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Chapter XXIII
Hamlet
When such a spacious mirror's set before him, 

He needs must see himself.
I
There is no mystery in a looking glass until someone looks into it. Then, though it remains the same glass, it presents a different face to each man who holds it in front of him. The same is true of a work of art. It has no proper existence as art until someone is reflected in it—and no two will ever be reflected in the same way. However much we all see in common in such a work, at the center we behold a fragment of our own soul, and the greater the art the greater the fragment. Hamlet is possibly the most convincing example in existence of this truth. In a less "spacious mirror" it is often concealed or obscured. But "Hamlet wavered for all of us," as Emily Dickinson said, and everyone admits finding something of himself in the Prince of Denmark. Hamlet criticism seems destined, then, to go on being what it has always been: a sustained difference of opinion. It is quite as if Hamlet were itself a play within a play. The Murder of Gonzago was one thing to the Prince, another to the King, and others still to the Queen, Polonius, Ophelia, and the rest. So Hamlet is to us. The heart of its hero's mystery will never be plucked out. No theory of his character will ever satisfy all men, and even if one should convince one age, it would not the next. But that does not mean that a deep man will not come closer to that mystery than a shallow man, or a poetic age than a prosaic one-just as Hamlet saw more in "The Mouse-trap" than Rosencrantz or Guilden-stern could conceivably have seen. No one but a dead man can escape pro​jecting himself on the Prince of Denmark. But some will project them-
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selves on many, others on only a few, of the innumerable facets of his personality. The former, compared with the latter, will obtain a rela​tively objective view of the man. And this process will continue to create what might be called the world's slowly growing portrait of Hamlet. Over the years the cairn of Hamlet criticism is more than any stone that has been thrown upon it.
II
To nearly everyone both Hamlet himself and the play give the impres​sion of having some peculiarly intimate relation to their creator. What that relation may originally have been we shall probably never know. But it is hard to refrain from speculating. When we learn that Dostoevsky had a son, Alyosha (Alexey), whom he loved dearly and who died before he was three, and that the father began writing The Brothers Karamazov that same year, the temptation is irresistible to believe that its hero, Alexey Karamazov, is an imaginative reincarnation of the child, a portrayal of what the author would have liked the boy to become. In this instance the father bestowed an immortality that there is only a negligible chance the son would have achieved if he had lived. Shakespeare's son Hamnet died at the age of eleven, possibly not long before his father began to be at​tracted by the Hamlet story. Was there any connection? We do not know. But the name, in its interchangeable forms, must have had strong emo​tional associations for Shakespeare. Hamnet and Judith Sadler, neighbors and friends of the Shakespeares, were godparents to their twins, to whom they gave their names. When Shakespeare was sixteen, a girl, Katherine Hamlett, was drowned near Stratford under circumstances the poet may have remembered when he told of Ophelia's death. Resemblances between Hamlet and the Earl of Essex, who, in turn, figured significantly in Shake​speare's life, have frequently been pointed out.
However all this may be, there is no doubt that Shakespeare endowed Hamlet with the best he had acquired up to the time he conceived him. He inherits the virtues of a score of his predecessors—and some of their weaknesses. Yet he is no mere recapitulation of them. In him, rather, they recombine to make a man as individual as he is universal. He has the pas​sion of Romeo ("Romeo is Hamlet in love," says Hazlitt), the dash and audacity of Hotspur, the tenderness and genius for friendship of Antonio, the wit, wisdom, resourcefulness, and histrionic gift of Falstaff, the brav​ery of Faulconbridge, the boyish charm of the earlier Hal at his best, the poetic fancy of Richard II, the analogic power and meditative melancholy of Jaques, the idealism of Brutus, the simplicity and human sympathy of Henry VI, and, after the assumption of his antic disposition, the wiliness and
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talent for disguise of Henry IV and the cynicism and irony of Richard III —not to mention gifts and graces that stem more from certain of Shake​speare's heroines than from his heroes—for, like Rosalind, that inimitable boy-girl, Hamlet is an early draft of a new creature on the Platonic order, conceived in the Upanishads, who begins to synthesize the sexes. "He who understands the masculine and keeps to the feminine shall become the whole world's channel. Eternal virtue shall not depart from him and he shall return to the state of an infant." If Hamlet does not attain the con​summation that Laotse thus describes, he at least gives promise of it. What wonder that actresses have played his role, or that among the theories about him one of the most inevitable, if most insane, is that he is a woman in disguise! Mad literally, the idea embodies a symbolic truth and helps explain why Hamlet has been pronounced both a hero and a dreamer, hard and soft, cruel and gentle, brutal and angelic, like a lion and like a dove. One by one these judgments are all wrong. Together they are all right-
These contraries such unity do hold,
a line which those who object to such paradoxes as "modernizing" should note is Shakespeare's, as is also the phrase "mighty opposites."
For what was such a man made? Plainly for the ultimate things: for wonder, for curiosity and the pursuit of truth, for love, for creation—but first of all for freedom, the condition of the other four. He was made, that is, for religion and philosophy,* for love and art, for liberty to "grow unto himself "—five forces that are the elemental enemies of Force.
And this man is called upon to kill. It is almost as if Jesus had been asked to play the role of Napoleon (as the temptation in the wilderness suggests that in some sense he was). If Jesus had been, ought he to have accepted it? The absurdity of the question prompts the recording of the strangest of all the strange facts in the history of Hamlet: the fact, namely, that nearly all readers, commentators, and critics are agreed in thinking that it was Hamlet's duty to kill, that he ought indeed to have killed much sooner than he did. His delay, they say, was a weakness and disaster, entailing, as it did, many unintended deaths, including his own. He should have obeyed much earlier the Ghost's injunction to avenge his father's murder. "Surely it is clear," says Bradley, giving expression to this idea for a multitude of others, "that, whatever we in the twentieth century may think about Ham-
* Hamlet himself condemns this word as inadequate to the idea of the pursuit of truth in his
"There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, Than are dreamt of in your philosophy," "your philosophy" meaning, of course, not Horatio's, but philosophy in general.
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let's duty, we are meant in the play to assume that he ought to have obeyed the Ghost." "As for the morality of personal vengeance," says Hazelton Spencer, "however abhorrent the concept we must accept it in the play as Hamlet's sacred duty, just as we must accept the Ghost who urges it." "John-a-dreams tarried long," says Dover Wilson at the end of What Happens in Hamlet, "but this Hercules 'sweeps' to his revenge." And with plain approval he pronounces Hamlet's "task accomplished," his "duty now performed."
Now whatever we are "meant" to assume, there is no doubt that nearly every spectator and reader the first time he encounters the play does assume that Hamlet ought to kill the King-and nearly all continue in that opinion on further acquaintance in the face of the paradox just stated.
How can that be?
It can be for the same reason that we exult when Gratiano cries, "Now, infidel, I have thee on the hip," and we see Shylock get what he was about to give, for the same reason that we applaud when Romeo sends Tybalt to death, and are enthralled by Henry V's rant before Harfleur or his in​junction to his soldiers to imitate the action of the tiger. It can be because we all have stored up within ourselves so many unrequited wrongs and injuries, forgotten and unforgotten, and beneath these such an inheritance of racial revenge, that we like nothing better than to rid ourselves of a little of the accumulation by projecting it, in a crowd of persons similarly disposed, on the defenseless puppets of the dramatic imagination. There is no mystery about it. Anyone can follow the effect along his own back​bone.
But if we are all repositories of racial revenge, we are also repositories of the rarer tendencies that over the centuries have resisted revenge. Against the contagion of a theater audience these ethereal forces have practically no chance, for in the crowd we are bound to take the play as drama rather than as poetry. But in solitude and in silence these forces are sure to lead a certain number of sensitive readers to shudder at the thought of Hamlet shedding blood. Let them express their revulsion, however, and instantly there will be someone to remind them that, whatever may be true now, "in those days" blood revenge was an accepted part of the moral code. As if Shakespeare were a historian and not a poet!
"Those days" never existed. They never existed poetically, I mean. No doubt the code of the vendetta has prevailed in many ages in many lands and revenge has been a favorite theme of the poets from Homer down. History itself, as William James remarked, has been a bath of blood. Yet there is a sense in which the dictum "Thou shalt not kill" has remained just as absolute in the kingdom of the imagination as in the
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Mosaic law. Moralize bloodshed by custom, legalize it by the state, camouflage it by romance, and still to the finer side of human nature it is just bloodshed; and always where poetry has become purest and risen highest there has been some parting of Hector and Andromache, some lament of the Trojan women, to show that those very deeds of vengeance and martial glory that the poet himself is ostensibly glorifying have some​how failed to utter the last word. To utter that last word—or try to—is poetry's ultimate function, to defend man against his own brutality, against
That monster, custom, who all sense doth eat, Of habits devil,
a much emended line-and-a-half of Hamlet that makes excellent sense exactly as it stands.
If Shakespeare was bent in this play on presenting the morality of a primitive time, why did he make the mistake of centering it around a man who in endowment is as far ahead of either the Elizabethan age or our own as the code of blood revenge is behind both? "The ultimate fact is," says J. M. Robertson, "that Shakespeare could not make a psychologically or otherwise consistent play out of a plot which retained a strictly bar​baric action while the hero was transformed into a supersubtle Eliza​bethan." Hamlet, the conclusion is, is a failure because the materials Shake​speare inherited were too tough and intractable. Too tough and intractable for what? That they were too tough and intractable for a credible histori​cal picture may be readily granted. But what of it? And since when was poetry supposed to defer to history? Two world wars in three decades ought to have taught us that our history has not gone deep enough. But poetry has. The greatest poetry has always depicted the world as a little citadel of nobility threatened by an immense barbarism, a flickering candle surrounded by infinite night. The "historical" impossibility of Hamlet is its poetical truth, and the paradox of its central figure is the universal psy​chology of man.
Yet, in the face of the correspondingly universal fascination that both the play and its hero have exercised, T. S. Eliot can write: "Hamlet, like the sonnets, is full of some stuff that the writer could not drag to light, contemplate, or manipulate into art. We must simply admit that here Shakespeare tackled a problem which proved too much for him. Why he attempted it at all is an insoluble enigma." In which case, why all this fuss over a play that failed? To reason as Eliot does is to indict the taste and intelligence of three centuries. If Hamlet is just a puzzle, why has the world not long since transferred its adulation to Fortinbras and Laertes?
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They, at any rate, are clear. If action and revenge were what was wanted, they understood them. The trouble is that by no stretch of the imagina​tion can we think of Shakespeare preferring their morality to that of his hero. They are living answers to the contention that Hamlet ought to have done what either of them, in his situation, would have done instantly. For what other purpose indeed did Shakespeare put them in than to make that plain?
But Hamlet himself, it will be said, accepts the code of blood revenge. Why should we question what one we so admire embraces with such un​questioning eagerness? With such suspicious eagerness might be closer to the mark. But waiving that for the moment, let us see what is involved in the assumption that Shakespeare thought it was Hamlet's duty to kill the King.
It involves nothing less than the retraction of all the Histories, of Romeo and Juliet and Julius Caesar. Private injury, domestic feud, civil revolu​tion, imperialistic conquest: one by one in these plays Shakespeare had demonstrated how bloodshed invoked in their name brings on the very thing it was intended to avert, how, like seeds that propagate their own kind, force begets force and vengeance vengeance. And now in Hamlet Shakespeare is supposed to say: "I was wrong. I take it all back. Blood should be shed to avenge blood." And more incredible yet, we must pic​ture him a year or two later taking his new opinion back and being recon​verted in turn to his original conviction in Othello, Macbeth, King Lear, and the rest. If you find a term in a mathematical series fitting perfectly between what has gone before and what follows, you naturally assume it is in its right place, as you do a piece that fits into the surrounding pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. Only on the assumption that Hamlet ought not to have killed the King can the play be fitted into what then becomes the unbroken progression of Shakespeare's spiritual development. The only other way out of the difficulty for those who do not themselves believe in blood revenge is to hold that Shakespeare in Hamlet is an archeologist or anthro​pologist interested in the customs of primitive society rather than a poet concerned with the eternal problems of man.
Ill
"But in that case why didn't Shakespeare make his intention clear?" A question that implies a profound misapprehension of the nature of poetic, if not of dramatic, art.
Of course Shakespeare expected his audience to assume that Hamlet should kill the King, exactly as he expected them to assume that Katharine
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was a shrew, and that Henry V was a glorious hero for attempting to steal the kingdom of France. He was not so ignorant of human nature as not to know how it reacts under the stimulus of primitive emotion. He under​stood too that what ought to be can be seen only against a background of what is. Carlyle spoke of the Paolo and Francesca incident in The Inferno as a thing woven of rainbows on a background of eternal black. And Hamlet himself declared:
I'll be your foil, Laertes; in mine ignorance Your skill shall, like a star i' the darkest night, Stick fiery off indeed.
The contrast need not always be so extreme. The setting is more ordi​narily terrestrial and diurnal than infernal, or even nocturnal. If, enthralled by its familiarity, we do not alter the focus of our eyes to see what may be unfamiliar and perhaps nearly invisible in the foreground, how is that the poet's fault? That is not his lookout. His business is to create a work of art. How it is taken is not his responsibility. "Here it is," he seems to say, as perhaps God did when he made the world, "take it, and see what you can make of it." And different men make very different things. To all of us in life appearances are deceitful. To all save the wisest characters in a work of dramatic art, if it be true to life, they should be even more so. The spectator or reader of that work takes delight in their delusions. But meanwhile from a higher level the poet may be deluding him. Living would lose all its challenge if everything were made so plain that any​body could understand it all the first time. And so would reading. You plunge into a poem as you plunge into battle—at your peril. "That which can be made explicit to the idiot," said Blake, "is not worth my care."
This procedure is not trickery. Even the alertest reader must be partly taken in the first time or he will miss more than he gains. A book that can be comprehended at a first reading is not imaginative literature. Dostoev-sky's novels, for instance, contain many dreams and hallucinations which the reader is intended to mistake for occurrences in the objective world until, later, he realizes that the person having the experience was asleep or in a trance. That is as it should be. For dreams are true while they last, and Dostoevsky's technique leads us to identify ourselves with the dreamer. A too critical reader who sees through the device deprives himself of the very experience he would understand. Intellectuals cannot read. A child lost in a story is the model of right first reading. The more ingenuous we are the first time the better. But not the second and third times. Then the critical intellect should begin to check the imagination—or check on it
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rather. Shakespeare, I am convinced, wanted us at first to believe that Hamlet ought to kill the King in order that we might undergo his agony with him. But he did not want us, I am equally convinced, to persist in that belief. We must view Hamlet first under the aspect of time so that later we may view him under the aspect of eternity. We must be him before we can understand him.
And here, oddly, we have an advantage over Shakespeare. The author of Hamlet, when he wrote it, had not had the privilege of reading King Lear and other post-Hamletian masterpieces. But we have had it, and can read Hamlet in their light. This does not mean that we import into Hamlet from later plays anything that is not already there. A work of art must stand or fall by itself. It merely means that, with vision sharpened by later plays, we are enabled to see in Hamlet what was already there but hidden from us—as a later dream does not alter an earlier one but may render it intelligible because of a mutual relation. In some sense or other, as we have seen, Hamlet's problem must have been Shakespeare's. He doubtless wrote the play in part to make that problem clear, just as Tolstoy, to make his problem clear, wrote Anna Karenina. Hamlet being only a step in its solution, its author could not conceivably have caught its full import at once. But we can see, as later he could see, whither it was tending, as a prophecy is remembered and illuminated when it is fulfilled. However much above us Shakespeare may be in genius, at any particular moment in his development we are beyond him in time. To that extent we are on the mountain while he is on the road.
And even if we do not look beyond Hamlet, our vantage point enables us to see from the past the direction that road was taking. Roads, to be sure, may make unexpected turns, and even a long-maintained general course is no guarantee against its interruption. But highways of Shake​spearean breadth seldom go off abruptly at right angles. And so it is per​missible to ask as we come to Hamlet: What, judging from what he had been doing, might Shakespeare be expected to do next?
The answer is plain. Having given us in Hal-Henry (not to mention Romeo and Richard II) a divided man easily won by circumstances to the side of violence, and in Brutus a man so won only after a brief but terrible inner struggle, what then? Why, naturally, the next step in the progression: a divided man won to the side of violence only after a pro​tracted struggle. And this is precisely what we have in Hamlet. Moreover, there is a passage in the play that confirms just this development. Indeed, as the word "development" suggests, a better metaphor than the road is the figure of an unfolding organism.
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IV
In the notes Dostoevsky made when composing The Brothers Kara-mazov there is one especially remarkable revelation: the fact that in its earliest stages the hero, who was to become Alyosha, is identified with the hero of a previous novel, The Idiot, being even called the Idiot by name. It shows how akin to the dream the creative faculty is—one character split​ting off from another. What was at first a vague differentiation ends as a distinct individual, but an individual always bearing traces of his origin, as traces of the parent can be found in the child and in the man.
Shakespeare is not Dostoevsky, and it is not likely that an early draft of Hamlet will ever be found in which the Prince's name is first set down as Brutus. Yet there is a bit of dialogue in the play as we have it that links the two almost as intimately as Alyosha is linked with Prince Myshkin. The passage is brief and apparently parenthetical. Shortly before the perform​ance of The Murder of Gonzago, Hamlet suddenly addresses Polonius:
ham.:
My lord, you played once i' the university, you say?
pol.:
That did I, my lord, and was accounted a good actor.
ham.:
What did you enact?
pol.:
I did enact Julius Caesar: I was killed i' the Capitol; Brutus killed me.
ham.:
It was a brute part of him to kill so capital a calf there.
It is interesting, to begin with, that Polonius was accounted a good actor in his youth. He has been playing a part ever since, until his mask has become a part of his face. The roles that men cast themselves for often reveal what they are and may prophesy what they will become. That Polonius acted Julius Caesar characterizes both men: Caesar, the synonym of imperialism, Polonius, the petty domestic despot—the very disparity of their kingdoms makes the comparison all the more illuminating.
But it is not just Caesar and Polonius. Brutus is mentioned too. And Brutus killed Caesar. In an hour or so Hamlet is to kill Polonius. If Polo​nius is Caesar, Hamlet is Brutus. This is the rehearsal of the deed. For to hate or scorn is to kill a little. "It was a brute part... to kill so capital a calf there." The unconscious is an inveterate punster and in that "brute part" Hamlet passes judgment in advance on his own deed in his mother's cham​ber. Prophecy, rehearsal, judgment: was ever more packed into fewer words? * Et tu, Hamlet?
And it is not Brutus only who stands behind Hamlet. There is another behind him. And another behind him.
* A person interested in psychological symbols might find in "calf" an unconscious allusion to Ophelia, at whose feet Hamlet is to lie down a moment later and whom he
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A third is like the former....
... A fourth! start, eyes!
What! will the line stretch out to the crack of doom?
Another yet!
We need not follow it as far as did Macbeth to perceive that, as Hamlet listens to the spirit of his father, behind him are the ghosts of Brutus, Hal, and Romeo. "Beware, Hamlet," says Romeo, "my soul told me to embrace Juliet and with her all the Capulets. But my 'father' bade me kill Tybalt and carry on the hereditary quarrel. And I obeyed him." "Beware, Ham​let," says Hal, "my soul told me to hold fast to Falstaff's love of life. But, instead, I did what is expected of a king, rejected Falstaff, and following my dying father's advice, made war on France." "Beware, Hamlet," says Brutus, "Portia and my soul gave ample warning. But Cassius reminded me that there was once a Brutus who expelled a tyrant from Rome, and, in the name of 'our fathers,' tempted me to exceed him in virtue by killing one. And I did. Beware, Hamlet." Each of these men wanted to dedicate himself to life. Romeo wanted to love. Hal wanted to play. Brutus wanted to read philosophy. But in each case a commanding hand was placed on the man's shoulder that disputed the claim of life in the name of death. Romeo defied that command for a few hours, and then circumstances proved too strong for him. Hal evaded it for a while, and then capitu​lated utterly. Brutus tried to face the issue, with the result of civil war within himself. But death won. Brutus' suppressed compunctions, how​ever, ejected themselves in the form of a ghost that, Delphically, was both Caesar and Brutus' own evil spirit, his reliance on force.
Hamlet is the next step. He is a man as much more spiritually gifted than Brutus as Brutus is than Hal. The story of Hamlet is the story of Hal over again, subtilized, amplified, with a different ending. The men them​selves seem so unlike that the similarities of their situations and acts are obscured. Like Hal, Hamlet is a prince of charming quality who cares nothing at the outset for his royal prospects but is absorbed in playing and savoring life. Only with him it is playing in a higher sense: dramatic art, acting, and playwriting rather than roistering in taverns and perpetrating practical jokes. And, like all men genuinely devoted to art, he is deeply interested in philosophy and religion, drawing no sharp lines indeed be-

__________________
really kills in killing Polonius—just as Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment kills the childlike Lizaveta in killing the Old Money Lender. Unlikely as this will sound to those who have never paid attention to the associative and prophetic ways of the unconscious mind, Shakespeare proves again and again that he is capable, exactly as dreams are, of just such psychological supersubtleties. Ophelia's life is sacrificed before it has reached maturity.
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tween or among the three. Because he is himself an imaginative genius, he needs no Falstaff to spur him on. Hamlet is his own Falstaff.
Hamlet's father, like Hal's, was primarily concerned with war, and after death calls his son to a deed of violence, not to imperial conquest, as the elder Henry did, but to revenge. Like Hal, Hamlet accepts the injunc​tion. But instead of initiating a change that gradually alters him into his father's likeness, the decision immediately shakes his being to its founda​tions. The "antic disposition" under which he hides his real design is an exaggerated counterpart of the "wildness" under which Hal had previous​ly concealed his own political ambition—however much less selfish and better grounded Hamlet's deception was.
The far more shattering effect on Hamlet than on Hal or even on Brutus of the task he assumes shows how much more nearly balanced are the opposing forces in his case. Loyalty to his father and the desire to grow unto himself—thirst for revenge and thirst for creation—are in Hamlet almost in equilibrium, though of course he does not know it. Henry V was vaguely troubled by nocturnal stirrings of the spirit. He saw no ghost. Brutus became the victim of insomnia. He stifled his conscience by action and saw no ghost until after the deed. Hamlet saw his before the deed—as Brutus would have if his soul had been stronger—and it made night hideous for him. No spirit but one from below would have pro​duced that effect, and the fact that "this fellow in the cellarage" speaks from under the platform when he echoes Hamlet's "swear" is in keeping with Shakespeare's frequent use of the symbolism that associates what is physically low with what is morally wrong. Hamlet's delay, then, instead of giving ground for condemnation, does him credit. It shows his soul is still alive and will not submit to the demands of the father without a struggle. If two forces pulling a body in opposite directions are unequal, the body will move in response to the preponderant force. If the two are nearly equal, but alternately gain slight ascendancy, it will remain un​moved except for corresponding vibrations. In a tug of war between evenly matched teams the rope at first is almost motionless, but ultimately the strength of one side ebbs and then the rope moves suddenly and vio​lently. So mysterious, and no more, is Hamlet's hesitation, followed, as it finally was, by lightning-like action. "Shakespeare, as everyone knows," says Dover Wilson, "never furnishes an explanation for Hamlet's in​action." "No one knows," says Professor Alden, "why Hamlet delays." And many others have said the same. Yet Shakespeare puts in the mouth of Claudius words that seem expressly inserted to explain the riddle. The King, caught in the same way between opposing forces—desire to keep the fruits of his sin and desire to pray—declares:
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And, like a man to double business bound, I stand in pause where I shall first begin, And both neglect.
That seems plain enough. But what is true of Claudius in this one scene is true of Hamlet during all the earlier part of the play. It is as if his soul were a body in space so delicately poised between the gravitation of the earth and the gravitation, or we might say the levitation, of the sun that it "hesitates" whether to drop into the one or fly up to the other. It some​times seems as if Homo sapiens were in just that situation.
People who think Shakespeare was just a playwright say Hamlet de​layed that there might be a five-act play! Others, who calmly neglect much of the text, say he delayed because of external obstacles. Coleridge thinks it was because he thought too much. Bradley, because he was so melancholy.* It would be nearer the truth to say he thought too much and was melancholy because he delayed. The more powerful an unconscious urge, the stronger and the more numerous the compensations and rational​izations with which consciousness attempts to fight it. Hence the excess of thought and feeling. Goethe, I would say, is far closer to the mark than Coleridge and Bradley in attributing Hamlet's hesitation to a feminine ele​ment in the man. But then he proceeds to spoil it all by implying that Hamlet is weak and effeminate: "a lovely, pure and most moral nature, without the strength of nerve that makes a hero, sinks beneath a burden which it cannot bear and must not cast away." The implication is that Hamlet ought to have killed the King at once; also that loveliness, purity, and moral insight are not sources of strength and heroism!
On the contrary, they are the very higher heroism that challenges a more primitive one in this play. Hamlet is the battlefield where the two meet. It is war in that psychological realm where all war begins. Hamlet is like Thermopylae, the battle that stands first among all battles in the human imagination because of its symbolic quality—a contest between the Persian hordes of the lower appetites and the little Greek band of heroic instincts.
* I yield to no one in admiration of Bradley's Shakespearean Tragedy and indebted​ness to it, but how little Bradley believes in his own theory of Hamlet is shown by the net of illogicality in which he entangles himself, a net that reminds one of the similar toils in which Henry V and Brutus get caught. On page 122 he says: "The action required of Hamlet is very exceptional. It is violent, dangerous, difficult to ac​complish perfectly, on one side repulsive to a. man of honour and sensitive feeling. . . . These obstacles would not suffice to prevent Hamlet from acting, if his state were normal; and against them there operate, even in his morbid state, healthy and positive feelings, love of his father, loathing of his uncle, desire of revenge, desire to do his duty." Revenge, then, and loathing, are healthy and positive feelings; also, they are on one side repulsive to a man of honor and sensitive feeling! Nothing can be made of such an argument (A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy [2d ed.; Macmillan, 1929]).
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They have the numbers, we, the heights.
At Thermopylae the Persians won. Yet we think of it as a Greek victory because it was the promise of Salamis and Plataea. So with Hamlet. Hamlet lost. But Hamlet is the promise of Othello and King Lear.
V
Is it the death of Hamlet's father or the marriage of his mother that has plunged their son into the depressed state in which we find him at the opening of the play? Obviously the two are too closely associated in his mind to permit their separation. One is the seed, the other is the soil, of all that follows.
Freud made the suggestion that the killing of the Elder Hamlet and the marriage of the murderer with. Hamlet's mother were realizations of Hamlet's own repressed childish wishes. His condition when the action begins would be accounted for, then, by the workings of incestuous fantasy. And later, when he learns of the murder from the Ghost, the nephew cannot kill the uncle because he recognizes in him the image of his own desire. Dr. Ernest Jones has written an extended interpretation of the play founded on these ideas.*
"The main theme of Ms story," says Dr. Jones, summing up his thesis in italics, "is a highly elaborated and disguised account of a boy's love for his mother and consequent jealousy of and hatred towards his father." Whatever truth there may be in this view, it is certainly superfluous to posit any such pathological love to account for Hamlet's state of mind when the play opens. His father has died under mysterious circumstances, so mysterious that when the Ghost reveals the murder Hamlet cries, "O my prophetic soul!" as if he had already suspected the guilt of his uncle, an exclamation that immediately reminds us of his earlier:
I doubt some foul play: would the night were come! Till then sit still, my soul: foul deeds will rise, Though all the earth o'erwhelm them, to men's eyes.
Before Hamlet has had time to recover from the shock of his father's death, his mother, with unseemly haste, marries his uncle. Even without the stigma of incest which such a union then carried, the impact of this disaster on top of the other is enough to explain the disillusionment and near-suicidal mood of a youth as sensitive as Hamlet, a son as devoted to
* I had not read Dr. Jones's essay when I wrote the present chapter. Apart from its intrinsic interest, the fact that the Rank-Olivier cinema production of the play has spread this conception far and wide justifies inserting a section on the subject at this point. The discussion will then be resumed as originally written.
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his mother. Stunned by the double blow, he is halted dead in his tracks. Blocked by the double obstruction, his life energy flows backward and floods his mind with images of disintegration and death. If it is not sus​tained too long, there is nothing morbid in such a reaction. Who would have had as rare a man as Hamlet take these things casually or callously, or even stoically—not to mention taking them pugnaciously as Laertes and Fortinbras took the deaths of their fathers? All we know of what Hamlet was before his father's murder suggests that any abnormality in the man was on the side of genius and the future rather than on that of degeneracy and the past. That prolongation of "infancy" which is the special mark and glory of human nature (as Shakespeare himself shows in Venus and Adonis) is at the opposite pole from that pathological reversion to in​fancy that is a sign of the Oedipus complex. How many a genius has owed to a love of his mother preservation from too early initiation into sexual experience. This may well have been the case with Hamlet. But that his attachment to his mother was neither too strong nor too prolonged is indi​cated, first, by his friendship with Horatio, and second, by his falling in love with Ophelia—a girl of very different temperament from his mother-apparently at just the right time. If Hamlet had been a victim of the Oedipus complex, and the play a highly elaborated and disguised account of a boy's love for his mother, such a transference of his affections would have been unthinkable.
But the trouble with the psychoanalytic interpretation of Hamlet lies not so much in what it includes as in what it omits. What would we think of a study of Romeo and Juliet that traced everything in the play to the hereditary quarrel between the two houses? Every statement in such an analysis might be correct as far as it went, yet it would be destined in ad​vance to miss the secret of the play because it would leave out the love of Romeo and Juliet as an autonomous and creative flame. The same is true of an analysis of Hamlet that makes an even more extreme sacrifice of the present and future to the past, that traces everything to the hero's infantile fantasies and has nothing to say of his imagination. The players and the play within the play figure scarcely at all in Jones's interpretation of the drama. But they are the heart of the whole matter. As well write a biogra​phy of Shakespeare and leave out his interest in dramatic art! It is like trying to explain the earth without taking the sun into account.
Here is the greatest character in all literature—or so at least many have called him. Here is the Shakespearean character who most resembles Shakespeare, the only one, as Bradley has observed, whom we can con​ceive of as the author of Shakespeare's plays. But to Freudian analysis all that is apparently nothing. And when it has done its probing work what is
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revealed? Not a genius who made an effort to transcend the morality of his time with thoughts beyond the reaches of his soul, but a mind reduced to its most infantile impulses, a body pushed about by the most primitive biological drives.
That these drives are present deep down in Hamlet as they are in all of us need not be denied. That Hamlet was ultimately overthrown by his instincts may not only be granted but should be insisted on. But the fact of interest is that he was conquered only after a protracted struggle. About this the Freudians have practically nothing to say. Jones does indeed speak of Hamlet's "desperate struggle" against Fate. But when we search his essay for an account of that struggle it turns out to be nothing but the struggle of a trapped animal. Hamlet's dramatic battle, which is a symbolic embodiment of the perennial attempt of life, in the face of the forces that would drag it backward, to ascend to a higher level, the Freudian inter​pretation reduces to nothing but the picture of a man foredoomed to de​struction. If this be so, Hamlet may indeed be a supreme treatise on pa​thology. But it is no longer drama, let alone poetry.
Lucifer is the archetype of all tragic heroes. He fell. The fascination of his fate lies not in the fact that he fell, but in the fact that he who fell was the light-bearer—that his light, before he fell, was transformed into pride. What he did in hell is significant only because he was once an in​habitant of heaven. So with all tragic heroes. So with Hamlet. He too was a light-bearer ("in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god!"). His mind was focused on philosophy, on religion, and on art-regions into which something that stands above and is wiser than physical life has long been trying to channel the blind urgencies of selfish will and sex. Is it not immeasurably more in keeping with the character of such a man to attribute his aversion to sensuality and blood to these loftier aspi​rations of his soul than to primordial and atavistic instincts—to believe that he drew back from the killing of his uncle because he did not want to de​grade himself to his level by becoming a murderer than to think he hesi​tated because he saw in him an image of his own incestuous fantasies?
It has been argued that if repugnance to the act of killing had been the ground of Hamlet's hesitation he would have been conscious of the reason for his delay.* But this is to forget the atmospheric pressure to which his mind was subjected. New moralities do not spring into existence in the face of entrenched custom in full-fledged conscious and conceptual form. They begin in dumb feelings around the heart ("thou wouldst not think how ill all's here about my heart") and in momentary gleams of the imagination.
* Ivan Karamazov is an example of a man of high intellectual power who thought he believed in just what he really didn't believe in.
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What person of any sensitiveness looking back on his childhood cannot re​member some occasion when he conformed to the morality of the crowd against the un-understood protests of what only long after he recognized was his own higher nature—or when possibly he did not conform, but in​stead of taking pride in what was an act of courage lashed himself inwardly for what he supposed was abject cowardice? Hamlet was like that. If he was indeed trying to repudiate the morals of his herd, it is absurd to sup​pose that he opposed to them a clear-cut moral theory of his own. What he opposed to them was a combined imaginative courage and unconscious compassion that embrace the strongest and the tenderest elements of his nature.
To the Freudians, Hamlet's hesitation comes from a literal jealousy of his father and a literal love of his mother. He wants to kill his uncle because he recognizes him as a rival for the possession of his mother. But he also does not want to kill him, because he recognizes in him an image of his own desire. Hence he hesitates. But one can argue just as cogently that Hamlet wants to kill his uncle because he has murdered the father whom Hamlet as a youth has idealized and loved. But also he does not want to kill him, because he would thereby be converting himself into an image of the father whose life was dedicated to violence and whom he therefore unconsciously hates—and at the same time into an image of his murderer-uncle. Hence he hesitates. Logically the one argument is as good as the other. But poetically and pragmatically there is simply no comparison between them, so much more creative and enlightening is the second. When the facts of a dream make it susceptible of either of two interpretations, how foolish the dreamer would be not to believe the one that makes for the richer unfolding of his own life. Our choice between two interpretations of a work of art, pro​vided they are equally faithful to the text, should be similarly determined.
How much more illuminating to translate all this about Hamlet's "love" and "hatred," about his "father" and "mother," from crudely sexual into symbolic terms, thus giving the future as well as the past a share in their meaning. Hamlet's "mother" is then on one side his creativeness (for who​ever gives birth to new life, as the artist does, is a mother) and on the other side his sensuality. The one he loves; the other he loathes. We see him in the play fluctuating between the two. And he responds in a similarly ambiva​lent way to his two "fathers." One, his sun and the source of his inspira​tion, is the product of that idealization of the older generation by the younger which ensures the continuity and, in so far as it is justified, the up​lifting of life. This father Hamlet worships. The other is a type of that authority and violence that the racial father always represents and that his
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own father as renowned warrior (pirate in the original version) specifically incarnates. This father, however unconsciously, Hamlet abhors.
A full half of this picture the Freudian interpretation calmly omits. To it the dice are perpetually loaded on the side of the past. To it the flower is nothing but a differentiated root, and the tragic mysteries of Hamlet nothing but his infantile fantasies in disguise. What a "nothing but"! Echoing it, we may well say that a psychology that is contented with it is "nothing but" the last variation of that ancient and mildewed view that would make the universe itself "nothing but" a vortex of atoms. "Look you, this brave o'erhanging firmament, this majestical roof fretted with golden fire, why, it appears no other thing to me but a foul and pestilent congre​gation of vapours." There is Hamlet himself in a "nothing but" mood! But it is nothing but a fragment of Hamlet! It is Hamlet at his most abject, the Hamlet who went on down into Macbeth with his ultimate belief that life is nothing but a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. So is the Freudian interpretation of Hamlet Hamlet at its most abject. It is a reduction of the tremendous battle between spirit and the in​stincts, wherein the drama of life consists, to the spectacle of the mere writhings of a predestined victim.
If there is any truth in all this, it is as if Hamlet, of all characters in liter​ature, were specifically created not to be understood by the Freudian psy​chology. For the things closest to Hamlet's heart are precisely the ones that Freud dismisses as mere by-products of the evolutionary process. Art, Freud declares, "does not seek to be anything else but an illusion." Philoso​phy is an interest of only a small number of "the thin upper stratum of intel​lectuals." Religion is nothing but an attempt to replace reality by a wish-world: "the truth of religion may be altogether disregarded." So are Laotse and Jesus, Plato and Aristotle, Homer and Dante, Michelangelo and Rem​brandt, Bach and Beethoven wiped off the slate, as it were, in a single stroke. Talk about substituting a wish-world for reality! If Hamlet could have heard, would he not have exclaimed
There are more things in heaven and earth, dear Sigmund, Than are dreamt of in your psychology.
"Shakespeare is a great psychologist," said Goethe, "and whatever can be known of the heart of man may be found in his plays." Yet the Freudians would have it that this great psychologist was unaware of the main meaning of what not a few consider his greatest play, that he projected that meaning on his material because of some hidden analogy in it to a situation in his own life. If this be so, we shall be compelled to ask whether Shakespeare
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himself was not mad. If this be so, we shall be put to it to explain Corio-lanus—one of the most searching and obviously conscious accounts in all literature of a son under the unduly prolonged influence of his mother. And Coriolanus is not the only play that makes us wonder whether Shakespeare, though he had never heard of the super-ego and the id, may not have known as much in his own way about the deeper strata of the human mind as Freud himself. It is the familiar confusion of terminology with knowl​edge—a confusion that makes each age think it has discovered the truth for the first time because it has a new nomenclature in which to dress it. The unconsciousness of ignorance must be discriminated from the unconscious​ness of genius, the unconsciousness of deficient mind, of which there is not a trace in Shakespeare, from the unconsciousness of superabundant imagi​nation in which he abounds. It was in that latter unconsciousness indeed that Thoreau found the heart of the "Shakespeare miracle." If Shakespeare did not know what he was doing in Hamlet, we would at least like to know what he thought he was doing, and, even more, what his imagination was doing.
VI
Commentators have in general been at one with the naïve reader in taking the picture Hamlet draws of his father for fact. But if it be fact, then the Elder Hamlet was a paragon of virtue indeed, embracing both in outward form and inward temper all noble qualities, human and divine:
Where every god did seem to set his seal,
Hyperion, Jove, Mars, Mercury—glorious as the sun in appearance, dread​ful as a thunderbolt in battle, gentle as a dove in love. If the portrait is faith​ful, it is more than ever inexplicable how Gertrude could so easily discard such a miracle of manhood and take up, in the latter's phrase, such a mess of garbage as his brother. She must have been as much an incarnation of folly as he was of valor.
Yet the Elder Hamlet, as ghost at any rate, in spite of his egotism, has no such notion of his own perfection:
I am thy father's spirit,
Doom'd for a certain term to walk the night,
And for the day confin'd to fast in fires,
Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature
Are burnt and purg'd away.
We wonder what those foul crimes of this man-god were. "Foul," in fact, seems to have been a favorite word of the Ghost's, as it was of Hamlet's (a tiny link of perhaps deep significance):
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List, list, O list! If thou didst ever thy dear father love— ...
Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder

Murder most foul, as in the best it is; But this most foul, strange, and unnatural.
Foul, foul, foul! The reiteration is curious, to say the least. The Ghost pro​nounces his own murder foul. He begs his son to kill his murderer, an act which, since it is revenge, is presumably killing at its least reprehensible level. But killing is killing, if it be wilful, no matter on what level, and whether or not it is denominated "murder." And so, without intending it, the Ghost pronounces "most foul" even the act he is urging on his son: "most foul, as in the best it is!" That "as in the best it is" looks like a logical slip on the Ghost's part. Slip it unquestionably is, and it reveals in a flash the state of Hamlet's mind. For, whatever else or more the Ghost may be, the facet of himself he here presents to his son matches exactly the pro​jection of a like facet of Hamlet's unconscious mind, and that "as in the best it is" lets escape the fatal doubt he harbors about the whole business.
Haste me to know't, that I, <with wings as swift As meditation or the thoughts of love, May sweep to my revenge.
Wings, meditation, love: what inappropriate equipment for a deed of blood! As so often in Shakespeare, the metaphors undo the logic and tell the truth over its head.
This scene is permeated from end to end with this Janus-like quality, these symptoms of the divided mind. The Ghost one moment calls himself (by inference) "a radiant angel" and his brother "garbage" and the next moment he is complaining that his murderer cut him off "even in the blossoms of my sin," with no chance for confession, "with all my imper​fections on my head." We remember, too, Horatio's "And then it started like a guilty thing," and Hamlet's astonishing admission—or slip—in the prayer scene:
He took my father grossly, full of bread,
With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May.
Foul crimes, all his crimes, blossoms of sin, a host of imperfections: how out of keeping with a radiant angel! "Hyperion"—"satyr," says Hamlet comparing the two brothers before he has even seen the Ghost. "Radiant angel"—"garbage," says the Ghost, as if he were echoing him. "A form indeed Where every god did seem to set his seal"—"a mildew'd ear," says Hamlet, later, as if he were echoing the echo. The very accent is the same.
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Plainly the contradictions of the Ghost are the doubts in Hamlet's own mind, and the fanatically ideal portrait he draws of his father, based though it may be on his boyish ideal, is his attempt to push the weight far out on the conscious side to counterbalance the deep distrust on the unconscious side. The principle of the lever enables us to estimate almost mathematically the heaviness of the doubts by the intensity, and even more the tone, of the superlatives. Indeed, when we come to think of it, what reason had this young lover of philosophy and art (courtier and soldier though he was as Prince) for falling into such rhapsodies of admiration over this warrior-father, who, so far as the record goes, except for a little love-making, over​eating, and sleeping, never did anything but fight?
And so, the moment we forget Hamlet's picture of his father, we frame a very different one. There are few things more significant in the saga from which Hamlet ultimately derives than the fact that the father of Hamlet was "a most notorious pirate."* Every reference to him in the opening scenes suggests a man whose life is dedicated to warfare: he is "our valiant Hamlet" to the whole Danish world; we have glimpses of his "fair and war-like form," his "solemn march," his "martial stalk," his armor, "the very armour he had on When he the ambitious Norway com​bated," his frown like that he wore "When, in an angry parle, He smote the sledded Polacks"—or poleaxe—"on the ice." And he comes in this same garb after death. "Armed at points exactly, cap-a-pe," says Horatio, describing the visitant he has seen:
ham.:
Arrn'd, say you?
mar. andber.:
Arm'd, my lord.
ham.:
From top to toe?
mar. and ber.:
My lord, from head to foot.
When the others retire, Hamlet exclaims:
My father's spirit in arms! all is not well, and later, when that spirit appears to him:
What may this mean,
That thou, dead corse, again in complete steel Revisit'st thus the glimpses of the moon,
and so on. Medieval armor •was uncomfortable enough for a man dressed in his own flesh and bones. But for a ghost! Nothing could make clearer the fact that this is the spirit of War itself.
* Perhaps the hereditary wheel comes full circle when this "pirate's" son returns to Denmark for the last time on a pirate ship after agreeing to do the pirates a good turn. It would be like Shakespeare to intend symbolism here.
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VII
Critics and readers of Hamlet who lean toward what they call a psycho​logical, but what is really a subjective, interpretation of the Ghost are puzzled by the fact that he appears to Horatio, Marcellus, and Bernardo in the opening scene and not just to Hamlet, as he does later.
But there is a reason for this. The kingdom is feverishly preparing for war. The Elder Hamlet had once upon a time conquered and slain Fortin-bras of Norway, who, according to previous agreement, forfeited all his lands to Hamlet with his life. And now his son, young Fortinbras, threat​ens to retake what he considers his stolen inheritance. (The parallelism with the younger Hamlet's story is obvious.) But the new Danish King is more interested in feasting and sensuality than in war. War from abroad, sensuality at home: the realm stands between these dangers as certainly as the Earth moves between Venus and Mars. What wonder if at such an hour the threatened kingdom thinks of the Old King and longs for him as the English nobles under Henry VI longed for his dead father when France threatened retaliation; or that the spirit of the Old King, if it is still extant, thinks of his menaced country and longs to help it. His spirit alone can save it. In time of war men's imaginations revert to the martial history of their race and nation. They see what they need—as the English saw the Angel of Mons and reported a Russian army on British soil in August 1914, or as the Finns saw a cross in the clouds during their war with Rus​sia. It was the most natural thing in the world that these men on the plat​form at Elsinore should have had a common nocturnal visitation. All men are likely to see ghosts at the threat of an invasion.
But it is not the public trouble that troubles Hamlet, though, in another sense, he stands under the same shadows of sensuality and violence. His is, relatively, a personal concern. So he must have a private conference with the Ghost. If to the state the Elder Hamlet comes as the spirit that will inspire his countrymen to resist the invader with war, to his son he comes as the spirit that will instigate him to kill the King who has stolen his in​heritance. It is a nice point of nemesis that the dead King has himself "taken" the inheritance of Fortinbras. According to the code of the day it had been in fair fight. And fair fight certainly has its points of difference from surreptitious murder. Nevertheless, Shakespeare is plainly up to his old game of comparisons. He has an inveterate habit of detecting analogies between war and murder.
And just as Hamlet's father is the symbol of physical force, so his mother has now become in his mind the symbol of sensuality. Hamlet is the child of violence and lust. Racially, we all are. And Claudius, mur-
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derer-lover, is the link between the two. Could Shakespeare say more plainly that war and murder are brothers and that murder and lust are wedded to each other? Such is the parabolic scheme on which the action is based. Here we are close to the imaginative heart of Hamlet.
But to return to the Ghost.
Dawn approaches, and with a warning to his son to leave his mother to heaven and the stings of her own conscience, he vanishes with an "Adieu, adieu! Hamlet, remember me."
O all you host of heaven! O earth! what else? And shall I couple hell?
cries the Prince, and vows by all those powers to remember nothing else. Why, then (to revert to a postponed question), if Hamlet is doubtful about the deed to which the Ghost calls him, does he embrace his mission with such furious joy? For the same reason, of course, that he exaggerates the virtues of his father under the pressure of unadmitted doubts. In the depths of his nature, or rather on its heights, there are forces making against revenge. Hence the conscious forces of revenge must exert them​selves instantly and to their limit lest they be defeated before they are mobilized.*
Remember thee!
Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat
In this distracted globe.
Distracted. Exactly! Thus in a single adjective or stray phrase the truth escapes. The Avenging Hamlet says he will make his mind a blank sheet of paper for everything but revenge:
Yea, from the table of my memory
I'll wipe away all trivial fond records,
All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,
That youth and observation copied there,
but a moment later the Philosophic Hamlet is whipping out his note​book to write down one of those very saws, those very observations:
That one may smile, and smile, and be a villain.
* On page 100 (op. cit.) Bradley says of the prayer scene: "The reason Hamlet gives himself for sparing the King is that, if he kills him now, he will send him to heaven, whereas he desires to send him to hell. Now, this reason may be an unconscious excuse, but is it believable that, if the real reason had been the stirrings of his deeper conscience, that could have masked itself in the form of a desire to send his enemy s soul to hell? Is not the idea quite ludicrous?" The idea is neither ludicrous nor unbelievable. Quite the contrary. Bradley forgets that this is a case where it is consciousness, not uncon​sciousness, that does the masking. Hamlet thinks he wants to kill the King, but he feels an impulse to spare him. His consciousness must explain the delay. Hence the rationalization.
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"Now to my word," he cries as he puts up his tables. Why "word"? Why not, "now to my deed"? Because two Hamlets speak in one in an uncon​scious pun. By "now to my word" Hamlet thinks he means "now to my promise." But the Other Hamlet means "now to the world of words, the world of thought in contrast to the world of blood." Puns have been called the lowest form of wit. They do come, not infrequently, from the profoundest region of the mind.
Horatio and Marcellus enter, and Hamlet is torn between a desire to tell and the necessity not to tell. "There's ne'er a villain dwelling in all Denmark-," he begins boldly. "But he's an arrant knave," he ends ignomin-iously.
There needs no ghost, my lord, come from the grave, To tell us this,
Horatio retorts, and Hamlet extricates himself in a speech that has the very accent of Polonius in one of his inaner moments.
These are but wild and whirling words, my Lord,
says Horatio. It must have been at that instant that the idea of assuming an antic disposition flashed over Hamlet. How often there would be moments in the future when, as now, he would be forced to cover his real feelings with whatever happened to come to his lips! What a resource if he could pretend to be mad! A safety valve, it has been called. Yet some critics with more learning than psychology accuse Shakespeare of taking over this feature of his story from his source without properly motivating it. "It is just like one of us," I heard a young reader of the play remark, "when we say we 'want to scream'—only we don't. Hamlet assumed his antic disposi​tion and under cover of it could scream all he wanted—and thus get rid of some of his nervous hysteria." That is well put. And the laughter the wild words would evoke would be as useful as the wildness itself. Whoever has put on hilarity to hide a sad heart will understand. But the device was as dangerous as it was inspired. For the mockery of insanity differs by a hairline only from the thing it mocks. It is perilous to release the brakes when going downhill, even in fun. It is generally easy to distinguish the passages where Hamlet deliberately puts on his antic disposition, as when he is teasing Polonius, from those where some demonic power quite be​yond his control boils over from inside him, as in Ophelia's grave. But the one blends imperceptibly into the other.
Hamlet proposes an oath of secrecy to his friends, and we remember Brutus' words,
unto bad causes swear Such creatures as men doubt.
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And every time Hamlet says, "Swear by my sword," the Ghost, below, echoes, "Swear." Why, if it is a good ghost, should Hamlet not like to have him "underwrite" the proceedings, as it were? But the Other Hamlet knows it is a bad ghost, and, trying to get away from him, cries the first time, "then we'll shift our ground," and the second, "once more remove," but the third time he gives it up and lets the Ghost collaborate. This little scene is a prophecy and microcosm of the rest of the action. Hamlet's delay is a perpetual shifting of ground in an attempt to get away from the Ghost. But in the end the Ghost has his way.
VIII
From the moment when Hamlet cries:
The time is out of joint; O cursed spite, That ever I was born to set it right!
he becomes an example, unequalled in modern literature until Dostoevsky, of the Divided Man. "God and the Devil are fighting there, and the battle​field is the heart of man." That sentence of Dmitri Karamazov's expresses it, and because the infernal and celestial powers that are contending for the possession of Hamlet are so nearly in balance, the torture is prolonged and exquisite. He alternates between phases of anguished thought and feverish activity. Hence, as the one mood or the other is stressed, the opposing theories of his character. Hamlet is like a drunken man and you cannot determine where he is going from his direction at any one moment. He lurches now to the right, now to the left. He staggers from passion to apathy, from daring to despair. To select his melancholy as the key to his conduct, as Bradley does, is to offer the drunkard's fall as an explanation of his drunkenness. It is taking the effect for the cause, or fooling one's self, as Polonius did, with a word:
Your noble son is mad: Mad call I it; for, to define true madness, What is't but to be nothing else but mad? But let that go.
Shakespeare is content with no such solution. To him melancholy is a symptom. He insists on getting under it to the cause that makes his melan​choly characters melancholy.
Shakespeare dissects the cases of two such men, Richard II and Antonio, at length, two others, Jaques and Orsino, more briefly, and gives us a glimpse into the melancholy stage of still another, Brutus. Melancholy, he concludes in all these instances, is a sign that a man is living or trying to live a miscast, partial, or obstructed life—is functioning far under his capacity
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or against the grain of his nature. Richard II was a poetic soul attempting to enact a royal role. Antonio was a man made for better things who dedi​cated his life to trade. In As You Like It and Twelfth Night the record is not so complete, but it is sufficient. Jaques was a philosophic nature that had wasted itself in sensuality, Orsino an artistically gifted person who led an idle life. Brutus stifled his melancholy in action. He was a rare man who reverted to what any common ruffian can do—stab with a knife. There is no resisting so many instances.
Does the same diagnosis fit Hamlet? Obviously it does.
If these others were exceptional, Hamlet was as much one man among millions as Shakespeare was. He had precisely Shakespeare's interest in act​ing, playmaking, and drama. What if Shakespeare had turned from writing Hamlets and King Lean to go to war like Essex, or, like Hamlet, to run his rapier through an old man behind a curtain! What if Beethoven had fought with Napoleon instead of composing the Eroica! That, mutatis mutandis, is what Hamlet did. He did not know it. But his soul supplied plenty of evidence to that effect, if only he had had the power to read it.
We all hate in others the faults of which we are unaware in ourselves. And men of high endowment who are not doing what nature made them for exhibit this tendency in conspicuous degree.
He that is giddy thinks the world turns round.
In that line Shakespeare caught in a striking image this propensity of the mind to project its unconscious contents. As early as The Rape of Lucrece he had written:
Men's faults do seldom to themselves appear; Their own transgressions partially they smother: This guilt would seem death-worthy in thy brother,
and in the 12 ist sonnet:
No, I am that I am, and they that level
At my abuses reckon up their own:
I may be straight, though they themselves be bevel;
By their rank thoughts my deeds must not be shown.
Plainly Shakespeare had not merely observed this psychological effect in isolated instances. He understood it as a principle.
Now the moment we put Hamlet to this test we perceive that those around him become looking glasses in which, unknown to himself, his secret is reflected. (And this is particularly fitting in a work through which the symbol of the looking glass runs like a leitmotiv and whose
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central scene consists in the holding-up of a dramatic mirror in the form of a play within the play.)
To begin with, because Hamlet is trying to force himself to obey orders from his father to do something that his soul abhors, he hates with equal detestation those who issue orders and those who obey them, particularly fathers and children. This is plainly a main reason why Shakespeare allots to Polonius and his family so important a part in the play. Each of them seems expressly created to act as a mirror of some aspect of Hamlet. Po​lonius is a domestic tyrant wreaking on his son and his daughter revenge for his own spoiled life. His wife is dead, and except for one unrevealing allusion by her son, we are told nothing about her. Yet there she is! How she lived and what she died of we can readily imagine. As for Laertes, governments that want pugnacity in the younger generation should study his upbringing and act accordingly. But Ophelia is different. She is one more inexplicable daughter of her father (there are so many in Shake​speare). She is a mere child, just awakening into womanhood, and she un​questionably gives a true account of Hamlet's honorable "tenders of affec​tion" to her. But Polonius fancies that Hamlet must be what he himself was at the same age ("I do know") and in the scene in which we are first introduced to Ophelia we see first Laertes, aping his father, and then Po​lonius himself, pouring poison in her ear. Both brother and father fasten on her like insects on an opening rosebud.
Who plucks the bud before one leaf put forth?
It is like an echo of Venus and Adonis with the sexes reversed, the first step on the journey of which Ophelia's madness and death are the last. "Do not believe his vows." "I shall obey, my lord."
Who can doubt—what juxtapositions Shakespeare achieves!—that this scene was written to be placed just before the one between Hamlet and the Ghost? There another father pours poison of another kind into the ear of a son as innocent in his way as Polonius' daughter was in hers. The temptation this time is not to sensuality under the name of purity but to violence under the name of honor. It is Romeo's temptation as contrasted with Juliet's. The parallel is startling.
We tend to hate anyone we obey against the grain of our nature. "I'll shoot you!" says the small boy to his father, giving vent to his instincts. But after childhood, when anyone we love exacts obedience, unless we can forgive we suppress the hatred and to that extent become divided within. ("Who does not desire to kill his father?" says Ivan Karamazov.) Hamlet knows that he loved his father when he was alive. He does not know how he abhors that father when, dead, he orders him to kill. But any despotism
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is a kind of killing, and so he projects his abhorrence on another father who exacts obedience. How otherwise can we account for Hamlet's treatment of Polonius? After all, he was the father of the girl Hamlet loved. Stupidity and morality, it may be said, are always fair game for intelligence and virtue. And when Hamlet begins to suspect the father's part in the daugh​ter's infidelity, it is easy to see how he could come to hate him. But even this does not explain the rattlesnake-like venom with which he strikes the old man at every opportunity. As in the case of Antonio's loathing of Shy-lock, only buried forces that Hamlet does not comprehend can account for it. Hamlet thinks he is pillorying Polonius, when, really, his insults are directed at the Ghost and himself, just as, later, he kills Polonius with the sword he thinks he is thrusting at the King. Scorn is a diluted form of murder.
Take one example. Hamlet has urged Guildenstern to play upon a pipe. Guildenstern has begged off: "I have not the skill." Whereupon Hamlet rebukes him for trying to make him a pipe to be played on. Polonius enters, and Hamlet proceeds to show how easily this yes-man can be played on by getting him to admit, in quick succession, that the same cloud resembles now a camel, now a weasel, and now a whale. Since the cloud doubtless resembled none of the three in any marked degree, what Hamlet pretended to see in it was the result of free association on his part. But free association is a basic method of modern analytical psychology for bringing to the sur​face the contents of the unconscious mind. A camel, a weasel, and a whale! A camel—the beast that bears burdens. A weasel—an animal noted for its combined wiliness and ferocity and for the fact that it can capture and kill snakes (remember the royal serpent!). A whale—a mammal that returned to a lower element and so still has to come to the surface of it occasionally for air, not a land creature, to be sure, nor yet quite a sea creature. What an astonishing essay on Hamlet in three words! (It is things like these that tempt one at moments to think that Shakespeare isms omniscient.) This Prince piped on Polonius by his gibing experiment. What or who was piping upon him?
But Hamlet reads his own experience into Ophelia as well as into Po​lonius. Only in this case he knows what he is doing—up to a certain point. As unconsciously he sees the image of his father in the father, so conscious​ly he sees the image of his mother in the daughter. That mother was false to his father. That daughter, he suspects, is false to him—if not in just the same sense. "Frailty, thy name is woman!" But Ophelia is not even a frail woman. She is still a child who obeys her father. She and Hamlet are two children who dare not trust the instinct to disobey. But this analogy he does not catch. And so, while he heaps conscious scorn on her for being
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like his mother, the unconscious scorn he heaps on her for being like him​self is far more bitter. Read in this light, the nunnery scene is a revelation —not of Ophelia's but of Hamlet's soul. "I have heard of your paintings too, well enough; God hath given you one face, and you make yourselves another." There in a sentence is Hamlet's perfect indictment of himself for betraying the God within him (a reason why a main theme of this scene is prostitution). For who has made himself another face than the one God gave him if not this man who has put on an antic disposition to hide his revenge? His fierce onslaught on woman in general in this scene is moti​vated by his perfidy to the feminine element in his own nature. "Your ever​lasting attacks on female logic, lying, weakness and so on—doesn't it all look like a desire at all costs to force woman down into the mud that she may be on the same level as your attitude toward her?" The quotation is from Chekhov's An Anonymous Story, but it fits the nunnery scene as if it had been written about it.
Now all this only re-enforces what of course goes without saying: that Hamlet's treatment of Ophelia is profoundly affected by his attitude to​ward his mother. But for Gertrude's infidelity all might have been well-in spite of Polonius. Because of that infidelity, Hamlet's ideal of woman totters. And when Ophelia fails him, it falls. Deprived of its object, unless it can immediately find another, a love that believes itself deluded tends to revert to lust or violence, or both. Hamlet was no fickle lover to find another Ophelia overnight. And so he sinks into his instinctive nature. It is only in this generic sense that Hamlet loves his "mother" abnormally, a "loves" that might more accurately be written "loathes." His self-loathing is conspicuous not only in the nunnery scene, but in his conduct toward Ophelia at the play, and in the scene in his mother's closet. His "Get thee to a nunnery!" is a cry to his own polluted soul to purify itself, or, if "nun​nery" be taken in its jocose Elizabethan sense, his notice to that soul that it is lost. His words to Ophelia at the play grate on the ear as do no others in his entire role. That Hamlet should descend to the level of Laertes is bad enough. But he goes below it. Here he actually pushes Ophelia toward the abyss of madness and the grave. It is from his coarsest utterance to her that Shakespeare has him pass instantaneously to his command to the mur​derer (Lucianus) to "begin." From sensuality to blood. And it is from Ophelia's side, when the play is broken up, that he goes to his mother's closet to brand her for an act that
takes off the rose
From the fair forehead of an innocent love And sets a blister there,
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a perfect description of what he himself has just done, and enough in itself to show that his excoriations of his mother in this scene are unconscious denunciations of himself. (Of that more in its place.) What soil all this is for the seed of violence! Shakespeare seems to have agreed with Dostoev-sky that "a cruel sensuality" is close to the fountainhead of all human evil whatsoever. It is "the expense of spirit in a waste of shame" of the i igth sonnet, that scorching poem that packs into fourteen lines all the poet had had to say on the subject in Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece:*
perjur'd, murderous, bloody, full of blame, Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust.
The adjectives fit war or murder. Actually they are applied to lust. The union of cruelty and sensuality is one marriage to which the partners seem to have remained faithful down the ages.
Even at the risk of supererogation, one further example of Hamlet's tend​ency to project himself must be added. Of all the glasses that catch his image in the play none, oddly, is more revealing than that held up by Rosen-crantz and Guildenstern. They are the Tweedledee and Tweedledee of the genteel world and their very nonentity makes them perfect reflecting sur​faces. It is their function to be nothing except what they give back from the world around them. They are conformists. They follow the prevailing mode. They contaminate their friendship for Hamlet by obeying the King when he invites them to be spies. But what is Hamlet himself doing but obeying another king and following another mode in accepting the code of blood revenge? Moral customs may be quite as corrupting as worldly fashions, and it may be as fatal to surrender one's will to a royal ghost as to a flesh-and-blood sovereign. This unperceived analogy is unquestionably the ground of Hamlet's devastating contempt for these harmless fashion plates. He scorns Guildenstern for attempting to play on him as on a pipe at the very moment when unseen forces are playing upon him. And he is even more savage with Rosencrantz:
ham.: Besides, to be demanded of a sponge! what replication should be made by the son of a king?
Ros.:    Take you me for a sponge, my lord?
ham.: Ay, sir, that soaks up the king's countenance, his rewards, his authori​ties. But such officers do the king best service in the end: he keeps them, like an ape, in the corner of his jaw; first mouthed, to be last swallowed: when he needs what you have gleaned, it is but squeezing you, and, sponge, you shall be dry again.
* The detail that Tarquin was a king's son seems to have made an indelible impression on the young Shakespeare's imagination.
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Ros.:     I understand you not, my lord.
ham.: I am glad of it: a knavish speech sleeps in a foolish ear.
But Hamlet's own ear is asleep. Rosencrantz may indeed have soaked up orders to spy from a living king. But how is that worse than soaking up orders to kill from a dead one?
All this is repeated forte in another key and in another octave near the end of the play in the scene with Osric. That cockatoo of fashion and con​formity carries the same theme to the edge, but never quite over the edge, of caricature.
IX*
The first two acts of Hamlet, up to the coining of the players, make plain the character of the burden that has been placed on Hamlet's shoulders and what he ought not to do to discharge it. His soul cries out over and over: Do not obey your father. Do not kill the King.
What, then, ought he to do? With the entrance of the players, that, too, begins to be clear. Once more, Hamlet's soul speaks in unmistakable accents.
The highest duty of any man is to be true to the divinity within him, to remain faithful to his creative gift. But how can he tell when he is doing that? What is the mark? What are the signs? Perhaps no better brief answer to that question was ever framed than by the Elder in The Brothers Ka-ramazov. Out of its context, it may sound disappointingly simple, to some ears even banal, but not in it. "Men are made for happiness," said Father Zossima, "and anyone who is completely happy has a right to say to him​self, 'I am doing God's will on earth.' " It is as if Shakespeare had composed the scene in which the players come to Elsinore expressly to confirm that truth. Just prior to it, we have heard Hamlet, in his most melancholy vein, pronounce the earth a sterile promontory, the heavens a foul and pestilent congregation of vapors, and man the quintessence of dust; we have heard Rosencrantz predict that, with the Prince in this black mood, the players whose coming he announces will receive but "lenten entertainment." There are a few questions and answers about them, followed by a brief interlude
* Almost from my first careful study of Hamlet \ have held, without realizing for a long time that it was not entirely orthodox, the view of Hamlet's conduct during the play scene set forth in the pages that follow. I had never heard of an article by W. W. Greg (.Modern Language Review, October, 1917) until I found it referred to in Mr. Wilson's book (What Happens in Hamlet). I was excited to find someone who shared, so far as I could make out from what Mr. Wilson said, what I had come to consider my view of Hamlet's behavior during the play. I purposely refrained from reading Mr. Greg's article until my chapter on Hamlet was finished. I have now read it, and find, as I expected, with regard to the part Hamlet's conduct played in the interruption of The Murder of Gonzago, an opinion almost identical with the one I had been expounding to students for a number of years before the publication of Mr. Greg's article.
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in which the Prince twits and insults Polonius—and then the players them​selves enter. Instantly, we have another Hamlet—a man happy as a man can be only in the presence of the thing he was made for, as a woman is in the presence of the man she loves. The very tone of his voice alters. We hear the "sweet bells" as they sounded before they grew "out of tune and harsh." Here, we instinctively feel, is an echo of the young Shakespeare when the wonder of his destined vocation first dawned over him. Like his creator's, Hamlet's heart of heart is in dramatic and poetic art. This is his "enthusiasm," here is his "genius," in the original sense of those debased words. He is possessed. He cannot wait. Almost before the greetings are over he asks the First Player for a taste of his quality and hangs entranced on the recitation. Even when Polonius interrupts he says nothing, and at a second interruption though he can joke, he forgets to jeer, brushing the old man aside as casually as if he were a fly. At the end, he can even address to him in complete seriousness some of his deepest wisdom:
pol.:     My lord, I will use them according to their desert.
ham.: God's bodykins, man, better. Use every man after his desert, and who should scape whipping? Use them after your own honour and dig​nity. The less they deserve, the more merit is in your bounty.
That clinches it—proves how utterly the Prince's evil spirit is exorcised. For once, Hamlet can treat even Polonius as a man. This is God's Hamlet. From the mountain peak on which they have dwelt for half an hour, Hamlet's thoughts descend abruptly to his father and the Ghost's injunc​tion, and he finds himself poised between two universes: art and death. They are as far apart as heaven and hell. How can he inhabit both? Yet to do that is exactly what the opposite sides of his nature command. The fierce self-laceration of the soliloquy that follows ("O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!"), in which he tears his passion to tatters in contrasting himself with the First Player, is a fresh measure of the dichotomy within him. Then suddenly as he says "About, my brain!" an idea, already adum​brated, formulates itself clearly, an idea for harmonizing, for the moment at least, the dual forces that are at war inside him. Why not make his art an instrument for finding out whether the King is guilty, an instrument, not of revenge, but of revelation?
The spirit that I have seen May be the devil.
"The play's the thing" wherein to discover whether it was the devil or not. It is an inspiration if Hamlet ever had one—no injunction from a dead man but an intimation straight from his own innermost genius. His evil spirit had told him to kill the King. His good angel tells him to show the King
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to himself by holding up the mirror of art before him. The dagger or the play? That is the question. It is God's Hamlet who chooses the play.
But how hard it is going to be for this man to maintain that unique mix​ture of cold and warmth, of detachment and intimacy, which is the sine qua non of art, is shown in the first scene of the third act. In the "To be, or not to be" soliloquy he is in a mood of near-suicidal melancholy in reaction from the passion of the "Hecuba" speech. Thought is as predominant now as emotion was then. But on the entrance of Ophelia, with suspicion or cer​tainty that Polonius is eavesdropping, he reverts in the nunnery scene to the note of self-laceration, only this time it is not a conscious laceration, as in the "peasant slave" lines, but, as we have seen, unconscious and pro​jected. Little wonder that Ophelia exclaims, as he goes out:
O, what a noble mind is here o'erthrown!
Hamlet has proved himself capable in this scene of profound thought and of intense emotion, but not of that equilibrium of the two that is an indis​pensable condition of art.
X
But with the opening of scene 2 of Act III (admittedly one of the half-dozen or so supreme scenes in all dramatic literature) Hamlet is once more himself. It is as if all that were needed to achieve this miracle was the pres​ence of the players. Keats said he was "certain of nothing but of the holi​ness of the Heart's affections, and the truth of Imagination." Shakespeare might have written the advice to the players and Hamlet's ensuing con​fession of love to Horatio to confirm, in reverse order and in advance, that dictum of a poet who owed so much to his influence.
Hamlet's advice to the players, though universally admired, has often been accounted an organic excrescence—a splendid digression wherein a great dramatist, who was also an actor, does not resist the temptation to stop the action of his play for a few minutes to talk about his art. Criticism could not conceivably go more astray. A passage better integrated with the rest, or more essential, the play does not contain. Granted that we un​doubtedly have here Shakespeare's ideas about the theater, about dramatic and histrionic art. That does not alter the fact that these ideas are also com​pletely appropriate to the conscious Hamlet in the circumstances, and, what is immeasurably more important, that they are unconsciously the best imaginable advice to himself for the role he is about to enact. Though Hamlet has had a hand in the version of The Murder of Gonzago that is to be presented, he has naturally not cast himself for a part in the play. But he has a role in another play—along with the King one of the two leading roles—in the drama, namely, which he is even now shaping out of
362

HAMLET
the unique conditions under which he has seen to it that The Murder is to be presented. So considered, that drama is not just a play within a play, but a play within a play within a play. The success or failure of this other play which Hamlet, unknown even to the players, is staging will depend on whether he himself, as playwright-spectator, can maintain precisely that temperance he has recommended to the players in his "advice" and whether he can avoid those excesses against which he has warned them. It is this above all that makes that advice integral and indispensable—and in the upshot tragically ironic. The affecting scene with Horatio, with its blessing upon those whose blood and judgment are so well commingled that they are not passion's slaves or a pipe for Fortune's finger, re-enforces the advice to the players in another more intimate and tender key. Here again is Hamlet himself. And that brings us to the play.
There are not a few respects in which a play within a play is the most dramatic of all conceivable theatrical situations. The reason is obvious.* A spectator at a play looks down on a piece of life much as God has long been supposed to look down on the world. To that extent the spectator becomes a god, though it is usually only emotionally that he apprehends that fact. But when he beholds actors in the scene he is watching looking down as spectators in their turn on a little world upon the stage, the truth with regard to himself comes closer to consciousness. He gets at least an inkling of the relation of art to life. And if he realizes that the play within the play is altering for the better any of the characters in the play itself, he may even perceive that art is a selective reflection of life meant to re​deem it.
The play within the play as arranged in Hamlet is typical of a situation that occurs time and again outside the theater. A mother tells a story to her children. They all listen, not knowing that her words are especially di​rected at just one. A teacher reads a poem to a class, but aims it in his heart at a particular member of it. A man relates an anecdote, or makes a seem​ingly casual remark, to a group, intending it, however, for a single indi​vidual. In each instance the desired effect will usually be produced in pro​portion as the speaker, if not full of love, is at least free of malice, and in proportion as the listener, if not free of all suspicion, is at least free of fear that he is being mocked or scorned—or preached at. Often, the more un​conscious the reaction the better. Any suggestion that the analogy is a weapon, and the effect is spoiled or turned into resentment. Art that is directed in this sense against anyone has degenerated into moralizing or propaganda. It has become force on the mental plane. At its best, art ought to be left free to radiate, like the sun, in all directions, to scatter its pollen,
* See the chapter on The Comedy of Errors.
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like a flower, wherever the wind wills. The least that should be done with it is to place it in a position where it will have a maximum opportunity to reflect or be disseminated. "To make a man better," says Chekhov, "you must first show him what he is"—hold a mirror up before him, that is, instead of threatening him with a dagger either literal or metaphorical.
This was the method of Shakespeare. There is nothing to show that he ever followed any other practice than that of leaving art free to produce its own effect, of letting a play speak for itself. Even his Choruses, as we have seen, are not his comment. The use of his Richard II by Essex's parti​sans on the eve of their rebellion shows how one of his works could be put to a perverted use. Shakespeare may have written Henry V or Julius Caesar partly as warnings to Essex, but if so he apparently left him to catch the analogy and draw the inference.
Hamlet has an opportunity to act like Shakespeare. It was plainly "the little Shakespeare" in his heart that sent him the inspiration to try out a work of dramatic art on his uncle. In so far as he regards The Murder of Gonzago as such a work and is willing to let it have its own way with the King, he is doing what his soul calls on him to do. But in so far as he re​gards it as a trap, an engine for torturing a victim, for catching not the King's conscience but the King himself, the play is nothing but a con​trivance for murder on the mental plane. To be or not to be an artist. To be or not to be a murderer. Those were the questions.
The character of Claudius fits the situation as if explicitly created ror jl. It suggests what might have happened if Hamlet had had the power to fol​low his own advice and act like Shakespeare. The King, in spite of Hamlet's famous line about his smile, is no villain. It is plain that he becomes a crimi​nal not through viciousness but through weakness, and that his nature con​tains the seeds of repentance. When Polonius remarks that we often sugar over the devil himself with devout countenance and pious action, Claudius, overhearing, exclaims:
O! 'tis too true;
How smart a lash that speech doth give my conscience! The harlot's cheek, beautied with plastering art, Is not more ugly to the thing that helps it Than is my deed to my most painted word. O heavy burden!
Here is no Cardinal Pandulph or Richard III, but a man conscious of his sin and longing to be rid of it—a fit subject for the redemptive power of art. Rarely have a man and an opportunity been more made for each other than Hamlet and the chance to save his uncle—and with him his mother
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and himself. It is enthralling but tragic to watch the Prince as he watches the play and its royal auditors, and to follow the crescendo of passion that ultimately masters him.
The dumb-show presents an outline of the action. Did Hamlet count on this, or was it introduced to his own surprise and consternation? His evi​dent scorn for the players for "telling all" should settle that. Again, did the King and the Queen see the dumb-show, or were they in conversation at the moment and inattentive to the stage? The point has been much de​bated lately. It is possible to act the scene under either assumption. The question is obviously of concern to the stage director. But all that is really important is the fact that Claudius misses what is going on on the stage. Whether it is through failure to watch or failure to understand makes little difference. The whole point is that he is "asleep"—as the Elder Hamlet was, and as the Player King is. He is the third. That is enough to complete the analogy and to point the symbolism. Presently, Hamlet will pour the poison in his ear.
The Prologue enters and speaks three lines. '"Tis brief, my lord," says Ophelia. "As woman's love," Hamlet retorts. He is already fingering the mental dagger. The Player Queen spurns the suggestion of the Player King that on his death she will find another husband as kind as he has been.
In second husband let me be accurst!
None wed the second but who kill'd the first.
"Wormwood, wormwood," whispers Hamlet. The mental dagger is in his hand.
The Player King is unconvinced, and quite as if he had just been reading Hamlet and were propounding his own theory of the Prince's procrasti​nation, he declares:
What to ourselves in passion we propose,
The passion ending, doth the purpose lose.
The violence of either grief or joy
Their own enactures with themselves destroy .. .
Our wills and fates do so contrary run
That our devices still are overthrown,
Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own:
So think thou wilt no second husband wed;
But die thy thoughts when thy first lord is dead.
To which the Queen replies:
Both here and hence pursue me lasting strife, If, once a widow, ever I be wife!
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"If she should break it now!" cries Hamlet. He is beginning to lift the dagger. But he pauses.
ham.:    Madam, how like you this play?
queen: The lady doth protest too much, methinks.
ham.:    O, but she'll keep her word!
The flash of the dagger is caught in the way Hamlet pronounces that "she'll." He stresses it a shade too much and it attracts the attention of the King. Hamlet has given him his fatal opening:
Have you heard the argument? Is there no offence in't?
—a question which makes clear that the King has learned nothing from the dumb-show. There is fearful tension under the affected casualness of Hamlet's answer:
No, no, they do but jest, poison in jest; no offence i' the world.
However it may be in the dumb-show, it is not in jest but in dead earnest that Hamlet pours this poison in this King's ear. And it does not allay his aroused suspicion.
king:   What do you call the play?
The dagger begins to descend.
ham.: The Mouse-trap. Marry, how? Trapically.
It is generally printed "tropically." The editor has to choose between the two. But Hamlet of course means both, and the actor must somehow achieve the two in one. The pun shows that Hamlet's unconscious is taking command. With a sarcasm that measures his mounting excitement he plunges recklessly ahead:
This play is the image of a murder done in Vienna: Gonzago is the duke's name; his wife, Baptista. You shall see anon; 'tis a knavish piece of work: but what of that? your majesty and we that have free souls, it touches us not: let the galled jade wince, our withers are unwrung.
How now about those "barren spectators" who laugh or interrupt "though in the mean time some necessary question of the play be then to be con​sidered"? "That's villanous," he had pronounced such conduct a short while ago. What is it now? No, the "advice to the players" was not a di​gression. It is the perfect ironic "chorus" to this scene.
At this moment the Player Murderer enters and Hamlet makes haste to identify him:
This is one Lucianus, nephew to the king.
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Nephew!* Who can doubt that that "nephew" was an improvisation of the Prince's rising passion or that he stresses the fatal word a full two shades too much? Had it been "brother," The Murder of Gonzago might have retained some semblance of a mirror. By a change of two syllables Hamlet lets the mental dagger become a literal one and finally converts what had begun as an imaginative experiment into a direct threat.
You are as good as a chorus, my lord,
exclaims Ophelia innocently. What a thrust! It goes home. Hamlet accepts the role Ophelia assigns him, and throwing at her his most indecent utter​ance of all, turns back to the stage and cries:
Begin, murderer; pox, leave thy damnable faces, and begin. Come; the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge.
We know who that raven is and can hear his ferocious tone. Half an hour ago Hamlet would have had a fellow whipped for this sort of thing. "It out-herods Herod: pray you, avoid it."
"Begin, murderer." And Lucianus does begin—in lines that anticipate the atmosphere of the witch-scenes in Macbeth—and pours the poison in the sleeping Gonzago's ear. How asleep, or how awake, is Claudius now?
It is the supreme moment.
There are many crises in Hamlet, but this is the crisis of crises—this, and not the sparing of the praying King or the killing of Polonius, which are but the inevitable outcome of what happens here. Now, for the last time, Hamlet is free. A second more and he will be bound by the fatality of his act. Fortune will have sounded on him what stop she pleased. The second passes, and Hamlet's blood finally overwhelms his judgment. Seeing Luci​anus pour poison, he must pour poison too—all that is left in his vial. He breaks in to give a huddled summary of the rest of the plot:
He poisons him i' the garden for's estate. His name's Gonzago; the story is ex​tant, and writ in very choice Italian. You shall see anon how the murderer gets the love of Gonzago's wife.
The dagger has descended. Hamlet himself has o'erstepped the modesty of nature and betrayed the right of dramatic art to speak obliquely. He has produced an abortion. Forgetting that "the play's the thing," he has ruined his imaginative experiment by "telling all"—just what he damned the play​ers for doing, far less blatantly and offensively, in their dumb-show. He is hoist with his own petar. He has sprung the mousetrap instead of letting it spring itself, and has caught two royal mice, himself as well as the King.
* To Dover Wilson belongs the credit of having made clear for the first time the full importance of this word. His sharp differentiation of three theories of Hamlet's madness—Polonius', Gertrude's, and Claudius'—is highly illuminating.
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Exactly as Romeo thrust his fatal rapier between the fighting Mercutio and Tybalt, Hamlet has stepped between Claudius and his fighting soul. If there could be any doubt that this is the crisis, the King's conduct sets it at rest.
"The king rises," cries Ophelia.
But is it he who interrupts the play?
Of course it is—yet not a whit more than Hamlet. Hamlet and the King interrupt it together. The rising tides of emotion in nephew and uncle reach their flood at the same instant. The timing is perfect. It is as if the two had composed, and even rehearsed, the scene together.
"What! frighted with false fire?" cries Hamlet.
False fire! Could there be a better description of the counterfeit thing into which Hamlet has transformed what might have been true fire if it had been left to sear the King's conscience with its own Promethean heat? Instead of letting the fire burn, Hamlet has seized a brand from it and fairly thrust it in the King's face.
"Give o'er the play," Polonius commands, bringing Hamlet's imaginative venture to an official end.
"Give me some light! Away!" cries the King as he rushes out.
"Lights, lights, lights!" everyone echoes. To miss the symbolism here is to miss all. Light, not fire, is what Claudius craves. And light is what The Murder of Gonzago might have been to his soul. But Hamlet has de​based it to fire, to false fire at that.
Put out the light, and then put out the light.
And what did the court make of that fragment of the play which Hamlet permitted it to hear? How is it that in what follows there is no sign that anybody but Horatio had understood what had happened? Sycophancy is the usual explanation: they just kept mum. But we forget that the court at Elsinore had not had our privilege of witnessing a production of Hamlet up to the play scene. We know that a guilty king rises because he cannot endure the sight of his own crime, or a threat against his life, or both. The court merely sees a madman giving vent to his aberration. Reason enough for giving over the play. The court may realize that this crazed youth is menacing the King and sense some deeper mystery, may even think, as Dover Wilson holds, that here is a dispossessed heir threatening assassina​tion to recover his crown. But even so, compared with us, they can only conjecture what it all means. We have been watching the King. They have been watching the madman. They think the King interrupts the perform​ance because he cannot stand his nephew's insane conduct. It is we who see that he also cannot endure the play. Hamlet as a whole is thrown out of focus if this distinction is not made plain on the stage.
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XI
As the cry "Lights, lights, lights!" fades away, Hamlet, left alone with Horatio, dances about in a delirium of joy. The Ghost is justified! He sings snatches of song and calls for music. "Has this fellow no feeling of his business, that he sings at grave-making?" That later remark of his to Ho​ratio in the churchyard is the tersest comment on his own conduct here, for it is many graves, including Ophelia's and his own, that he has just been digging. The state Hamlet is in is pictured a moment later when Rosen-crantz and Guildenstern come to summon him to his mother's chamber. "Good my lord," exclaims Guildenstern, "put your discourse into some frame, and start not so wildly from my affair." That "start not so wildly" conveys vividly the delirious character of Hamlet's joy. There is nothing voluntary about this antic disposition. " 'Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played on than a pipe?" That, at just the moment his own blood is mastering him completely! "Methinks it is like a weasel." This, of a crea​ture that sucks the blood of its victim, but a second before he exclaims, "Now could I drink hot blood"! What wonder that, as the scene ends, a fear crosses his mind that, like Nero, he may murder his own mother! And this is the same man who besought the players to moderate all passion and repudiated in his interlude with Horatio the man who is passion's slave. The scene that opened with an appeal for temperance ends on the impulse to kill. From art to murder! As Romeo failed because he did not follow "utterly" the woman he loved, so Hamlet fails because he does not trust "utterly" the art he loves. He does not let the play speak for itself. Seldom has Shakespeare tied the end of a scene to its beginning more quietly, or more ironically and tragically. No, Hamlet's discourse on histrionic art-it has to be repeated—is no purple patch. It is the heart of the whole matter.
The King decides to send to England this madman who has threatened him—send him, as we learn later, to his death. Then, left alone, he turns from this preparation for a fresh murder to repent the murder that has ren​dered this further one necessary! And the incredible thing is that his words ring with sincerity. They are unquestionably an expression of genuine anguish at the farthest remove from hypocrisy. Angels, the sweet heavens, rain, snow, the newborn babe: every word, every metaphor, shows his longing for the miracle of rebirth. If the mere fragment, marred by inter​ruptions, of The Murder of Gonzago which Hamlet allowed his uncle to witness—with a hurried summary of the rest—could produce this degree of repentance, what might the whole play, left to itself, have effected? Granted that open penitence and confession on Claudius' part would have been a miracle. Still, who was better fitted to perform that miracle than a
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man with the spiritual endowment of Hamlet, who better fitted to be the subject of it than a man as contrite as Claudius? Plainly Shakespeare put the play scene and the prayer scene side by side expressly to force us to ask that question. And no less plainly he framed the characters of the two men to suggest that, if Hamlet had managed his part better, that miracle I do not say would have taken place—it is the very nature of a miracle to be to the last degree improbable—but might have taken place. Even as it is, Claudius falls on his knees crying:
Help, angels! Make assay ... All may be well.
And it is at this moment that Hamlet, on his way to his mother's closet, enters.
Here is the perfect opportunity! Yet where is the man who would have Hamlet take it? Those who think he ought to kill the King no more have the courage of their convictions at this moment than Hamlet. His unwill​ingness to kill a defenseless man or a man in prayer everyone will under​stand and applaud. But if what really deters him goes no deeper than that, surely Hamlet would have killed the King when, if at all, he ought to have killed him: at the moment when the play was broken up. At bottom what deters him now is just what deterred him then: the fact that in his heart Hamlet does not believe in blood revenge in any circumstances. The excuse he offers for not seizing the present perfect opportunity proves this as nearly as anything of the kind can be proved. He says he would not send his enemy to heaven. He will wait until he can send him to hell. Dr. John​son declared these words of Hamlet too terrible to be read or uttered. And all will agree to the extent of feeling that it was not the Hamlet we love and admire who uttered them. How then did Hamlet come to utter words that no one can believe Hamlet meant? How did his lips come to utter them? Who at one time or another has not assigned a worldly motive to a noble impulse? Then why not, in an extreme case, an infernal motive to a celestial impulse? The celestial impulse here is to save. Hence the expressed will to damn. Hamlet has a conscious belief that he ought to kill the King. He has an unconscious conviction that he ought not to. To hold the latter powerful conviction under the threshold, consciousness must invent a correspondingly powerful pretext for suppressing it. And that is exactly what Hamlet's consciousness does here and why we all feel that what he says is totally out of character. A man's consciousness is the merest surface of his self.
Meanwhile, Claudius cannot sustain the mood of repentance. Like Henry V before Agincourt, whose prayer of contrition was of no avail so long as
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he retained the kingdom his father had stolen from Richard, Claudius feels the redemptive forces powerless in the face
Of those effects for which I did the murder, My crown, mine own ambition, and my queen,
and rising from his knees, he cries:
My words fly up, my thoughts remain below. Words without thoughts never to heaven go.
It is as if the King were saying in so many words to his nephew: "You need have had no scruples about my attitude. You were a fool to spare me." And when, later in the play, he declares:
No place, indeed, should murder sanctuarize; Revenge should have no bounds,
it is as if, in retrospect, he were deriding Hamlet for not having killed him. If it may be phrased so oddly, it is like an ex post facto invitation to Hamlet to have killed him!
XII
The devils had their way in the play scene to a point where Hamlet was ready to drink hot blood. The angels then had their moment when Hamlet spared the King. It is the devils' turn again when the son enters his mother's chamber—and the devils make the most of it.
If we wanted to be cynical, we might put it thus: this man who addressed the players on the subject of temperance now comes to read a lecture to his mother on self-control, and to make it the more impressive prefaces it by an impulsive murder. It is the old story. Over and over, if in less extreme degree, we have had this situation in Shakespeare. Who was Antonio, with his argosies on seven seas, to take Shylock to task for love of money? Who was Hal, fresh from Gadshill and the tavern, to lecture Falstaff on his wild courses and low life? Who was Brutus, his hands still red with Caesar's blood, to attack Cassius so savagely for accepting bribes? Who now is Hamlet, just after thrusting his rapier through a curtain at a cry behind it, to turn and lecture his mother for letting her blood get the better of her judgment? You are angry, Jove; therefore you are wrong. It is not by chance that a looking glass is the central symbol throughout this scene.
Because he shattered the glass he was holding up to the King in the play scene, he attempts to hold up one to his mother now.
Come, come, and sit you down. You shall not budge,
he cries to the woman to whom he has just said, would you were not my mother!—
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You go not, till 1 set you up a glass Where you may see the inmost part of you.
But already, on entering the chamber, he has set up, unawares, the glass of his own countenance wherein is reflected what at the moment is the inmost part of him, the Nero impulse. His mother sees it and cries out:
What wilt thou do? Thou wilt not murder me? Help, help, ho!
And the murder of Polonius follows.
We may say that the eavesdropper got what he deserved. We may say that Hamlet thought it was the King. But how ignominious for the man who over and over had repudiated rashness, to kill a man behind a curtain without so much as drawing it aside to identify the victim! He might as well have been blindfolded himself.
What devil was't That thus hath cozen'd you at hoodman-blind?
His own words a few moments later to his mother! In condemning her he is condemning himself. The touch is typical. The long passage from which these lines are taken, in which he institutes an elaborate contrast between the King and his father, is perhaps the most extended example of empathy in the play. It is a tissue of ironies, practically every sentence in it con​taining some oblique reference to the speaker. The idealized picture of the father and the debased portrait of the uncle, whatever incidental truth they may have as applied to their ostensible subjects, are primarily nothing but the divine and diabolic sides of Hamlet's own nature set over against each other with preternatural insight and savage truth. Brothers! And the sin which he chastizes in his mother is nothing but his own in reverse. Anger and sensuality (plus the cruelty in which they both usually culminate) are the two dominant animal passions in man, one genetically masculine, the other feminine. Thus each is an image of the other. When Hamlet sees his mother descend into the second, it is a picture of himself descending into the first. He tears himself to tatters in an impotent fury over the senseless​ness of the deed he has just committed, the rashness with which he has abdicated the throne of self-control.
A king of shreds and patches!
he cries at the culmination of his tirade. Exactly! It is just the sort of king over himself he is being at the moment. And, pat, on the note of disinte​gration, the Ghost enters, as if at a cue.
In contrast with his visitation on the platform, the Ghost utters but one
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brief speech and seems more concerned with Gertrude than with Claudius. On his withdrawal, as if he had drained off the poison with him, an inter​lude of exquisite tenderness follows as Hamlet says "good-night" to his mother. But unluckily he turns back for "one word more" and falls into a further savage denunciation of his uncle, calling him, in their Elizabethan equivalents, a toad and an old tomcat. "At the end of the scene," says Dr. Joseph Quincy Adams,
Hamlet grasps the body of Polonius, and starts out with the words: Til lug the guts into the neighbor room.' Yet some persons, in their effort to explain the play say that Hamlet failed to take revenge on Claudius because he had such a deli​cate, sensitive, almost sentimental nature, that he could not bear the thought of shedding blood. The line just quoted shows that whatever else Hamlet may be, he was not a sentimentalist. As an experienced soldier he was accustomed to bloodshed; he had no compunctions at sending Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their death; and he did not—nor did the dramatist and his audiences—live in an age when sentimentality of this kind flourished.
Whatever may be true of the age and the audience, what ground is there for implying that Shakespeare considered aversion to the thought of shed​ding blood sentimental? The Hamlet who made the remark about the guts is a different being from the one who had just said to his mother, of her cleft heart,
O, throw away the worser part of it, And live the purer with the other half,
as different as are those worser and purer halves of his mother. It was the brutal, not the pure Hamlet of the two that was nearer sentimentality.
XIII
Up to the play scene, the opposing natures in Hamlet are in something like equipoise. With the play, blood gains the upper hand and confirms its victory in the murder of Polonius. From that point on, Hamlet gives the impression of a man whose will has abdicated in favor of fate. There are those who describe his indubitably changed attitude as a new "air of self-possession."* It would be nearer the mark to call it the calmness of desper-
* "Hamlet returns from his voyage a changed man, with an air of self-possession greater than at any other time of the play. We are not told why; but we may fancy, if we like, that the seas have helped to expel the 'something-settled matter in his heart,' or that he has gained confidence from the hoisting of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern with their own petar, or that simply his 'cause of distemper" is wearing off." (See Dover Wilson, What Happens in Hamlet, p. 266.)
"From this time on Hamlet is increasingly better. He begins to display more interest in life, he takes on a more hopeful attitude towards the world, his thinking loses much of its morbid quality, and his confidence in human nature is in part restored. . . . All these things indicate that the dark cloud of melancholia which we saw descend upon him at the beginning of the play is rapidly lifting." (See Hamlet, edited by Joseph Quincy Adams [Boston, 1929], p. 288.)
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ation, though it is far from being all calmness. The fourth and fifth acts exhibit Hamlet's gradual engulfment under the ancestral tide. In the lines to Horatio he had commended the commingling of blood and judgment. Now, in the Fortinbras soliloquy, his emotions fairly whip his reason toward bloodshed, he speaks of "excitements of my reason and my blood," and ends in an utter confusion of the two:
My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!
Irresistible forces from underneath are usurping the name of reason.
The metaphor Shakespeare uses for this upsurge of racial emotion is water—the oldest and most universal symbol for the unconscious. Land emerged from the sea; higher forms, via the amphibian, from the ocean; the child from the womb. How natural that recession into or under water should represent atavism. Over and over Shakespeare so uses it in the last two acts of Hamlet. The first two acts were the camel—they treated of Hamlet's burden. The third was the weasel—it was dedicated to hot blood. The last two are the whale—they tell how Hamlet was swallowed by the "monster" of the unconscious. "Very like a whale." And Hamlet is not the only one who is so swallowed.
Take Laertes. At his father's death he is suddenly infected with an exag​gerated devotion to his memory that is like a parody of Hamlet's ideali​zation of his father. Like a wolf with the pack at its back, he rushes in with the rabble to demand revenge. How does Shakespeare express this piling-up of retrogressive forces? In terms of water:
The ocean, overpeering of his list,
Eats not the flats with more impetuous haste
Than young Laertes, in a riotous head,
O'erbears your officers.
Or Ophelia. The past, in another fashion, floods into her bewildered brain, sings on her lips, brings tears to the eyes of all who see or hear her, and ends by pulling her down to death under water, "muddy death." Did she bend down to the brook, or did the brook rise up to take her to itself? Why ask? It is enough that she had become
a creature native and indued Unto that element.
And to the refrain, "drown'd, drown'd," Laertes exclaims:
Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia,
And therefore I forbid my tears.
Ophelia's death is an allegory of Hamlet's. How fitting, when it was his act that dragged her down to it!
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And Hamlet himself. When he is once more set naked on Claudius' kingdom, out of what element is it that he emerges? Water—the sea. After an encounter with pirates.
But more interesting than any of these are the gravediggers. Between the account of Ophelia's death and the entrance of her funeral procession, the demands of both psychology and the theater call for an easing of the dramatic tension, and we have it in the churchyard scene. The conversa​tion of the clowns before the entrance of Hamlet and Horatio seems, in particular, to be pure comic relief. But beware of Shakespeare on such occasions! Unless all precedents fail, it is precisely in this interlude that we may expect some secret comment by the poet on his play. There could be no more appropriate place in which to bury it. It is like the garden scene in Richard II, and here, as there, the poet makes a delver in the earth, but of a very different sort, his near-mouthpiece. ("Come, my spade. There is no ancient gentlemen but gardeners, ditchers, and grave-makers; they hold up Adam's profession.")
It was not of earth, however, but of water, that the two clowns were speaking a moment before. The lines are familiar, but their high metaphys​ical import can easily be missed:
first clo.: For here lies the point: if I drown myself wittingly, it argues an act: and an act hath three branches; it is, to act, to do, and to perform: argal, she drowned herself wittingly.
second clo.: Nay, but here you, goodman delver,—
first clo.: Give me leave. Here lies the water; good: here stands the man; good: if the man go to this water, and drown himself, it is, will he, nill he, he goes,—mark you that? but if the water come to him, and drown him, he drowns not himself: argal, he that is not guilty of his own death shortens not his own life.
The pertinence of this to Ophelia's death and the question of her burial is obvious. But how about its pertinence to Hamlet? Read it alongside the apology to Laertes and behold! it is the same speech translated from the abstract into the concrete with "water" substituted for "madness." Not she, but the water, did the drowning; not he, but his "madness," did the killing. Simply two different terms for the unconscious. What a tribute by Shakespeare to this witty old clown to identify his wisdom, which he had, as it were, dug out of the earth, with what is perhaps the deepest insight into his own trouble attained by the philosophic Prince in the course of his entire role! Here, once more, is the "democracy" of Shakespeare, the kind of human "equality" in which he believed.
Hamlet and Horatio enter the churchyard, and in their conversation about skulls and death we have a sort of psychological grave-digging to
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match the earthy one. Hamlet does not know that the grave the clowns are digging is for the girl he has driven to death. The funeral procession enters and Laertes reveals the truth. The leaping in the grave follows, in which the two men out-herod Herod and each other in their rant. That Hamlet should act like Laertes! The symbolism is the same as before, ex​cept that the element to which he now reverts is earth rather than water. Unawares, Hamlet and Laertes are rehearsing the end of the play.
This is mere madness,
cries the Queen, and with keen insight into her son's divided self con​cludes:
And thus a while the fit will work on him; Anon, as patient as the female dove, When that her golden couplets are disclos'd, His silence will sit drooping.
If the last act of Hamlet were given a title, it should be "The Graveyard." This scene is a kind of overture to it.
XIV
At the beginning of the next scene Hamlet and Horatio enter in the middle of a conversation:
ham.: Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting That would not let me sleep; methought I lay Worse than the mutines in the bilboes. Rashly, And prais'd be rashness for it, let us know, Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well When our deep plots do pall; and that should teach us There's a divinity that shapes our ends, Rough-hew them how we will.
It would be interesting to know how many times that last line-and-a-half has been quoted as Shakespeare's own religious wisdom by persons who never read or never noticed the apostrophe to rashness and indiscretion that precedes it or the account of the callous and superfluous murder, of which it is made the justification, that follows it. A rash deed may perhaps be forgiven. But how about a deliberate apotheosis of rashness? An identi​fication of it with divinity! "Divinity of hell"—lago's phrase—comes to mind. "When people get it into their heads that they are being especially favored by the Almighty," says Samuel Butler, "they had better as a gen​eral rule mind their p's and ^'s." Shakespeare, I take it, is saying much the same thing in a different tone. What a revolution in Hamlet's philosophy
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the lines register! How unobtrusively the Fortune whose instrument he once abhorred the very thought of becoming has been translated into the Divinity he is only too willing to have shape his ends!
The Osric scene, with the summons to the duel, comes next, as if to confirm the point in another key. Hamlet's contempt for this befeathered yes-man is measureless. "He did comply with his dug before he sucked it." "Thus has he ... only got the tune of the time." But with what poor grace these thrusts come from one who has just uttered a general compliance with Fate and who is about to fall into the tune of the time in the matter of blood revenge! Disdain is self-condemnation. Unluckily, Hamlet did not live to cry with Beatrice: "Contempt, farewell!"
Only moments now remain. It is not the contest with Laertes that Ham​let dreads, but—Something. "But thou wouldst not think how ill all's here about my heart; but it is no matter." His good angel, through Horatio, would save him at long past the eleventh hour by bidding him heed this last intimation of his genius: "If your mind dislike any thing, obey it." This is no appeal to indiscretion. Here was the Divinity he should have let shape his ends. But it is like Caesar disregarding the Soothsayer. The man is doomed.
ham.: 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. Since no man has aught of what he leaves, what is't to leave betimes? Let be.
There was an earlier character in Shakespeare who spoke in the same vein —almost to the very tone and words:
By my troth, I care not; a man can die but once; we owe God a death. I'll ne'er bear a base mind: an't be my destiny, so; an't be not, so. No man's too good to serve 's prince; and let it go which way it will, he that dies this year is quit for the next.
The parallel is startling. It is as if Shakespeare were sitting right beside us, telling us, in so many words, what he thought of Hamlet's speech to Horatio on the defiance of augury.
For who spoke those words?
Feeble. Yes, Feeble! the final and feeblest among that band of recruits in Henry IV of which Mouldy, Shadow, Wart, and Bullcalf were the more bellicose and terrible members—Falstaff's "most forcible Feeble." Thus does Shakespeare place the indelible stamp of feebleness on Hamlet's philosophy of fate. (By which I do not imply for a moment that he ever consciously connected the two passages. "The one word that explains the
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Shakespeare miracle," said Thoreau, "is unconsciousness." Here, perhaps, is an instance of what he meant.)
But we need not appeal to Feeble. Anyone can confirm Hamlet's reac​tion. In proportion as our will declines, our belief in destiny mounts. When we are compelled to confront the consequence of some weak or bad act of our own, the easiest way to escape a sense of sin is to put the blame on fate or the stars, or, as we are more likely to do today, on hered​ity, environment, our bringing up, or just "tough luck." lago and Edmund, it will be remembered, had some sensible things to say under this head for all their villainy.
Hamlet's fears are strong enough in themselves to bring their own ful​filment, and the end rapidly approaches. The King—to go back for a mo​ment—frightened at the news of Hamlet's return to Denmark, has con​cocted his plot for the duel.
. .. with ease Or with a little shuffling,
he tells Laertes,
you may choose
A sword unbated, and, in a pass of practice Requite him for your father.
What worlds away from his words in the prayer scene!—
But 'tis not so above;
There is no shuffling, there the action lies In his true nature, and we ourselves compell'd Even to the teeth and forehead of our faults To give in evidence.
So in one word, shuffling, does Shakespeare make Claudius pass judgment in advance on his own act of treachery.
Just before the duel, Claudius puts Laertes' hand in Hamlet's, and Ham​let, in words that ring with sincerity, begs Laertes' pardon for the wrong he has done him, attributing it to the distraction from which he suffers. Laertes, about to do a dastardly deed, is embarrassed by Hamlet's generos​ity of tone, and, as men are prone to do in such circumstances, retreats into words, speaking of his honor (twice in three lines), of his name, of peace, of love. The foils are brought, this man of honor chooses the un​bated poisoned rapier, and the play begins.
Hamlet scores two hits. Gertrude drinks the poisoned liquor. The pass​ing is resumed. Laertes wounds Hamlet. Hamlet, aroused and guessing the truth at last, forces Laertes to exchange rapiers and wounds him. The
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Queen falls. Laertes confesses his treachery. Gertrude, crying that she is poisoned, dies. Hamlet orders the door locked, as Laertes, near his end, tells with what the rapier is anointed and implicates the King.
The point envenom'd too! cries Hamlet,
Then, venom, to thy work!
and runs the King through with his sword, and for full measure tries to force the dregs of the poisoned cup on him as he expires. (Strangely, it remains for the dying Cleopatra, not yet created, to make Shakespeare's profoundest comment on this deed.)
XV
At last Hamlet has killed the King. But has he?
When we look back, everything converges to answer that question with those two words of the Prince's own: "Never Hamlet."
Never Hamlet! If Hamlet from himself be ta'en away.
But who, then, did kill the King, if not Hamlet?
Why! his rashness, his indiscretion, the divinity "of hell" that shaped his end, fortune, fate, "this water," the Devil. Shakespeare has been at pains to supply an abundance of answers, as if to show how important he con​sidered the question.
It is just as it was with Romeo in the two duels in Romeo and Juliet. From the viewpoint of drama we have only approval for Hamlet's con​duct in this scene, his sending to death the two plotters against his own life. What else could he have done? Was he not acting in self-defense? But at the elevation of poetry, from which we see not just this scene but the action in its entirety, it is another matter. As Romeo descended to the level of Mercutio in killing Tybalt, Hal to the level of his father in invad​ing France, Brutus to the level of Cassius in murdering Caesar, so Hamlet here finally descends to the level of Laertes. With the rapiers, he once for all exchanges fairness for venom. This duel, like so many duels in litera​ture,* is symbolic, condensing into a sudden image the meaning of the play. Under a provocation that, this time, seems like necessity, Hamlet repeats the pattern he cut out for himself at the crisis in the play scene: he converts art—in this case the art of fencing—into death. It is now too
* Examples are the duels in Turgenev's Fathers and Sons, Tolstoy's War and Peace, Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov, and Chekhov's The Duel.
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late to blame him. Hamlet's mistake, like those of the other characters just mentioned, was made far back, while he was still free. From the moment when, trembling with suppressed excitement, he interrupted The Murder of Gonzago by crying out:
He poisons him i' the garden for's estate, to his final
Then, venom, to thy work!
an unbroken chain of reflex actions—of which the killing of Polonius and the sending of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their doom are the most conspicuous—all tend to one conclusion: that the killing of the King was as purely an instinctive act as is that by which a man draws back his hand from fire.
The lion dying thrusteth forth his paw.
Hamlet's deed was like that. It was not divinity shaping man's end; it was man, under the compulsion of circumstance, imitating the action of the tiger. And the thrill we get in the theater as the King falls—from which not a single spectator, I believe, is exempt—is not a celestial one. We take the deed there as a noble act finally accomplished. It is only afterward, when we recollect it in tranquillity, that we recognize its senseless and fatalistic character. Indeed, in spite of differences, the situation resembles the one where Richard II runs amuck and kills the assistants of Exton. It was desperation, not bravery, that prompted Richard's act. A second later, Exton in turn strikes him down, only to realize the next second what he has done and to wish it undone:
For now the devil, that told me I did well, Says that this deed is chronicled in hell.
It is not at the moment of action, but afterward, that we see. And that can be as true of the theater as of life.
But we left the action at its climax.
Laertes begs Hamlet's forgiveness and follows the King. Hamlet, as if visited by his own genius at the end, speaks to those around him as if they were gathered in a theater as "audience to this act," prevents Horatio from drinking the last drops of the poisoned liquor, and cries to his friend in words the whole world knows by heart:
Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,
To tell my story.
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Martial music is heard in the distance, and a salute. The conquering For-tinbras has come from Poland, and Hamlet has just enough breath left to give him his dying voice as his successor. What irony! Like Henry V's, all the Elder Hamlet's conquests have been for nothing—for less than nothing. Fortinbras, his former enemy, is to inherit the kingdom! Such is the end to which the Ghost's thirst for vengeance has led.
For Hamlet "the rest is silence." The tragedy is summed up in the con​trast between those four mysterious words and Horatio's
Good-night, sweet prince, And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!
Fortinbras, who has now entered, gazes around him as on a battle​field:
This quarry cries on havoc. O proud death! What feast is toward in thine eternal cell, That thou so many princes at a shot So bloodily hast struck?
And Horatio promises to tell, in explanation,
Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts, Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters, Of deaths put on by cunning and forc'd cause, * "d, in this upshot, purposes mistook FalPn on the inventors' heads.
The Ghost's words sounded eloquent and noble when he was clamoring for revenge. This is their harvest.
The dead Hamlet is borne out "like a soldier" and the last rites over his body are to be the rites of war. The final word of the text is "shoot." The last sounds we hear are a dead march and the reverberations of ordnance being shot off. The end crowns the whole. The sarcasm of fate could go no further. Hamlet, who aspired to nobler things, is treated at death as if he were the mere image of his father: a warrior. Shakespeare knew what he was about in making the conclusion of his play martial. Its theme has been war as well as revenge. It is the story of the Minotaur over again, of that monster who from the beginning of human strife has exacted his annual tribute of youth. No sacrifice ever offered to it was more precious than Hamlet. But he was not the last.
If ever a play seems expressly written for the twentieth century, it is Hamlet. It should be unnecessary to underscore its pertinence to an age in which, twice within three decades, the older generation has called on the younger generation to settle a quarrel with the making of which it had
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nothing to do. So taken, Hamlet is an allegory of our time. Imagination or violence, Shakespeare seems to say, there is no other alternative. They are the two forces that exact obedience, the one freely, the other under com​pulsion. Art or war: it is the only choice humanity ever had or ever will have. Unless the first is resorted to while we are free, the other has to be resorted to under the pressure of events. Hamlet made the right choice, but then, at the moment of triumph, converted an instrument of regenera​tion into an instrument of revenge. Made for heaven, he was tempted by hell-and fell.
XVI
The prime requisite for an understanding of Hamlet is a belief in ghosts. The common reader who has that will come nearer its heart than the most learned man who lacks it—just as a youth of seventeen who is in love is better fitted to comprehend the Divine Comedy than a scholar who has spent a lifetime on it but who has never shared the experience on which it is based. If "a belief in ghosts" sounds too old-fashioned or superstitious, call it, more pedantically, a belief in the autonomous character of the un​conscious. The two are the same.
Dover Wilson has written of the belief in spirits of Catholics and Protestants in Shakespeare's day.* Catholics, he tells us, held that ghosts came from Purgatory and were actually souls of the departed. Protestants thought they came from hell (or rarely from heaven) and were devils (or angels) who had assumed the shape and appearance of the dead.
I once asked a young girl (barely over the border of childhood) to whom I had read Hamlet, whether she thought the Ghost was Hamlet's father or the devil. I like to get the fresh reaction of innocence to a mas​terpiece, uncontaminated by traditional critical opinion. "I don't see that it makes any difference," she said, "I should think it would be just the same." "Just the same?" I inquired, arrested. "Well," she explained, "I should think that whoever told you to kill somebody was the devil." Just the same: in a flash those three words show that the Catholic and Protestant views that Wilson discriminates are really one. The Father, in so far as he represents authority and force, is the Devil, a power utterly transcending anything human in any common meaning of that term. Shakespeare here, as usual, is a harmonizer of opposites.
But it is not just Shakespeare and childhood who agree. The poets have always seen that the supreme question for humanity is the existence of the
* What he writes is interesting and important. Only one wishes he would not speak of Elizabethan ghosts. It sounds like talking of a fin de siecle phantom or a mid-Vic​torian devil. Ghosts and devils, like poets and angels, are all contemporaries. They belong to no particular century.
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gods—and devils. Their existence and their incidence in human affairs. It is startling to compare one or two of their utterances with Shake​speare's.
Go back to Aeschylus, the first of the supreme Greek dramatists. Cly-temnestra is speaking of her slaying of her husband, Agamemnon:
And criest thou still this deed hath been
My work? Nay, gaze, and have no thought
That this is Agamemnon's Queen.
'Tis He, 'tis He, hath round him wrought
This phantom of the dead man's wife;
He, the Old Wrath, the Driver of Men Astray,
Pursuer of Atreus for the feast defiled;
To assoil an ancient debt he hath paid this life;
A warrior and a crowned King this day
Atones for a slain child.
Or come down, past Shakespeare, almost to our own day, to Dostoevsky. Raskolnikov is speaking of the murder of the Old Pawnbroker:
Did I murder the old woman? I murdered myself, not her! I crushed myself once for all, for ever... . But it was the devil that killed that old woman, not I.
And then go back to Shakespeare, to Hamlet. He is apologizing for the slaying of Polonius:
Was't Hamlet wronged Laertes? Never Hamlet!
If Hamlet from himself be ta'en away,
And when he's not himself does wrong Laertes,
Then Hamlet does it not, Hamlet denies it.
Who does it then? His madness. If't be so,
Hamlet is of the faction that is wrong'd;
His madness is poor Hamlet's enemy.
Or to the First Gravedigger: But if the water come to him, and drown him, he drowns not himself.
The Old Wrath, the Devil, Madness, the Water, Whoever Tells You To Kill: what difference does the terminology make? Each of these words or phrases is just another name for the infernal forces which, unless warded off by an eternal vigilance, rush in at the slightest abdication of his own freedom, to possess man. (To the celestial forces that can take possession of him Shakespeare was to turn his attention more and more in the plays that follow Hamlet.) Perhaps the profoundest and certainly the most de​tailed analysis of this idea in modern literature is The Possessed of Dos​toevsky, or The Devils, as the title of the novel should properly be trans-
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lated. But probably Orestes from ancient literature, and Ivan Karamazov from recent, are the two most interesting single figures to place beside Hamlet. Orestes murdered his mother, went mad, and was pursued by the Furies. Hamlet was visited by his Father, played with murderous thoughts, and committed irresponsible acts. Ivan Karamazov played with murderous thoughts, was visited by the Devil, and went insane. "God will conquer!" cried Alyosha Karamazov in the critical hour when his brother's mind hung in the balance, "he will rise up in the light of truth, or ... he'll perish in hate, revenging on himself and on everyone his having served the cause he does not believe in." So with Hamlet. He is that second alternative. God did not conquer, and Hamlet wreaked revenge on himself and on everyone for having served the cause he did not believe in, the cause of blood revenge.
In War and Peace, Tolstoy gives us the same situation with the other outcome. Pierre, like Brutus, conceives it to be his duty to kill a tyrant: Napoleon. Like Hamlet, he wanders about in a daze. "He was suffering the anguish men suffer," says Tolstoy, "when they persist in undertaking a task impossible for them—not from its inherent difficulties, but from its incompatibility with their own nature." But at the critical moment there is a child in a burning building. Pierre dashes in to save her and in doing so saves himself. He is purged from his mad resolve. Nor is it just the hero​ism of the act that does it. It is its symbolism no less. In saving the actual child from the literal fire, he saves his own innocence, the child within himself, from the criminal fire that threatens to consume him. Imagination triumphs over force.
It is interesting to speculate on what might have occurred if some happy chance or good angel had intervened in Hamlet's case as it did in Pierre's. Suppose for a moment that Hamlet had let The Murder of Gonzago take its unhindered way, and imagine further that the miracle happened: that Claudius repented and surrendered the throne to Hamlet. What might have followed?
Such conjectures are idle enough, and I should not be recording any of mine here if by chance I had not discovered that one of Shakespeare's own contemporaries, a man who had seen and perhaps known him in the flesh, had cherished an idea curiously similar to one of my own, not pre​cisely about Hamlet, to be sure, but about what I may call the Hamletian Shakespeare.
Suppose Hamlet had taken over the throne of Denmark. The Prince as King: is it hard to conceive him in that role? Fortinbras at any rate did not think so:
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For he was likely, had he been put on, To have prov'd most royally.
One thing certainly we can count on: he would have made a most uncon​ventional monarch. He would have been just about everything the rest of Shakespeare's kings were not.
In the first place, he had what ought to be the prime negative requi​site for those in high position the world over, what only Henry VI of Shakespeare's kings in the History Plays possessed: no love of power. It is precisely because those who are greedy for power so often get it that power is so often administered in the interest of greed. Except for a couple of passages near the end of the play that are mere rationalizations of his hatred of his uncle, there is nothing to indicate that Claudius' usurpation of the throne, as such, ever caused Hamlet so much as one wakeful night. He was interested in higher things than governing—and for that very reason was fitted to govern. Again, with that same exception of Henry VI, all Shakespeare's kings welcomed, by daylight at least, the ceremonies of royalty. They enjoyed being lifted by "degree" above their natural sta​tion. Hamlet disdained all such trappings and went to the other extreme of debasing himself from Prince to madman. He practiced to the point of perversion by daylight what Henry V only soliloquized about by night.
Secondly: Hamlet had the love and confidence of the people. Twice Claudius refers to this:
Yet must we not put the strong law on him: He's loved of the distracted multitude,
and
The other motive,
Why to a public count I might not go, Is the great love the general gender bear him, Who, dipping all his faults in their affection, Would, like the spring that turneth wood to stone, Convert his gyves to graces.
The History Plays discriminated the commons as a group of individuals, from the mob as a pack of wolves. So here. The love of the people for Hamlet is thrown in contrast with the backing by the rabble of Laertes, a love that aroused the same jealousy in Claudius as a similar affection for Rosalind—that feminine Hamlet over whom the cloud never fell—did in the Duke in As You Like It.
Thirdly: Hamlet had the creative instinct and capacity to alter the royal occupation from what it always has been, war, to what it ought to be, art: not "art" as amusement or distraction, but art in its deepest and most
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religious sense. "Empire against art," said Blake, putting it in three words. If a Falstaffian Hal could have taught England to play in the common acceptation of the term, Hamlet could have taught Denmark to play in a deeper creative sense.
What Hamlet's succession might have meant may be seen by asking: What if, on the death of Elizabeth, not James of Scotland but William of Stratford had inherited the throne! That would have been England falling before William the Conqueror indeed. And it did so fall in the sense that, ever since, Shakespeare has been England's imaginative king, who has taught more men and women to play perhaps than any other man in the history of the world. But if the England of his own day could have crowned him more specifically, by following his spirit, it might have found its way between the Scylla of a decadent Renaissance and the Charybdis of a puritanical reformation and revolution. It might have sub​stituted freedom and imagination for luxury and dogma. And so might Denmark have achieved a similar consummation under Hamlet, even if he had worn no crown, instead of condemning itself, as all the kingdoms of the world have condemned themselves in the past, to a perpetual oscilla​tion between the softness of a Claudius and the hardness of a Fortinbras.
Browsing one day among Elizabethan allusions to Shakespeare, I ran on these lines of John Davies of Hereford:
To our English Terence, Mr. Will Shake-speare
Some say (good Will) which I, in sport, do sing
Had'st thou not plaid some kingly parts in sport,
Thou hadst been a companion for a king:
And beene a king among the meaner sort.
Some others raile; but, raile as they think fit,
Thou hast no rayling, but a reigning wit:
And honesty thou sow'st, which they do reape: So to increase their stocke which they do keepe.
Shakespeare—so John Davies of Hereford believed—was fit to be a king of the common people. He still is. He is an unfallen Hamlet.
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