
 

 

ENGLISH ADVANCED MODULE B 

Critical Study of Texts- Hamlet 
 

Shakespearean drama offers a profound insight into the Elizabethan era values and traditions.  This is 
evident in the tragedy, Hamlet. Hamlet is one of Shakespeare’s most highly regarded works, and is one 
which has endured the test of time.  It is a text that engagingly explores intellectual themes, and has 
received much criticism and analysis. The underpinning values that define Hamlet as a timeless 
tragedy include the representation of women, power play and human behaviour. These core elements 
are represented through both the dominant reading and various interpretations of the text; offering the 
responder insights into the reciprocity of the human condition.  

A central element to the tragedy of Hamlet is the representation of women. Hamlet’s perception of 
women as deceivers and liars can be seen in his soliloquy “Frailty, thy name is woman”; 
melodramatically portraying the betrayal and emotional upheaval that are caused by Gertrude’s 
marriage to his uncle and Ophelia’s forced rejection. Furthermore, women are represented as victims 
who are powerless to change their own roles. “Be thou chaste as ice, as pure as snow, thou shall 
not escape calumny” metaphorically examines the expectations of women in Shakespearian society. 
The play focuses on a male oriented perspective as demonstrated in Hamlet’s line, “Forty thousand 
brothers could not, with all their quantity of love, make up for mine…” which alludes to the 
dominant patriarchy’s disdain of women in power. Women are expected to obey and listen, as Gertrude 
herself protests; “The lady doth protest too much, me thinks”. Hence, the dominant reading offers 
profound insights into the representation of women as a part of presenting the human milieu.   

In direct contrast, the feminist perspective provides social, political and economic insights into the 
empowerment and helplessness of women in Elizabethan times. Gertrude is a unique character in 
Shakespearian terms because she is a queen, a mother, and a lover; showing how she uses traditional 
female roles to overpower her patriarchal counterparts. This is characterized through the line “That 
thou dare wag thy tongue in noise so rude against me” where Gertrude chastises Hamlet as a 
superior in station and status. In juxtaposition, Ophelia is a character more suited to the patriarchal 
period; been “divided from herself and her fair judgment” conveying that she should obey her father 
and brother rather than pursue her own course. For both female leads, their femininity is central to the 
play itself. Gertrude retains her power because of her sexual prowess over Claudius, and Ophelia’s 
tragedy lies upon her pure feminine virtue. “I would give you some violets, but they withered when 
my father died.”, thus allowing the responder to sympathize with both characters.  

The theme of power play also adds a human aspect to the tragedy of Hamlet. The pursuit of power is a 
core motivation behind the protagonists and villains of the play. Hamlet laments, “The serpent that did 
sting thy father’s life, now wears the crown.” Showing how the characters are motivated and guided 
by the power play that takes place within the Danish court. Claudius admits to his evil as a product of 
his ambition. “I am still possessed of the effects for which I did the murder, my crown, my own 
ambition, and my queen.” This exemplifies the motivations that drive the villainy of Claudius as the 
basic sins of humanity; greed, pride, lust. It with irony then that Hamlet is fueled by wrath and executes 
Claudius as he would state “Revenge has no bounds… I must be cruel to be kind.” Thus we are 
provided with insight into the motivations of the human mind in our inevitable propensity to sin. 



 

 

This power play also manifests in the form of Marxism and its deliberations about the bourgeois in 
attaining power and influence. The power structure in Hamlet is one of corruption and subversion. The 
natural order of power has been corrupted by Claudius’ usurpation of the throne. As such “Something is 
rotten in the state of Denmark’ and as such “Things grow so foul as rank to seed…“ Furthermore, 
having stolen power from the rightful ruler, Claudius manipulates those around him to perform his dirty 
deeds. “Quote showing Claudius manipulating Leartes to kill Hamlet” The inability of the lower class to 
resist the will of the oligarchy further seen in the service of Guildenstern and Rosencrantz. Despite 
being friends with Hamlet, they are wholly unaware of Claudius’ villainy. “We obey, here give 
ourselves in full bent, to lay service at your feet.” Thus we are able to discern via a Marxist 
perspective how humans are forced to labor for the gain of another.  

The human condition is another characteristic of the play, Hamlet, and is best shown through the 
character Hamlet’s highly regarded humanistic qualities and profound reflection on aesthetics. One of 
the most well known scenes that define Hamlet as the philosopher prince occurs in Act 1, Scene 3, 
where Hamlet contemplates the boundaries between life, death and the afterlife. This is expatiated 
through his soliloquy “To be or not to be, that is the question…”.Initially Hamlet is depicted as a 
melancholic figure unable to deal with the death of his father.  Furthermore, he feels a sense of betrayal 
caused by the departure of his mother for Claudius, and as a result contemplates suicide. “Or in the 
sleep of death, what dreams may come”. This metaphorical allusion allows the responder to connect 
with and sympathize with Hamlet, in his descriptions of death and the afterlife.  Consequently Hamlet is 
torn between seeking revenge and keeping the peace that he has enjoyed, and is melancholically 
depicted through “Oh all you hosts of heaven, what else”. 

Conversely, the psychoanalytical reading focuses upon how subjective; semi conscious experiences 
shape motivation, action and consequence. This is evident through a juxtaposing analysis of Hamlet’s 
characterization and explorations of memories.  Polonius’s call of “Thou this be madness, there is 
methods in it” allegorically provides the responder with descriptions of these motivations and 
consequences, as he deals with relationships within the text. The psychoanalytical reading offers the 
responder a profound insight into Hamlet’s divide between reality and the pursuit of his lost kingship, as 
compared to the dominant reading.  

 Furthermore Hamlet’s admission to his mental state depicted in “That I essentially am not in 
madness, but mad in craft” and conflicts with perceptions of his arrogant and aggressive behavior. 
This gives an insight into Hamlet’s motivation for revenge as observed in the dominant reading, 
however on a more empathetic level. 

Hamlet and its critical readings offer profound insights into the language, context and performance of 
both Elizabethan era and today’s critical perspectives. Through analysis of the readings and an 
appreciation of the responder’s contexts, understanding of these interpretations can be resolved to 
develop textual integrity via explorations of values, connections and contexts. 

 


