ENGLISH: HAMLET

Hamlet continues to engage audiences through its dramatic treatment of struggle and
disillusionment. Does this study resonate with your own interpretation of the text?

Integral to Shakespeare’'s Hamlet is the composer’s ability to promote enduring human concerns
that transcends context. Shakespeare continues to engage audiences, addressing the struggle for
self-knowledge through the titular protagonist’s inability to reconcile his filial duty and responsibility
as Prince of Denmark. Characterised as a Renaissance intellectual, Hamlet's introspection upon the
morality of his own actions further perpetuates his internal impasse, as the transitional Elizabethan
era problematizes his capacity to avenge his father. Ultimately, Hamlet’s introspection renews his
understanding of mortality and dissolves his disillusionment, empowering him to overcome his
identity crisis by achieving vengeance within a conflicting milieu.

In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the protagonist’s revenge quest is hindered by his struggle to resolve the
differing moral responsibilities that compel his internal impasse. Influenced by the rise of
Renaissance humanism, Hamlet's moral awareness promotes a questioning of humanity,
established in the first line “who’s there”. This is directly conflicted by Aristocratic morality, which
supports Hamlet’'s personal vendetta, encouraging him to “drink hot blood”, giving rise to moral
confusion which elucidates the Prince’s vacillating disposition. Paul Cantor in his text called Hamlet,
formulates the theory that the Prince is torn between Renaissance and Christian notions of heroism.
Cantor asserts that while the “hope is to reconcile them”, the inability to align “different human
desires” results in disillusionment. This moral uncertainty is augmented through his refusal to
murder Claudius while he is “a-praying”. As Hamlet is unable to reconcile Christian beliefs with his
Orthodox Aristocratic code of revenge initiated by the morally ambiguous ghost, he condones
restoring the natural order in fear of punishment from committing such an act. The “tis now”
soliloquy further highlights Hamlet’s internal moral dilemma as he claims that “my tongue and soul in
this be hypocrites”, problematising Hamlet’'s attempts at revenge through disillusionment. Thus,
Hamlet's vengeance is impeded by his conflicted morality, heightening Shakespeare’s examination
of humanity’s attempts at self-knowledge through Hamlet’s disillusionment.

By subverting the revenge tragedy genre, Shakespeare explores humanity’s struggle for self-
awareness through Hamlet's struggle to align his diverging duties to father and state. Hamlet is
forced to balance the demands of his father’s “armoured” ghost that establishes his duty to avenge
his “foul and unnatural murder” with his loyalty to Claudius and responsibility to protect the “rotten”
state of Denmark. As a product of his internal moral struggle, Shakespeare subverts the Hamlet
becomes immersed within a theatrical fagcade that governs his perspective, confirming Horatio’s
concern that the apparition may “draw you into madness”. While this “antic disposition” serves to
unseat Claudius’ “foul” ascension to the throne, Hamlet's madness is symbolic of his struggle to
align conflicting duties, and it is further perpetuated through the juxtaposition of his character
against Laertes and Fortinbras. Laertes’ impulsive reaction to Polonius’s death “let come what
comes, only I'll be revenged”, serves as a foil to Hamlet, whose actions result in introspection due to
his conflicted sense of morality. Moreover, Fortinbras is characterised as a strong leader, willing to
send his country to war “for an eggshell” in contrast to Hamlet’'s hesitancy. Thus, Hamlet’s inability
to reconcile conflicting understandings of duty impedes his ability to achieve self-identification.

Whilst Hamlet’s impasse is created by his conflicting duties and moral ambiguity, his recognition of
mortality defines his identity, facilitating his reconciliation of duty with personal values to overcome
his inner struggle. Although initially characterised as a Wittenberg scholar, Shakespeare presents
Hamlet as an individual imprisoned by his own introspection. Within his “what a piece of work is a
man” soliloquy, Hamlet’'s ontological questioning prompts him to recognize and disregard the
ideological conflicts which have plagued him throughout the play. Confronted by Yorrick’s skull,
Hamlet parallels the jester to ‘Alexander the Great’ and “imperious Caesar”, facilitating his cathartic
recognition of mortality, accepting that “all lives must die”. Hamlet's recognition that “there’s a
divinity that shapes our end” enables his vengeance by encouraging his reflections upon the
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inevitability of death, as he is able to reconcile his moral responsibility with his sense of filial duty to
overcome this moral struggle. Moreover, Hamlets understanding of mortality results in the
solidification of his identity as “Hamlet the Dane”. To this end, Hamlets renewed acceptance of
mortality permits him to avenge his father by overcoming his internal conflict, revealing the intrinsic
role of moral deliberation in the formation of an individual’s identity.
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