
ENGLISH: HAMLET 
 
How has the characterisation of Hamlet shaped your understanding of the play? 
 
 
1) The fluidity embedded within Shakespeare’s polyvalent characterisation of Hamlet is a pivotal 

technique used to explore ‘the mystery” and multiplicity of human behaviour, through the 
ontological and metaphysical exploration of the struggle for self-authenticity, existentialist 
contemplation and its entwinement with the examination of fate.  
 

2) The effectiveness of theatre as an expressive form enables Shakespeare to add a new 
dimension towards the revenge tragedy genre by engaging the audience with Hamlet’s 
characterisation and provoking profound thought regarding the intricacies of human behaviour. 
This is reflected in Hamlet’s equivocal moral visions towards the hypocrisy which arises from 
his dichotomous struggle to balance Renaissance reason with pre-humanist animal passion. 
Here the audience is compelled to make a moral judgement.   

 
3) Personally, Shakespeare’s ability cut to the core of the human psyche through Hamlet’s 

characterisation (dramatic techniques) has culminated in OUR heightened sensitivity towards 
the play’s ability to communicate fate’s power over the moral struggle for ideal selfhood, the 
purpose of human existence and the inevitability of death amidst a complex world. 

 
1) Shakespeare engages us through the lack of fixity in Hamlet’s soliloquies which enlarge upon 

the understanding of the innate need to harness a comprehensible sense of self, the 
looseness of words and how far language can take us in the pursuit of ideal selfhood. 
Shakespeare opens up the gap between seeming and being and its lead up to Hamlet’s 
madness in order to critique Renaissance idealism through raising a contextual question: Have 
humanists of renaissance made moral use of their trust in human ability to use freedom well?  
 

2) The parallel drawn between reprisal and justice and the chaotic suspension of natural order 
reflects conventions of the revenge tragedy genre. His vengeful declaration is characteristic to 
the ghost’s pre-humanist outlook: Haste me to know’t…wings as swift…the thought of love 
may sweep to my revenge’ (Act 1 Scene 5)  and shows how Hamlet believes that revenge 
against Claudius, the apparent murderer of his father will re-establish justice in the corrupted 
Danish Court. Through this we are compelled to postulate WHETHER chaos is resolved or 
aggravated.  

 
3) However the verbal power present within Hamlet’s stream of consciousness exemplifies 

Hamlet’s quest for truth in accordance with the Renaissance ideal of an autonomous fixed self 
(Pico Della Mirandola) through: “I will not be played”. This emphasises that he does not 
passively receive the ghost’s instructions and demonstrates how he refuses to perform acts 
that negate self.   

 
4) In seeking authenticity, he is trapped in the endless reflection of what ethical course of action 

for humans in response to urge for vengeance:” To be or not to be?”, where Hamlet abstractly 
draws upon the Renaissance writer  Pico Dela Mirandola and gives us insights into his 
meticulous ruminations and indescive action. Through the high modality of such words, 
Shakespeare opens up the gap between seeming and being and enables the audience to have 
a greater capacity to relate to Hamlet’s pursuit of selfhood. 

 
5) Here he rejects the opportunity to murder Claudius as moral justice not reprisal would expose 

Claudius’ crimes to the public and lead to the punishment of his sins in the afterlife. Through 
his soliloquys Hamlet’s Christian morals take precedent over retribution: ‘Am I revenged to 
take him in the purging of his soul when he is fit and seasoned for his passage?’ The  

  



dramatisation of his rejection to kill Claudius through performance communicates the profound 
unauthenticity of the Danish Court, metaphorically referred to as a ‘distracted globe’, and its 
physical injustice and moral perversion as undercurrents for Hamlet’s alienation, introspection 
and madness.  
 

6) The irony within his acts of faking madness in order to hide his true madness of being 
possessed by his father's spirit epitomized his innate desire for existential freedom and self-
authenticity from his context. As stated by Guildenstern: But, with a crafty madness, keeps 
aloof, When we would bring him on to some confession Of his true state. (Act 3 Scene 2), his 
adaption of an ‘antic disposition’ functions as his only method of survival within an 
untrustworthy society and represents the effects of action laid upon a soul unfit for 
performance. (Goethe).   
 

7) The inaction spurred on by Hamlet’s inconsistency of solipsistic visions lets Shakespeare 
challenge mankind’s pursuit for existential freedom by Hamlet failure to establish justice or kill 
Claudius, demonstrating that autonomous control over fate limits one’s ability to act and fulfil 
our destinies.    

 
1) Shakespeare further incites discussion towards the purpose of human existence positing 

whether identity is fixed or whether it is a performance in which we are only fully realised when 
we act. Through drama he turns on the infinity of acting, doing and performing and as the 
revenge develops, increasingly draws in the audience towards the struggle and forwards us to 
postulate whether we are what we do or whether we are our deeds.  
 

2) This ‘craven scruple’ that plagues Hamlet into thinking too precisely on events and words 
cripple his capacity for action and is exemplified through the juxtaposition with Fortinbras who 
functions a foil for Hamle . Although both are eager to avenge the deaths of their fathers, his 
role as an early dramatic avenger with a “clear sense of duty or “unimproved mettle hot and 
full” offsets Hamlet’s elusive introspective characterisation by being a stabilizing force in the 
action of the play.  

 
3) In a hyperbolic metaphor for the triviality of Fortinbras’ motives, Fortinbras sweeps to action 

without much thought, and consequently leads ‘twenty thousand men’ to their ‘imminent 
deaths’. Here, Hamlet’s complexity is more reliable as his paralysing self-reflexiveness 
addresses the need for moral reasoning when taking action.  

 
4) However moral reasoning is questioned when Hamlet gains confidence through the 

metadrama (The Mousetrap) which functions as a prevailing metaphor depicting theatre to be 
a site where reason and passion render synergy. Here Hamlet advises the actors “in the very 
torrent, tempest….whirlwind of ….passion”, the actor must remain judicious (Act 3, Scene 1).  
Pursuing this further, if “action is the chief end of existence” (Coleridge) and individuality 
hinders action, being an effective presence would require acquiring a role and the acceptance 
of context. 

 
5) This allows for the subversion of the revenge tragedy genre and incites discussion regarding 

the necessity of justification and rationality by human beings before action, which is further 
challenged through Hamlet’s thoughtless and guiltless murder of Polonius. Such zealousness 
is shown through the syntax of: "How now? A rat? Dead, for a ducat, dead!"( Act 3 Scene 4)   
Through this inconsistency, reason and passion are parodied as it gives the illusion that we are 
getting a glimpse of his true character yet it also forwards us to question the authenticity of his 
madness.  

 

  



6) Nonetheless, in order to survive and not be a slave to “craven scruple,” he realises that he 
must forsake his autonomy (“thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth”, Act 4 Scene 4). This 
affirms that struggle for personal equilibrium whilst endowing life with meaning, purpose and 
hope still cannot empower us to contend with fate and this is not what Hamlet wants to hear. 
 

7) Through Hamlet’s epistemic quest, the play stresses one to inquire whether the complexity of 
competing paradigms influence behaviour and in this situation the experience of a self-devoid 
of a character to play shows decisive action is beyond him. 

 
1) The Shakespearean play Hamlet makes an enduring impact through cementing thought about 

the certainty of death and the inadequacy of human beings to embrace their potential in a 
complex deceptive society. The effectiveness of theatre in communicating such concepts is 
strengthened by Margaret Bolton who describes the play form as “literature that walks”.   
 

2) In light of this, Shakespeare portrays the acceptance of mortality as an essential part of life 
that cannot escape confrontation as Hamlet’s confusion is quelled through the acceptance of 
life’s universal pattern: “there is special Providence in the fall of a sparrow…readiness is all”. 
With this reconciliation of fate Hamlet validates that the certainty of death is inextricably linked 
with destiny: “Even a king may be devoured by certain convocation of politic worms,” (Act 4, 
Scene 1) and that he cannot outwit it.  
 

3) Through irony Shakespeare also questions whether there is justice after death through 
emphasising the role of fate in determining the course of human life.  Although Hamlet initially 
longs for death as the release from “the heartache and the thousand natural shocks” he 
simultaneously shuns the “Dead of something after death”. Such epistemic limitations render 
Hamlet’s loss of his father as detached, delays his impulse for justice and culminate in the 
inevitability of his death. 

 
4) This is supported by Arthur Miller who believes that Hamlet’s characterisation captures 

Shakespeare’s ability to communicate the essence of a tragic hero. Through this, Hamlet’s 
struggle for self-authenticity, his eventual acceptance of bereavement and his own death 
provides an extended examination of fate and his epiphany highlights the unlimited 
helplessness of mere human beings in choosing their future. Consequently, the audience is 
bound to make a moral judgement as to whether Hamlet’s decision was worth it in the end.  

 
Thus, through engaging us in the esoteric yet universal aspects of Hamlet’s epistemic uncertainty, 
we are aroused to ponder the myriad of contemplations concerning the truth behind the meaning of 
life and death, amidst the conflicting dichotomy of belief systems. Shakespeare engagement with 
dramatic techniques through the characterisation of Hamlet enriches my understanding that the 
acceptance of the role of fate is a vital means for the intrinsic attainment of self-integrity.  
 


