another in
terms of conventional [41] stage time units. Does this mean that the
question of Hamlet’s delaying no longer arises? Could it be that the au-
thor allocated to the action exactly the amount of time it requires on
stage and that therefore everything happens on schedule? We shall see
that this is not the case. Indeed, all we have to do is remind ourselves of

the monologues in which Hamlet reproaches ‘himself for. procraaigg_t;s vy

ing. The traged)'_wifng:mpb,as_igcs the temporizing of_its_hero’
and, surprisingly enough, gives several quite different explanations for
this procrastination.

Let us follow the main plot of the tragedy. Immediately upon the reve-
lation of the ghost’s secret, when Hamlet learns that he has been
charged with the duty of revenge, he says that he will fly to revenge on
wings as swift as love’s desire. From the pages of memory he deletes all
the thoughts, feelings, and dreams of his entire life, to devote himself en-
tirely to the secret behest. Already at the end of this scene he sighs
under the unbearable burden of the discovery that has befallen him. He
bemoans the fact that he was bor. form a fateful exploit. After his
talk with the actors, Hamlet reproaches s himself for the first time for his

inaction. It astonishes him that an actor is carried away by passion and
fﬁﬂfnmy a meaningless plot, while he himself remains silent and in-
actl\'einte'mTﬂTE—;:rimc which has destroyed the life and the reign
of a great sovereign—nhis father. The remarkable thing in this famous
monologue is Hamlet’s inability to understand the reason for his delay.

He reproaches himself y speaki g'éTEE;mc and dishonor, but he alone

knows that he is no coward. Here we are given the first motive for
delaying the de\adth/oghc, king: perhaps the words of the ghost are not to
‘Be believed. Indeed, the accusations must be thoroughly verified. So,
Hamlet sets his famous “mousetrap,” and only after it snaps are all his
doubts gone. Since the king has given himself away, Hamlet no longer
doubts the veracity of the ghost. When Hamlet’s mother calls him, he
convinces himself not to lift his sword against her:

"Tis now the very witching time of night,
When churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes out
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Contagion to this world: now could I drink hot blood,
And do such bitter business as the day

Would quake to look on. Soft! Now to my mother.

O heart, lose not thy nature; let not ever

The soul of Nero enter this firm bosom:

Let me be cruel, not unnatural;

1 will speak daggers to her, but use none;

My tongue and soul in this be hypocrites; -
How in my words soever she be shent, @

"To give them seals never, my soul, consent!

Hamiet now _ns‘icadyltgfuﬁll, and he fears that he might even harm his

“own mother. Oddly enough; this realization is followed by the.graxe(
" scene. Hamlet enters, takes his sword, and places himself behind the

| King whom he could kill on the spot. We have left Hamlet ready to

avenge, ready to kill, we have left him as he was convincing hlmsc‘lf not
to raise arms against his mother; now we expect him to perform his act.

But instead we hear

B r I I

Now might I do it pat, now he is praying; .2
And now P’ll do’t: and so he goes to heaven . . . (III, 3)) —=-

A few verses later Hamlet sheathes his sword and gives a.complct'ely
new reason for his procrastination: he does not want to kill the king
while the latter is praying or atoning.
Up, sword; and know thou a more horrid hent:
When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,
Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed,
At gaming, swearing, or about some act
That has no relish of salvation in’t,
Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven,
And that his soul may be as damn’d and black
As hell, whereto he goes. My mother stays: ..
This physic but prolongs thy sickly days. @, 3)) - — >
In the next scene Hamlet kills Polonius, who is hiding behind a tapes-
try, by une;;c?{éaly making a pass with his s'word through the arras
. and calling out “A rat!” From this, and from his yyg_;_(is__;{,) _j;had-ead' Po-
lonius it is obvious that he intended to Jg!lthti king, who is  preciscly the
" rat caught in the mousetrap; it is the king to whom“‘Ha.mlct rcfc;s as
“thy better” and for whom he mistook Polonius. The motives that haw.-.
stopped Hamlet in the preceding scenc have disappeared, so mgc 80
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that it appears irrelevant. One of the two scenes must include an obvi-
ou.s.contradiction if the other is correct. Kuno Fischer says that most
critics consider the scene of Polonius’ killing to be proof of Hamlet’s un-
plafmed, thoughtless actions. Many productions, and quite a few critics
om.lt the prayer scene because they fail to understand how it is possiblc;
to introduce a new motive for procrastination without prior prepara-

dition for killing the king (to kill him while he is sinning in order to de-

tion. Nowhere in the tragedy, either earlier or later, does this new con-i

stroy his soul after death) appear. During Hamlet’s scene with his
mother the ghost appears agaiwmumalhg has come to
reproach him for putting off the revenge. Hamlet does not resist being
exiled to England; in the monologué .
compares himself to that courageous leader, anméhcs

the scene with Fortinbras he %
\

himself for his weak will and inactivity. He feels that his procrastination ¥
- &

. T TN e p
is a disgrace, and finishes his monologue resolutely:

. . . O, from this time forth
My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth! (1V, 4)

L.atcr when we ﬁnc! Hamlet in the graveyard, or again talking to Ho-
ratio, or finally during the duel, there is no mention of revenge. Not

until is Hamlet’s i i
promise that he will think
only about blood‘kepl. Before the duel he is full of premonitions: \\

Not a whit, we defy augury; there’s a 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: sin’ce no man
has aught of what he leaves, what is’t to leave betimes? (V, 2)

H(': feels that M%Wnd so does the audience Not‘
until the very end of the duel ink about revenge. The ﬁm;.l ca \
}gmphtwl?_&r_ compl i t_reasons. Ham:
:ew&w%mhc ghost. The spectator
earns that Hamlet is virtually dead because the poison is already in his
.blood and he has less than half an hour to live. Only now, with c;xe foot
in the grave, does he kill the king. R
f’I‘h}:: ﬁ}llal scene leaves absolutely no doubt that
or_his Tatest crime: the poisoning of-the-quee illing o
Laertes and Hamlet himself. Notmd is said art‘;o:tn g{;r:ic:(’;“fl';ie:f

;md the 'aWMMOI otten about him. The denouement
s astonishing and inexplicable—nearly all the critics agree that the

’/\ 1 dut \E&l}ﬂ!{ ] y
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- The play, it would appear, was obscure and enigmatic because Ham-
et had not killed the king. Now that he has performed the killing, the
niEma should vanish; instead it has really only now become apparent.

|IMezieres quite correctly states: “Indeed, everything in the last scene

surprises us; everything from the beginning to the end is unexpected.
Throughout the play we have Pfg‘l_‘ﬁ'f‘ili“g for Hamlet to kill the king.
Finally he strikes—but no sooner does he perform the deed than we are
again astonished and bewildered. . . .” Says Sokolovskii, “The last
scene of the tragedy is based on a colli;ig:__q_f_gg_c_idcntal Ei_rg_q_mstanc&s
_that happen so unexpectedly and so suddenly that some commentators
with old-fashioned views have accused Shakespeare of blundering. . . .
The intervention of an external force had to be invented. . . . It is
purely accidental, and in the hands of Hamlet it functions like those
sharp weapons which we occasionally allow children to handle but all
the while guide their grip on the hilt. . . 7"

Berné is correct in saying that in killing the king Hamlet avenges not
only his father but his mother and himself as well. Johnson reproaches
Shakespeare for having the king killed not according to a premeditated
plan but as a totally unexpected accident. Alfonso states, “The killing of_

the king is due to events totally beyond Hamlet’s controli‘ it/is,gm_thc- Q>
result of a well-prepared plan. Had it been left entirely to'Hamlet, the -
kf;\é_:vould never have been killed.” If we take a closer look at this new
line of plot, we see that Shakespeare at times emphasizes Hamlet's-pro-
crastination and at other times conceals it. He composes several scenes
in 2 row without ever mentioning the task set before the prince, and
then he has Hamlet r veal his weakness once more in statements and
monologues. The audience is reminded of Hamlet's procrastination in
sudden, explosionlike spurts, rather than being apprised of it in a con-
tinuous, uniform fashion. After the sudden explosion of a monologue,
the spectator looks back and vig_i_c_llylcalizc_s,glgwcxistence of procrasti-

nation. But the author rapidly covers it/;;until the next explosion, and
so on. In the spéctator’s mind are combined two fundamentally incom-
patible ideas. On the on_g))_agd,,_ﬂanllcxmlnust avenge his. father and let
no internal or external causes prevent him from going into action. The
author even plays with the audience’s impatience and makes it see
Hamlet draw his sword but then, quite unexpectedly, not strike. On the
other hand, the a%ﬂ@b&@lﬁt_j& delaying, but fails to
understand why. It observes the drama of Hamlet evolve, torn by con-
tradictions, evading the clearl t task and-constantly straying from the
path which is so clearly outlined. ——

“Given such treatment of the subject, we may plot our interpretational

T——
.

curve of the tragedy. The plot of our(gtory yuns in MM

N
&
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Hamlet had kille #W hearing the ghost’s reve-
lations; e would cover the distance between these two events in the /

shortest possible way. The author, however, pr%ch’ ifferent fash-
ion. Because at all times he lets us see,f¢el, and be a (straight)
,/ﬁMhich the action should follow, we are even more keenly conscious

_ of thedigressions and loops Jt describes in actual fact.

; It appears as il Sha e_gpwr the task of pushing the
‘plot from its straight path onto a devious and twisted one. It is quite
possible to find in these the series of events and facts indispensable for
the tragedy, on account of which the play describes its oblique orbit.

We must resort to synthesis, to the physiology of the tragedy, in order
to understand this fully. We must try to guess the function assigned to
this curve from the significance of the whole. We must try to find out
why the ;L))mh thor such exceptional and in many respects unici'ue
boldness, forces the tragedy to deviate from its straight path.

Let us consider the end of the tragedy. Two things immediately strike
the critic’s eye. First of all; the main line of development of the tragedy
is fuzzy and obscured. The king is killed in the course of a melee; he is
b:t (l:\e of four victims, whose deaths occur as suddenly as a bolt from
the blue. The audience is caught by surprise, for it does not expect
events to proceed in this fashion. 'TFE'IES%& for the king’s dcathp:re
so obviously implicit in the final scene that the audience forgets that it
has finally reached the point. to which the traged leadin,
v;'l@ggg actually reading it. As soon as Hamlet sees the queen die, he
shouts:

O villany! Ho! let the door be lock'd:
Treachery! Seek it out.

Laertes reveals to Hamlet that these plots are all the king’s. Hamlet
then exclaims:

The point envenom’d too!
Then, venom, to thy work.

Finally, as he gives the king the poisoned goblet,

Here, thou incestuous, murderous, damnéd Dane,
Drink off this potion. Is thy union here?
Follow my mother.

I\.Iowhcre is there any mention of Hamlet’s father, and all the motiva-
tions are based on the events of the last scene. Thus the tragedy reaches
its catastrophe, but it is concealed from the spectator that this is pre-

“cisely the poiiit to which the plot development has been directed. Yet,

o
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in addition to this direct camouflage another, exactly opposing one, re-
veals itself, and we can easily show that the scene of the killing of the
king is treated on two diametrically opposed psychological planes: On
the one hand, the king’s death is overshadowed by a series of immediate
causes, as well as other deaths; on the other hand, it is distinguished
from the series of killings in a way that has no comparison in any other
tragedy. All the other deaths come to pass almost unnoticed. The queen
dies, and no one seems to take note. Only Hamlet bids her farewell,
i “Wretched queen, adieu!” Even Hamlet’s own death seems to be
' blurred and overshadowed. Once dead, nothing is said about him any-
more. Laertes dies inconspicuously and, significantly, he exchanges for-
giveness with Hamlet before his life leaves him. He forgives Hamlet Po-
lonius’ death and his own, and begs Hamlet to forgive him for having
killed him. This sudden and quite unnatural change in Laertes’ charac-
ter has no motivation in the tragedy. It is necessary only to calm the au-
dience’s reaction to these deaths and make the king’s death stand out
more clqagmihst this dimmed background. As mentioned earlier,
the king’s death is made to stand out by means of a highly exceptional

oA device that has no equal in any other tragedy. What is so unusual about

this scene is the fact that for some unexplained reason Hamlet .kl[ls the
“King twice, first with the tainted sword, then with the poisoned potion.
Why? The action does not call for it. Both Laertes and Hamlet die from

I SN the effect of one poison only, that on the sword. It would appear that

the killing of the king has been split into two separate actions, to em-
phasize it and to impress upon the audience the fact that the tragedy
has reached its conclusion. We can easily find a reason for this double
killing of the king, which would appear to be absurd from a methodo-
logical viewpoint and futile from a psychological viewpoint. The mean-
ing of the tragedy is in its catastrophe, the killing of the king, which we
have been expecting from the first act on, but which we reach by a to-
tally different, unexpected pat Tn fact, the catastro €s as a re-
sult of a REW plot, and-when we réich that point we do not immediately
’rcahzc that it is the point to which thc_Ermggggy_“lggg becgﬂs:a;rymg us all

o

w
"
——

It now becomes g:‘lg‘a:l:.ghat at thi_g _Bgint (the king’s double death) con-
' verge two distingt lines of action, each of which we have seen go its own
" way, and each of which must end in its own, separate death But no
sooner does the double killing happen then the poet begins to blur this
oo device-of short-circuiting the two lines of the catastrophe. In the brief
epilogue in which Horatie, in the manner of all Shakespearean narra-
tor-players, briefly retells what has happened in the play, the king’s

; death is once again obscured:

v
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And let me speak to the yet unknowing world
How these things came about: so shall you hear
Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,

Of accidental judgments, casual slaughters,

Of deaths put on by cunning and forc’d cause,
And, in this upshot, purposes mistook

Fall'n on the inventors’ heads: all this can 1
Truly deliver.

In this general mass of “bloody acts and casual slaughters” the catastro-
ph'e ot." the tragedy is once again diluted to the point of obliteration, In
this climactic scene we come to realize the tremendous power of the ar-

tistic treatment of the subject, and witness the effects that Shakespeare
manages 16 draw from it. A ¢loser look into the sequence of these deaths
reveals that Shakespeare perverts their natural order to obtain a satis-
factory artistic effect. The deaths form a melody, as if they were individ-
ual notes. In actual fact the king dies before Hamlet, but in the artisti-
cally ted plot we do not hear about the king’s death. All we do
know is that Hamlet is dying and that he will not live for another half
hour. Though we know that he is virtually dead and that he received
his wound before anyone else, he outlives the rest of the victims. All
these. groupings and regroupings of the basic events serve to satisfy one
WWL When we learn of Ham-
let’s imminent death we lose, once and for all, any hope that the trag-
edy will ever reach the point toward which it has been developed. We
are convinced, indeed, that all events are running in the opposite direc-

tion. But at that very instant, when we least expect it, and are person-
ally convinced that it is impossible, the catastrophe does finally come to
_pass. Hamlet, in his last words, pointsWﬂMh-
ing in all the preceding events. He asks Horatio to recount how every-
t.hing happened, and why, and asks him to give an impartial descrip-
tion of the events, the one that the audience might also remember, and
concludes, “The rest is silence.” And it is indeed silence for the audi-
ence, since the rest happens in the unexpressed sequels that arise from
this extraordinarily constructed play. More recent investigators quite
wi.llingly underscore that eternal complexity of the play which earlier
critics neglected to notice. “We see here several plots running parallel: ,
the story of the murder of Hamlet's father and Hamlet’s vengeance, the |
story of Polonius’ death and Laertes’ vengeance, (A)Ehclia’i story, For-

tinbras’ story, the €pisodes with the actors, Hamlet’s trip Jto England,
and so on. The action changes location no less than twe ty times. In
each individual scene we witness rapid changes of themk, character,

1
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and location. An element of arbitrariness prevails. . . . There is much
talk about intrigue . . . and many episodes that interrupt, or change,
the course of action. . . .”®

However, Tomashevskii misses the point by claiming that these sud-
den changcsmter of the variety and diversity of the subject.
The episodes W  of action are closely
connected with the basic plot. They include the episodes with the actors
aﬁmé—g{lr?-who in a grimly jocular way renarrate
Ophelia’s death, the killing of Polonius, and all the rest. The plot of the
tragedy, in its final form, unfolds before us in the following way: the
story on which the tragedy is based is conserved. From the very begin-
ning, the audience has a clear view of the outline of the action and of
the path along which it should develop. The action, however, con-
stantly strays from the path set by th from the path set by the plot and meanders in quite com-
plex curves. At some junctures, such as in Hamlet’s monologues, the au-
dience is informed, in spurts, that the t{gggdﬂas left the preset track.
These monologues, in which Hamlet bitterly reproaches himself for
pnﬁagﬁnating, are primarily meant to make us realize that thing_s”a}rc
not evolving the way they should and to keep us aware of the final point
toward which all action is diréctéd. After each monologue, we hope that

the action will right itself and fall back into the preset path, until a new
monologue reveals to us that the act'igg_!laj,gnccmgﬁ—gj__g/ar»_ggy- Asa
matter of fact, the structure of the tragedy can be expressed by two very
simple formulas. The formula of the story is that Hamlet kills the kin
to avenge the death omm_that he does not kill
the king. If the material of the tragedy tells us how Hamlet kills the
king to avenge the death of his father, then, the plot of the tragedy
shows us how he fails to kill him and, when he finally does, that it is for
reasons other than vengeance. The duality of the story and the plot ac-
counts for the action taking its course on two different planes. Constant
awareness of the the_deviations from it, and the internal
contradictions, are an_jntrinsic part of this play. Shakespeare appar-
ently chose the most suitable events to express what he wanted to say.
He chose material that definitely rushed toward a climax, but at the
same time forced him to deviate from it. Shakespeare used ﬁ_psychologix
cal mg(hW priately called the “method of teasing the 2mo-|
tions” by Petrazhitskii, who wanted to introduce it as an experimental
method. In fact, the tragedy does nOt}MwM It
promises the »fulﬁihncnt;%\tEmgom the very beginning, but de-
viates ;ggiqufhus straining our expectatiops to
the utmost and_making us quite painfully feel every step that leads

L)y R 4

away from the main ‘path. When the target is reached at last, it turns
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out that we have been brou ht to it from a completely different direc-|

tion; we also discover that the two paths which led away from each

other in ap&aliﬁxf_cbit\g:iilgﬁﬂ‘ﬂ converge at one point during the
Wm%_“%{‘f_‘ﬂicc). ‘The same motives that pre-
vcn%}i&mBMng w¢ us to his death. The catastrophe
reaches a point of extre@_cgl_ltia_diction, a short-circuiting of two cur-

rents flowing MG Tte directions. Add to this the fact that the evolv-
ing plot is continuously interrupted by completely irrational events, and
we can sce that the effect of mysteriousness and obscurity is one of the
fundamental i e author. We ihink%o?mdphelia’s?ﬁdh&gwa
Hamlet's intermittent insanity, of his deception of Polonius and the
courtiers, of the pompous and rather senseless declamation of the actor,
of the cynical conversation between Hamlet and Ophelia, of the clown-
ish scene of the gravediggcrs—-and we discover that all this material re-
works the same events that occurred earlier in the play but exaggerates
them to some extent and emphasizes their absurdity, as in a dream.
Suddenly we understand the true meaning of these events. We may
liken them to lightning rods of absurdity ingeniously placed by the
playwright at the most dangerous points of his tragedy, in order to
bring the affair somehow to an end and make the absurdity of Hamlet’s
tragedy plausible. However, the task of art, like that of tragedy, is to
force us to experience the incredible and absurd in order to perform
some kind of extraordinary operation with our emotions. Poets use two
devices for this purpose. First, there are the “lightning rods of absurd-
ity,” as we called all the irrational and absurd parts of Hamlet. The ac-
tion evolves in such an incredible way that it threatens to become ab-
surd. The internal contradictions are extreme. The divergence between
the two lines of action reaches its apogee and they seem to burst asun-
der, tearing apart the entire tragedy. It is at this stage that the action
suddenly takes on the forms of paradox, pompous declamation, cyni-
cism, recurrent madness, open buffoonery. Against this background of
outspoken insanity the play’s absurdity slowly becomes less marked and
more credible. Madness and insanity are introduced in massive doses to
save the play’s meaning. Every time absurdity threatens to destroy the
play’s action, it is diverted by the “lightning rod” [42] which solves the
catastrophe that is bound to happen at any moment. The other device
used by Shakespeare to force us to put our feelings into the paradox of
the tragedy is the following: Shakespeare operates with a double set of
conventions [43], introduces a stage on stage, forces his characters to
stand up against actors, presents one and the same event twice (once as
the real event and then as one played by the actors), splits actions in
two and with the fictitious part, the second convention, obliterates and

\
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conceals the absurdity of the first “real” part.

Let us take an example. The actor recites the pathetic monologue of
let points out immedi-

Pyrrhus, becomes emotional, and weeps. Ham

ately that the tears are only an act, that the actor weeps for Hecuba

m he does not care), but that all the emotion and passion

(about who nC . .
are fictitious. But when Hamlet juxtaposes these fictitious feelings to his

own, we suddenly realize that Hamlet’s emotions are true, and we are
y them. Shakespeare uses the same device of in-

almost violently taken b e -
troducing a fictitious action in the famous scene of the “Mousetrap.

The player king and queen play the fictitious murc%er scene, .while th'c
real king and queen sit horrified by the representation. Tl.ns juxtaposi-
tion of actors and spectators on two different planes of action makes us
vividly realize that the king’s discomfiture is quite rea.l. The paradox on
which the tragedy is based remains intact, because it 1s protected by two
reliable guardians: outright lunacy on the one hax'ld, compared to
which the tragedy acquires an obvious sense and sigmﬁcanc.e, and out-
right fictitiousness on the other; this is the second conventlo'n, ne'xt to
which the actions occurring on the first plane appear real. It is as if an-
other picture were superimposed on the first. In addit'ion to this contra-
diction, there is another one in the tragedy which is of equal impor-
tance for the artistic effect of the play. The dramatis personae chosen by
Shakespeare somehow do not quite fit the acti?n; moreovct,r, ‘.S}.\ake-
speare convincingly disproves the widespread belief that.thc mdwu.:lual
f the dramatis personac must determine their own actions.

characters O
ar, however, that if Shakespeare wanted to represent 2

1t would appe ‘
killing that is somehow never carried out, he must either follow Wer-

der’s recommendation—to surround the execution of the task with as
many complicated obstacles as possible in order to block the protago-
nist’s way, or he must follow Goethe’s prescription—sh?w thz}t th‘c task
assigned the hero exceeds his strength and requires of him 2 titanic per-
formance, irreconcilable with human nature. But Shakespeare had a
third way out. He could have followed Berne’s formula and made
Hamlet a coward. However, not only did he choose non¢ of the three
possibilities above, but he operated in the exactly opposite direction. He
so thoroughly removed all objective obstacles from the hero’s path that

there is no indication in the tragedy of what prevents Hamlet from kill-

ing the king immediately after the ghost’s revelations. Furthermore, he

gave Hamlet a fully feasible objective (since in the course of thf: play, i'n
and unimportant scenes, Hamlet kills three times). Fi-

nally, he portrayed Hamiet as a man of exceptional encrgy and tremen-

dous strength, making him into a character opposite to the one actually

required by the plot.

totally incidental



