
 

 
William Shakespeare’s most fascinatingly complex and intricate work, Hamlet, explores the human 
condition at its essence. Although following the revenge tragedy model, progressing from disruption 
to accord, the play transcends the genre, responding to fundamental issues and concerns of 
Elizabethan society. Shakespeare’s dramatic characterization of Hamlet represents the uncertainty 
and impermanency of our human state, encouraging us to question our position as individuals, 
dealing with the universally integrated human themes of mortality and the consciousness and 
individuality of the unique human subject.  
 
Shakespeare lived in an age of revolution, a time of profound cultural upheaval. The collapse of the 
Elizabethan chain of being gave way to an uncertain period marked by intense questioning of faith, 
reason and humanity. Hamlet is essentially a response to this epistemological crisis.  
 
The play reverberates with questions. The tense series of challenges with which the play opens, 
‘who’s there?’ ‘Bernardo?’ ‘Have you had a quiet guard?’ ‘Has this thing appeared again tonight?’ 
establishes the tone of mystery and uncertainty. The ghost symbolises England’s past, challenged 
by Renaissance humanism and the reformation. Hamlet is in essence intensely metatheatrical, with 
Shakespeare employing the metaphor of the theatre to discuss human reality through the lens of 
revenge tragedy, giving us the chance to meditate upon these questions of mortality and the 
individual consciousness.  
 
Hamlet is obsessed with the idea of human mortality, over the course of the play considering death 
from a variety of perspectives, pondering its physical, psychological and spiritual aftermath. The 
play opens with the ghost scene, introducing the major themes of Hamlet through the first dialogue, 
an argument of the supernatural. Rational scholar Horatio, after being sceptical of the ghost 
sighting, assuring ‘tush, tush, t’will not appear’ acknowledges the ghost, exclaiming ‘It harrows me 
with fear and wonder’. The emotive language Shakespeare uses in the presence of the ghost 
creates a chilling tone, with the murky setting indicating immediately ‘something is rotten in the state 
of Denmark’, a mood that will remain throughout the play reflecting the fear and anxiety over politics 
present in Elizabethan England during the time of revolutions.  
 
‘To be or not to be’, the most famous line in English literature, marks the height of Hamlet’s 
existential questioning. This soliloquy provides evidence for Hamlet’s inner consciousness, showing 
him on a quest to define his own humanity as a creature ‘crawling between heaven and earth’. 
 
Shakespeare displays his unique ability to present his characters as three-dimensional in this 
powerful scene, which suggests he is contemplating suicide, but since he never says ‘I’, or ‘me’ in 
the entire speech, he may be just philosophically debating the pain of existence, considering 
nonexistence as an ‘undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns’, a metaphor 
relating strongly to the discovery of the ‘new world’. This soliloquy through the use of blank verse 
poetry connects many of the play’s main themes, including the idea of suicide and death and the 
difficulty of knowing the truth in a spiritually ambiguous universe.   
 
Hamlet is most fascinated with the physical consequence of death, relevating that death is the great 
equaliser, with ‘a man may fish with the worm that have eat of a king, and eat of the fish that hath 
fed of that worm’, a metaphor by which he illustrates ‘how a king may go a progress through the 
guts of a beggar’. His obsession with the physicality of death is most intimately addressed in his 
encounter with Yorick’s skull, where he fixates on death’s inevitability saying that ‘imperious Caesar 
dead turned to clay’ and ‘Alexander returns to the dust’, deep insights into the impermanence of life 
and the mystery of what comes after. The renaissance emphasis on reason is evident in this scene, 
resonating with the confrontation of reason in death in contrast to faith in ‘let be’.  The gravediggers 
burying Ophelia declare ‘if this had not been a gentlewoman, she should have been buried out o’ 
Christian burial’, The gravediggers represent a humorous type commonly found in Shakespeare’s  



plays to appeal to the lower class audience, but also to increase dramatic effect by providing 
alternative perspectives, with central concerns of the play being expressed from the viewpoint of the 
ordinary people of Denmark, the gravediggers. The witty and satirical mood enhances the concept 
of disruption caused ultimately by Ophelia’s lack of expressing her individuality, this destructive 
interplay between mortality and individuality leading to her downfall, and eventually to accord, 
adhering to the revenge tragedy genre.  
 
Elizabethan England underwent a profound transformation in regards to legitimacy of the inner life. 
Shakespeare criticises his culture of masks through dramatising the social and cultural restraints of 
costume. For example, Gertrude’s mourning of King Hamlet was all clothes, but Hamlet’s ‘inky 
cloak’ marks both his grief and his character as a man of melancholy. This portrays him as a 
character whose appearance is attuned to his reality. Shakespeare maintained the world was one of 
appearances being separate to reality, and that human beings could never hope to see past these 
masks into these inner lives.  As seen in the ‘seems madam’ speech, full with puns and wordplay 
with ambiguous ‘show’ ‘act’ and ‘form, Hamlet is essentially a play about the difficulty of living in a 
world of uncertainty of these appearances and realities. 
 
Ophelia is the play’s best example of an individual not living out her individuality, treated like a 
possession by all the men in her life, she is a true victim, forced to hide behind a mask of madness 
to reveal the corruption and hypocrisy of her world. Most of what happens to Ophelia occurs off 
stage, increasing the mystery of her inner self as a character and the play as a whole. 
 
Ophelia’s portrayal in the play abounds in natural symbolism and imagery, referred to as a ‘violet in 
the youth of primal nature’ and described as being ‘larded with sweet flowers’ at her death. These 
distinctively feminine images associate her personality and emotional state with the delicacy and 
fragility of flowers, adhering to the Elizabethan notions of virtue and gender. Her lack of individuality 
is the catalyst in the play sending it towards accord, allowing her death to be viewed as sacrificial to 
the order of society.  
 
Shakespeare was obsessed with the themes that resonated with his political and religious context, 
in particular the fear and anxiety associated with the ‘division of the kingdom’ portrayed in Hamlet.  
 
Religion and politics were virtually inseparable in Elizabethan England, with monarchs using 
religious doctrine as a political instrument, serving the interests of the state and linking spirituality 
and politics with fear and anxiety. Commitment to order and obedience were intrinsically connected 
to the cultural doctrine of the great chain of being.  
 
The world of Elsinore is a politically corrupt setting providing opportunity to condemn political 
corruption without explicitly targeting the English monarchy. 
 
The play, in particular its soliloquies, are full of images of corruption, decay, death and disease. 
Hamlet talks of the ‘hidden abscess’ which has infected ‘the ulcerous place’ of Elsinore. He sees 
this world as ‘an unweeded garden that grows to seed’. He also frequently refers to ‘rank 
corruption’, ‘maggots’ and ‘foul deeds’. Hamlet expressing that ‘Denmark is a prison’ emphasises 
this sense of entrapment in his physical, social and cultural context.  
 
My study of Hamlet has greatly deepened my recognition of the power dramatic use of text has to 
convey the mystery of human nature. Critically studying Hamlet has ultimately allowed me to 
question and appreciate the illusiveness of the inner self, the human consciousness and the way 
humanity interprets and meditates upon the impermanence of life, and has challenged my 
understanding of the universality and timelessness of fundamentally human concepts.  
 


