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Abstract 

This thesis proposes that heartbreak is the core of Hamlet’s character, that it is 

“the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to” that defines him, not 

madness. From the actor’s perspective, it is imperative to gain an in-depth understanding 

of the thoughts within the character’s mind, as well as all the feelings within the charac-

ter’s heart, for a truthful performance.  

Scholarship suggests that Hamlet is either on a path toward madness, given the 

visitations of his father’s Ghost, or that he is an intellectual, perfectly sane, and only 

feigning madness on the path toward avenging his father’s murder. 

The research methods employed are as follows: we compare six different perfor-

mances of Hamlet by professional actors, then we analyze Hamlet’s relationships, and 

conduct close-readings of the text and selected soliloquies in order to find answers per-

taining to Hamlet’s essence. The chief result suggests that Hamlet’s multiple heartaches, 

in conjunction with his compounded stress, may have induced a psychotic break. More 

specifically, an acute psychosis, that peaks in intensity and transparency in the Closet 

Scene. The psychosis is triggered when he confronts and berates his mother. This type of 

mental illness, or  “madness,” would be the most suiting and realistic in portraying the 

character. 

My conclusion is that any actor fortunate enough to play the role of Hamlet 

should focus on the emotions within the character’s heart, truly understand the world sur-

rounding our protagonist, contextualize his text, and then decide the fate of his mental 

health. If the heartbreak is extreme enough, it most definitely affects the mind.  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I.     Introduction 

As Hamlet most problematically quips, “what a piece of work is a man!” (Ham. 

2.2.305). It is important to explore the human condition, most notably Hamlet’s heart-

break, and theater as a reflection of the human spirit. Humans are God’s masterpiece, in 

turn the artwork we create not only records but advances humanity. Without art there are 

no remnants of man, and with the destruction of art, comes the destruction of man; hence 

the importance of promoting and conserving great pieces of art.  

I will attempt to be “noble” in my “reasoning,” when exploring the “infinite” 

scholarship pertaining to William Shakespeare’s play: The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of 

Denmark; by analyzing and dissecting the “admirable” characters Shakespeare gave 

“form” and life to with the stroke of a pen, specifically our hero Hamlet. We are all 

formed from specks of “dust;” grow and evolve into original, creative, communicative, 

and judgmental creatures, aware of our surroundings and ambitious to learn. However, 

one day we must all return back into that same earth that gave us life, and all that will 

remain is our story.    

Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark is quite possibly the most analyzed, most contro-

versial, and most misunderstood character in all of theater. Scholars, for hundreds of 

years, have pondered on and debated Hamlet’s so-called “madness.” His “being” has 

been exceedingly defined by the motif of madness or theme of insanity. It should be not-

ed that madness and insanity are synonyms, and generally used in an interchangeable 

fashion. According to Dr. Ryan Howes, insanity may be defined as “a mental illness of 

such a severe nature that a person cannot distinguish fantasy from reality, cannot conduct 
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her/his affairs due to psychosis, or is subject to uncontrollable impulsive behavior” (“The 

Definition of Insanity” Psychology Today). 

If we could start with a tabula rasa, suspend our knowledge and preconceived no-

tions regarding Hamlet for a short while, and fully surrender our imagination to a theatri-

cal thought experiment. From the actor’s perspective, this thesis theorizes that the center-

piece of Hamlet’s being, the core of his character, is rooted in heartbreak: “the heartache 

and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to” (Ham. 3.1 68-69). It is the “slings 

and arrows” which Hamlet must endure - those particular heartbreaks which cause him 

great pain and suffering. They are culpable for the state of his mental well-being. As we 

embody the role of Hamlet, and take the journey into exploring the depths of his charac-

ter, we are eventually presented with a fork in the road. To paint a clear portrait of Ham-

let’s character, one path diagnoses him with insanity. The other path identifies him as an 

intellectual and claims him sane. Perhaps by putting the pieces of the heartbreak puzzle 

together, we can forge a new path, an untraveled trail down the center, to an “undiscov-

ered country” if you will, where heartbreak takes precedence over madness.  

The theme of madness as it relates to Hamlet’s character is well-established and 

widely accepted. Generally, the evidence brought forth argues that Hamlet displays many 

indicative characteristics of madness, and his “transformation” all begins with the visita-

tion by his father’s ghost. As Eileen Cameron suggests “it appears as though Hamlet be-

comes somewhat possessed by this spirit, for it is through his introduction to this menac-

ing spirit that Hamlet’s own excursion into madness begins” (163). Furthermore, “Ham-

let’s life begins to unravel as a direct result of his own meeting with the ghost” (Cameron 

162). According to Roland Frye in The Renaissance Hamlet, Hamlet’s “acute anxiety” 
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comes from not knowing if the Ghost is actually his father, instead “the Ghost may be a 

devil who will betray his soul” (12). The argument is that the tempting of Hamlet’s soul 

leads him into madness. A general consensus of scholarship then suggests that Hamlet 

gradually becomes consumed by erratic behavior, begins to suffer from melancholy and 

depression, and these ailments pave the path toward a profound madness. However, most 

scholars’ fail to specify the exact type of madness Hamlet falls victim to. In addition, an 

accurate understanding of the broad spectrum of mental illness is also overlooked, so the 

true nature of Hamlet’s madness - instead of being categorically defined - ends up being a 

stereotypical insanity that is plastered on the surface of the character. 

In this thesis, I make the case that Hamlet should in fact be labeled the Prince of 

Heartbreak, not the Prince of so-called “madness.” The essence of his character should be 

rooted in an emotion, heartbreak. Yet from the perspective of a dramatic performance, his 

character is almost always approached from the perspective of madness, which is an ac-

tion. It is imperative for the actor to thoroughly understand all the different types of 

“heartache" that define Hamlet for a truthful performance, with “madness” being corol-

lary. Better said, since actors speak the language of emotion, the interpreting actor’s pri-

mary focus should be Hamlet’s heartbreak, and the secondary objective would be his san-

ity. 

It is not the mere act of his father’s death, but the great heartache Hamlet feels 

from his passing, coupled with the shock from hearing that he was murdered, and the sor-

row he feels in his soul from never receiving the love he craves, that is the essence of his 

character. It is the lack of empathy and understanding from his mother, coinciding with 

her hasty marriage to his uncle that amplifies his grief, and magnifies his sorrow. It is the 
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deep wound in his heart from Ophelia rejecting his love, and the devastation he experi-

ences from learning of her death that causes him pain and heartache.   

Hamlet truly suffers from compounded traumas throughout the play, and these 

multiple heartaches need to be understood, appreciated and empathized with. On the topic 

of the secondary objective, if an actor’s perspective is to believe that Hamlet does indeed 

go “mad,” the state of his mental health needs to be assessed accordingly. A diagnosis of 

acute psychosis would be the most valid recommendation, and that would stem from life-

long traumatic experiences and the compounded heartbreaks thereof. Regardless of which 

path actors choose, the march toward madness, or the intellectual path where Hamlet is 

sane and only feigning madness, heartbreak is the ticket that will get them to their desti-

nation. 

In Chapter 1, six productions of Hamlet will be examined, specifically concentrat-

ing on each actor’s portrayal of Hamlet, and their unique perspective on what brings the 

character to life. The main objective is to identify if heartbreak plays a significant role in 

their adaptation of Hamlet, and what it is that drives their particular character. The per-

formances of the following actors will be analyzed: Kenneth Branagh, David Tennant, 

Laurence Olivier, Derek Jacobi, Ethan Hawke, and Mel Gibson. In addition, a brief histo-

ry of the role, and how it has developed throughout the ages will be touched upon.    

In Chapter 2, heartbreak will be explored through the lens of relationships, specif-

ically Hamlet’s relationship with King Hamlet, Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Ophelia, 

Horatio, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. As an actor, each relationship needs to be careful-

ly probed and understood, not only for the sake of character development, but also to 

finely construct the psychology behind Hamlet’s actions and reactions thereof. By deci-
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phering his relationships, several types of heartbreaks will be revealed, such as suffering 

from a death, broken heart syndrome, and betrayal to name a few. These points of pain 

which cause Hamlet great stress and duress, press him closer toward his objective, which 

is ultimately to avenge his father’s death.  

In Chapter 3, a close reading of two soliloquies: “To be or not to be” and “O, that 

this too too solid flesh would melt” will be analyzed in order to derive a conclusion as to 

the validity of my hypothesis that Hamlet is the Prince of Heartbreak; that the core of his 

character is rooted in the traumas of lost love, torment, and sorrow. In addition, the pas-

sage “Ecstasy? My pulse as yours doth temperately keep time” from Act 3, Scene 4 will 

be analyzed since in it Hamlet defends himself against the claim of madness.  

This leads us to the importance of accurately defining the term “heartbreak.” The 

Merriam-Webster Dictionary provides the following definition of heartbreak: “a crushing 

grief, anguish, or distress.” As expressed in “The Science Behind Heartbreak,” “heart-

break can be caused by many different circumstances and that’s what makes this emotion 

easily recognized by nearly every person on the planet” (Cox). Furthermore, the author 

argues “someone who is dealing with heartbreak follows patterns similar to those of the 

stages of death,” those which include: “1. shock and denial 2. pain and guilt 3. anger and 

bargaining 4. depression, reflection, and loneliness 5. acceptance and an upward 

turn” (Cox). The universal familiarity with the theme of heartbreak makes it more acces-

sible for an audience, when compared with madness. Given that the audience has most 

probably experienced some sort of heartache, they can relate with the emotion within our 

protagonist’s soul. 
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II.    The Actor’s Perspective 

William Shakespeare, the “Bard of Avon” is arguably the greatest storyteller the 

world has ever seen (Dobson 185). Raised in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, he was 

known as an exceptional poet, an actor, a playwright, and “the world's pre-eminent 

dramatist” (Wells and Orlin 399). The exact date Hamlet was written is unknown, histori-

ans estimate somewhere between 1599 and 1601, with the first performance being per-

formed “probably in 1600 or 1601, by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men” (Bevington 1). No-

tably Shakespeare’s longest play, it is considered to be one of the most powerful and in-

fluential works of world literature - according to MJ Franklin, “the greatest play ever 

written” (“Three Cheers for Hamlet” Mashable). The story has proven to be capable of 

‘seemingly endless retelling and adaptation by others” (Thompson and Taylor 74). 

From an actor perspective, the character of Hamlet is quite possibly the most chal-

lenging, yet complete role in all of theater, and the opportunity to perform and breathe 

life into the character may be deemed the pinnacle of one’s professional acting career. 

What is it about the character of Hamlet that makes it the Mount Everest of theatre? The 

audience resonates with Hamlet’s heartbreak, his struggle, and his mission to expose the 

truth amongst the continuous family drama that surrounds him. 

To set the stage, Hamlet a philosophy student returns home from Wittenberg Uni-

versity for his father, King Hamlet’s funeral. His mother Gertrude, hastily enters into an 

incestuous marriage with his uncle Claudius, who murdered his brother, King Hamlet, as 

he slept in his orchard one afternoon. Hamlet haunted by the Ghost of his Father, one 

night encounters the apparition who reveals that he was murdered in cold blood with poi-
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son in the ear, and instructed Hamlet if he truly loves his father, he would embark on the 

mission to avenge his father’s death. Hamlet, who is the rightful heir to the throne, thus 

plots a way to expose the murderous deeds of his uncle by means of putting on a play 

with the Players called the “Mouse Trap.” To Shakespeare, tragedy “is the genre of un-

compensated suffering” and Hamlet is the perfect example (Dutton and Howard 2). 

Ophelia, the love of his life, dies. Her brother Laertes, who seeks his own vengeance, 

tricks and kills Hamlet in a duel with a poisoned foil given that Hamlet mistakenly killed 

their father Polonius in the Closet Scene. Gertrude who may be defined as a deceiver, 

marries his villainous uncle, and his treachery eventually kills her as well, given she 

drinks from the poisoned goblet of wine that was originally intended as additional assur-

ance to kill Prince Hamlet. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet’s colleagues from 

school betray him, as they are sent out to kill him in secret, and attempt to play him for a 

fool. Given all these plot twists and highlights of Hamlet’s family drama, one can plainly 

see that there is great heartbreak and suffering built into the play. Not only does Hamlet 

have to endure multiple deaths within the play, but he must also deal with great treachery, 

uncertainty, and his own thirst for vengeance.     

The role of Hamlet is a formidable undertaking, given it is the longest role in the 

canon, and from the textual perspective. In addition, there is the added task for the actor 

to identify the emotional core of the character. Is heartbreak a viable theme, or does he 

truly go insane? If the later, when does he finally become mad and what are the signals 

thereof? And most importantly, what causes his madness? On the contrary, perhaps Ham-

let at the core of his being is a heartbroken Prince who must face his fears, stand before 

everyone who believes him to be insane and find redemption by proving that his father 
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was murdered in cold blood. Interestingly enough, as time has shown, there is no particu-

lar right or wrong way to perform the role; it is up to interpretation by the artist. Hamlet 

has been interpreted and reimagined in countless ways, by men and women alike, from 

young to old, and from all walks of life, creed, culture, and beliefs. The play transcends 

time, age, gender, socio-political ideologies, and modes of entertainment. For over the 

past 400 years, the play has been produced for theatre, television, feature film, and digital 

media; from classrooms to professional stages alike. Kenneth Branagh, Sarah Bernhardt, 

Maxine Peake, Henry Irving, John Gielgud, David Tennant, Paapa Essiedu, Mel Gibson, 

Simon Russell Beale, and Benedict Cumberbatch are just a few of a long list of thespians 

who have been honored to perform the role of Hamlet. A brief history of performances 

proves that the role is as versatile as the actors who were challenged by it. As examples: 

Thomas Betterton performed as Hamlet on “the London stage from 1661 until 1709, 

when he was seventy-four" years old (Bevington 4). Noted political adaptations of Ham-

let have been staged in the Middle East, re-contextualized performances have been pro-

duced in Eastern-Central Europe, and even neurologist Sigmund Freud had an opinion on 

Hamlet’s makeup, constructing him “an Everyman who is driven by common uncon-

scious desires” (Wells and Orlin 364). Most recently, the hit television program Sons of 

Anarchy was revealed to be inspired by Hamlet, even directly quoting Hamlet’s letter to 

Ophelia in its final episode. 

Scholarship reaffirms the concept that there is no single correct approach to the 

role of Hamlet. Rather, it reveals that the beauty of the role rests in the fact that it is open 

to multiple artistic interpretations. A.C. Bradley’s point of view is that “Hamlet is morally 

superior, but he is also betrayed from within by his own psychological 
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temperament” (Wells and Orlin 365). Charles Lamb who authored “On the Tragedies of 

Shakespeare” in 1811, also classifies Hamlet as a morally superior character having writ-

ten, “that nine parts in ten of what Hamlet does, are transactions between himself and his 

moral sense” (Wells and Orlin 364). Others disagree with the assessment and claim Ham-

let to be a romantic who is slow to react, “a poet-philosopher and a sensitive soul, who is 

incapable of action” (Wells and Orlin 364). While others argue, given the timeframe of 

the Elizabethan era, that Hamlet is “a ’melancholic’ - that is, ‘inclined to nervous instabil-

ity, to rapid and perhaps extreme changes of feelings or mood’ that possessed him, 

whether it were joyous or depressed” (Wells and Orlin 365). There is a vast array of 

dogmatic approaches, there is also the weak and/or hesitant Hamlet, according to William 

Hazlitt, “the character of Hamlet stands quite by itself, it is not a character marked by 

strength of will or even of passion, but by refinement of thought and sentiment” (Wells 

and Orlin 365). On the other hand, some scholars seem to approach the character from an 

idiosyncratic manner, in contrast to others who try to decipher the psychology behind the 

character. Ernest Jones elaborated upon Freud’s assessment stating that, “Hamlet could 

not bring himself to murder Claudius because the uncle had accomplished two deeds… 

killing Hamlet’s father and possessing sexually his mother - that were desired by the in-

fant Hamlet himself” (Wells and Orlin 364). In other words, Claudius is Hamlet’s carbon 

copy, and “incorporates the deepest and most buried part of his own personality, so that 

he cannot kill him without also killing himself” (Wells and Orlin 364-65). 

While scholars maintain their own unique perspectives deciphering Hamlet as a 

character, so do actors who are entrusted with bringing him to life. In Hamlet: A History 
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of Performance, David Bevington argues “romantic authors like William Hazlitt, intent 

upon portraying Hamlet as a melancholy and sensitive poet incapable of forthright action, 

considered Hamlet a play ill suited for performance” (4). Furthermore, Bevington points 

out that despite Hazlitt having admiration for Shakespearean actors John Kemble and 

Edmund Kean, they were “largely incapable of portraying Hamlet as a man ‘wrapped up 

in his own reflections’ who only ‘thinks aloud.’ He should be acted with ‘a pensive air of 

sadness’… ‘full of weakness and melancholy’” (4). In the 1948 film version, Olivier 

imagined Hamlet as “the tragedy of a man who could no make up his mind,” then came 

Richard Burton and he rejected the whole pensive interpretation of Hamlet, in favor of a 

masculine “rough around the edges” type character (Bevington 6).  

To illustrate the notion that there is no particular right or wrong way to portray 

Hamlet, below please find a list produced by Michael Billington in an article entitled 

“The Role to Die for,” which was published in The Guardian: 

1. Michael Redgrave (1958) The best all-round Hamlet of the last half-century,       

     played with passion, intellect, violence and stoic resignation 

2. Innokenty Smoktunovsky (1964) Brooding, smouldering and exuding a         

     Nureyev-like charisma 

3. David Warner (1965) Frail, bedecked with a long scarf and acquired pop-star            

     status as an epitome of 1960s youth 

4. Derek Jacobi (1979) Defeated the elements at Kronborg Castle 

5. Michael Pennington (1980) Dissected the text with postgraduate vigour 

6. Jonathan Pryce (1980) Produced the Ghost's voice from his innards 
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7. Stephen Dillane (1994) A sardonic, hawk-eyed joker who stripped to the buff 

8. Kenneth Branagh (1996) Full of humour and buoyant athleticism 

9. Angela Winkler (2000) The latest in a long line of female Hamlets, played            

     with tenderness 

10. Simon Russell Beale (2000) A perfect Hamlet for the age of irony,            

       expressing disgust at the surrounding corruption. 

For our purposes, six film adaptations of Hamlet have been selected for analysis, starring 

the following actors: Kenneth Branagh, David Tennant, Laurence Olivier, Derek Jacobi, 

Ethan Hawke, and Mel Gibson. The theme of heartbreak will be analyzed in each actor’s 

performance, to identify if it is a main motivator in their particular rendition; if not, what 

is the main driver behind each actors’ performance? 

The British Broadcasting Corporation’s version of Hamlet starring Derek Jacobi 

is an almost unabridged filmed stage production of the play. The film attempts to stay as 

true to the text as possible, and is extremely accurate in terms of scene order. What is ini-

tially striking about Derek Jacobi’s performance, is that he delivers Hamlet in an eerily 

high pitched tone of voice at times, yet displays a certain gentle quality or softness in his 

portrayal. The camera setups and movements are generally long and static. Jacobi is able 

to effortlessly transition from a soft and pensive Hamlet, to erupting into a more vile, 

vengeful, and villainous character. The directing style is simple, it employs a minimum of 

camera angles, uses slow zooms, concentrates on long takes, and uses mostly wide and 

medium framed shots. The dialogue is almost pristine in its fidelity to the First Folio and 

the focus is most certainly on capturing the actors’ performances, omitting any unneces-

sary movements, distractions, or set decorations. The lighting is dim which sets the 
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mood, and stage design and backdrop are simple and minimal. Re-establishing that the 

focus should be primarily on character, the scenery is given zero chance at distracting the 

audience’s attention. The score and sound design was carefully considered and well exe-

cuted; it adds the right amount of flavor and is not overbearing. 

Jacobi displays extraordinary agility with the language, from enunciation to pro-

nunciation, and is in complete command of the text, as if it is second nature to him. In an 

interview with The Guardian, Jacobi states “you can never really get a handle on him” 

when asked what is the essence of Hamlet. He also goes on to say in the video interview 

that anybody can be Hamlet… “it is a vast canvas, a huge journey, and any Hamlet I’ve 

ever seen including myself, can only get some of it right some of the time, you can’t get it 

all right I don’t think” (“Derek Jacobi” The Guardian). On the topic of his first time play-

ing Hamlet Jacobi states, “what I lacked in technique and finesse, I made up in volume 

and noise, and a lot of gestures, and I wasn’t a very contemplative Prince” (“Derek Jaco-

bi” The Guardian).  However, he mentioned that as he matured, he became calmer in the 

role and eventually got the opportunity to take the helm as a Director, directing Kenneth 

Branagh. In regards to Hamlet’s most famous soliloquy, “To be or not to be,” Jacobi 

states “it is not a soliloquy, it's a speech to Ophelia” and references that he proposed this 

when directing Branagh, but unfortunately this particular point-of-view was deemed “too 

controversial” for the television production (“Derek Jacobi” The Guardian). 

    In Act 1, Scene 5 of the film when Hamlet first encounters his father’s Ghost 

face to face, Jacobi is devastated to hear how his uncle murdered his father, he weeps un-

controllably. It’s a painful and horrifying experience, and Jacobi exudes this suffering and 

heartbreak in his performance, as he is overwhelmed by grief and the dreadful informa-
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tion he is receiving. Jacobi physically and emotionally shows the audience the amount of 

heartache Hamlet is experiencing by falling into the fetal position, as he sobs listening to 

the Ghost’s story detailing the murder. It’s a heart-rendering scene where Jacobi literally 

howls in agony. Besides deep heartache, Jacobi also shows the first signs of what may be 

called delusion, when the guards take an oath upon Hamlet’s sword and swear to never 

tell what they witnessed that night. Jacobi breaks out into laughter - uncalled for giggles 

at times; it is a way of relieving nerves and built-up pressure. So perhaps these are the 

first clues or stepping stones that will lead Hamlet to madness in this film rendition. On 

the other hand, uncalled for laughter at times may be a coping mechanism for dealing 

with a great deal of stress and duress as aforementioned. Hence, these outbursts may be a 

normal way to release tension, and not to be inferred as psychological symptoms related 

to mental health issues.  

Truth be told, Jacobi’s version of Hamlet is without a doubt portrayed as a man 

destined for madness, but also at times feigns insanity. For example, at the 59:30 mark of 

the film, Hamlet is seen reading a book, and Polonius begins to question him. At this 

point, Hamlet is clearly toying with Polonius. He acts outlandish, strange, and deranged 

on purpose, it is all an act to deceive or confuse Polonius as to his true nature. Jacobi’s 

Hamlet is multidimensional and dynamic, he also shows sensitivity and sympathy. For 

instance, being touched by a player’s tearful and lamenting performance, Hamlet is 

moved to the verge of tears as well. Hamlet is not only aware of his own heartbreak, but 

able to relate with the player’s heartache. 

Aspects of this sensitive and empathetic Hamlet also carries over into the “To be, 

or not to be” soliloquy. As Hamlet enters the scene, he is seen clutching his side. Dis-
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traught, he permeates dissatisfaction and an aura of disdain hovers about him. The wide 

angle frame gradually shifts to a medium shot, and he is seen grabbing at his torso with 

hints of discomfort. Disheveled, he is itching and scratching at his side, his face is con-

torted. When he utters the line “To die, to sleep” a discovery or realization is visible in his 

demeanor; this new thought is a relief from his discomfort. At this point, Hamlet proceeds 

to cross the stage, and Ophelia appears in the background with her back to the audience 

in a corridor. At first Hamlet does not notice her, being wrapped up in his thoughts. A 

clear sense of discovery is apparent in Jacobi’s delivery of the line “For in that sleep of 

death,” as if a solution to mankind’s condition was right under his nose the whole time, 

and he finally pinpointed it. Jacobi begins to scratch at his side, and continues with the 

theme of itchiness for the remainder of the soliloquy. Approximately half way through the 

soliloquy he decides to sit down in a chair, and he proceeds to rub and scratch at the adja-

cent chair positioned next to him with his thumbnail. This itching eventually leads him to 

clutch his dagger from inside his jacket pocket, and propels him to point it toward his 

own neck. Hamlet becomes more self-assured and confident as the speech progresses; 

Jacobi’s tone of voice strengthens, and a sense of confidence resonates about him. 

Staying true to the text, the film continues from the soliloquy into the commonly 

referred to “Nunnery Scene.” Here Jacobi is startled to find Ophelia in the courtyard. His 

face naturally brightens up, and this free-spirited moment can be easily felt by the audi-

ence. The scene suddenly takes a sharp turn, when Hamlet notices that Ophelia is only 

pretending to be reading; since her book is upside down. The quick witted Hamlet reacts 

to this oddity, and it is visible that he determines that perhaps their encounter has been 

staged. Hamlet’s demeanor changes instantly, and his tone of voice speaks to his knowl-
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edge that she is being untruthful. He proceeds to mock her, and is thrown into a state of 

anger the more he realizes all the pieces at play; that someone is eavesdropping on their 

conversation. He frantically starts searching around, hoping to find the rat, opening doors 

and suspiciously pacing about. When asked about her father, and Ophelia states that he is 

“at home my Lord,” Hamlet’s suspicion is vindicated. Unable to control his rage, Hamlet 

grabs Ophelia by the face, his voice softens, his tone changes to a higher pitch, and he 

begins to weep. She betrayed his trust and shattered his heart to pieces - this is his realiza-

tion in that moment. Fighting to hold back his tears, Jacobi shifts from a whimper and 

explodes to deep-seated anger. With the line “it hath made me mad,” it becomes apparent 

by Jacobi’s performance, that perhaps Polonius was correct in his assessment; that love is 

truly the “defect” to Hamlet’s madness (Ham. 3.1.151). Or perhaps in this particular in-

stance, a broken heart or heartbreak might be the culprit that initiates his march toward 

madness.    

Claudius does state that “madness in great ones, must not unwatched go” (Ham. 

3.2.194). This statement frames Hamlet as a man destined for madness. Given what tran-

spired in the Nunnery Scene, perhaps there is truth in Polonius’s theory that love made 

Hamlet mad, or at least as far as the King is concerned. The objection is, if Hamlet was 

truly a madman, wouldn’t his actions speak for themselves; he would have killed 

Claudius as he stood and prayed without any thought or hesitation. Yet when Hamlet was 

presented with the opportunity to slay the King, he exhibited rational thinking, instead of 

symptoms indicative of lunacy. Hamlet was able to control his animalistic desire to kill, 

in retaliation for his father’s murder. He was cerebral in his approach, he opted out for a 

more opportune occasion, one in which Claudius would be guaranteed hell. Since his un-
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cle was in prayer, asking for forgiveness, Hamlet decided not to risk any chance of mis-

takenly sending him to Heaven: 

 HAMLET. Up, sword, and know thou a more horrid hent: 

 When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage, 

 Or in th’incestuous pleasure of his bed, 

 At gaming, swearing, or about some act 

 That has no relish of salvation in’t, 

 Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven, 

 And that his soul may be as damned and black 

 As hell, whereto it goes. My mother stays. (Ham. 3.3.91-98) 

This is an important observation as to Hamlet’s character. This particular scene exposes 

Hamlet’s morals, and suggests that he is not a madman, a lunatic without rhyme or rea-

son, and that there is more to him than meets the eye. 

As the film approaches the 2:06:00 mark, a physically angry and disgusted Ham-

let confronts his mother in her bedroom chamber. Hamlet at this juncture can no longer 

hold back his words, and ends up disobeying his father’s wishes. It appears that Hamlet’s 

mind becomes tainted, and instead of leaving his mother up to heaven he persecutes her 

to the point of madness. Jacobi’s performance is resounding, Hamlet wants his mother to 

feel the pain she has caused him, and to regret the wicked deeds she was presumably an 

accomplice to. This scene is a pivotal moment, for two specific reasons: the Ghost re-

emerges and Hamlet not only sees it, but honors its request to “step between her and her 

fighting soul” (Ham. 3.4.116). Like in almost all adaptations of the play, Gertrude sees 

absolutely nothing and claims that the apparition is the very coinage of her son’s brain. 
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In Jacobi’s performance, there are visible elements of Hamlet experiencing a men-

tal breakdown with this second visitation by his father’s Ghost. He suddenly shifts gears 

and becomes nurturing and caring toward his mother. Gertrude obviously does not see the 

Ghost, and takes her son to be mad, she is shocked by his deteriorating mental health. Ja-

cobi brings a certain fragility and insecurity to this role; his Hamlet is not afraid to dwell 

in moments of deep heartache at times. 

Ethan Hawke’s version of Hamlet, directed by Michael Almereyda, is set in met-

ropolitan New York City in the year 2000. Hamlet a film student from Wittenberg Uni-

versity is entrenched in his passion for experimental film. This particular film adaptation 

ventures away from the original script in terms of scene order, as well as veering off from 

the original text. Mix matched visuals which are interlaced with fragments of text, gives 

this film a creative experimental vibe. In an interview with The Guardian, Hawke states 

“a lot of American actors when they do Shakespeare put on a phoney English accent and 

it drives me crazy. The common takes on Hamlet - that he's indecisive and self-involved - 

make more sense with a young man playing the part. I think he's really not indecisive at 

all. He just happens to be a very... ah... moral person who doesn't take the idea of killing 

somebody lightly. I think there is a much stronger case to be made that he should never 

have killed Claudius and it's the story of a person losing their morality and getting lost in 

the power his father holds over him” (Brockes).   

Hawke portrays a soft spoken, melancholy, and an almost introverted version of 

Hamlet. Portrayed as a young man coming of age, there is a certain immaturity about the 

character. Hamlet is endowed with a special kind of recklessness, he transitions from a 

loner type to an armed and dangerous man on a mission to avenge his father’s death.  
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The film mirrors the experimental filmmaking ambitions of the young Hamlet, but 

as Elvis Mitchell points out in his film review “oddly enough, the title character is a little 

lacking in complication” (The New York Times). The mirroring of the self is also apparent 

in the soliloquies, one example is “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” from Act 1 

Scene 2; it is presented as Hamlet’s inner dialogue by use of a voice-over. The film is a 

perfect example that illustrates how freely the play can be adapted to suit any particular 

artistic vision. Denmark is no longer a Kingdom, but the Denmark Corporation; lim-

ousines, surveillance cameras, and Elsinore Castle is substituted for a luxurious high-rise 

penthouse apartment. Special effects are used to create the poltergeist, and the Ghost of 

King Hamlet has the ability to transform itself into human form. The Ghost grabs Hamlet 

by the face and proceeds to hold on to his son’s head, as he demonstrates how he was 

murdered. This cinematic interpretation gives the Ghost the additional sense of touch, 

which is vastly different from other stagings where he comes to life strictly in auditory 

and visual forms. By giving the Ghost a more human touch, the director was able to 

achieve a more dramatic interaction between father and son in the scene. Additionally, the 

Ghost reaches out and hugs Hamlet goodbye before it transforms back into a poltergeist 

and disappears. Another great example of creative liberty at work; once again reaffirming 

the fact that there is no particular correct or incorrect way to play the lead role or stage 

Hamlet. 

In the particular scene described above, Hamlet listens attentively, teary eyed, and 

with a lump in his throat to the Ghost’s confession. Traditionally in other readings, Ham-

let never gets a chance to say goodbye to his father, or experience a loving moment with 

his father, something he truly desires. This film adaptation satisfies a piece of that re-
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quest, and in a modern way. However, whatever points are gained by adding this human 

interaction of the Ghost in the film, are lost due to Hamlet’s severely limited dialogue, 

which is trimmed to a bare minimum. More creative liberty was taken at the 31:00 mark 

of the film, where a video clip of what appears to be a Buddhist Monk seems to explain 

what it means “to be.” His answer to the question may be summed up by the following — 

one must be completed by mother, father and your surroundings.   

The “To be or not to be” soliloquy is presented in a completely novel and con-

temporary way. Hamlet in a black and white video clip that is on repeat, that is consis-

tently interrupted by static delay and electromagnetic noise, is shown pointing a gun at 

his head, while the phrase “To be or not to be” is looped over and over again. By direct-

ing the scene in this particular fashion, the message of “To be or not to be” is deduced to 

having only one possible answer, and that is that Hamlet is contemplating suicide. In real-

ity, there are multiple alternative narratives that may be derived from the soliloquy, but 

the way the scene was filmed, the audio/visual experience thereof, leads the audience to 

believe only one possible conclusion. This soliloquy’s effectiveness and mystique partial-

ly rests in its ambiguity. Despite its strong textual connotations and imagery that allude to 

the concepts of death and suicide, it stands the test of time even today given the liberty or 

leeway to derive other possible interpretations. An alternative view, would be to look at 

the soliloquy as a personal pep talk, that analyzes the challenges one must endure to 

achieve one’s personal goals. It is the contemplation of a long and arduous struggle to 

achieve your dreams in life in comparison to not taking up the challenge, given obstacles 

and obstruction, and the reality that eventually all roads lead to death anyway despite all 

efforts. Why would someone bear the “whips and scorns” when you can simply take the 
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easy path? The point is that there are many philosophical lessons at play, however this 

film adaptation restricts interpretation to only illustrate one simple thing, and that is Ham-

let’s suicidal thoughts.  

To further display the fact that multiple variations are not only possible, but nor-

mal where producing Hamlet, let us further examine the soliloquy when it picks back up 

at the 40:20 mark in the film. Being brought back into focus, “To be or not to be” picks 

up where the VHS video loop left off. Set in a Blockbuster video rental store, Hamlet 

nonchalantly paces down the Action Movie aisle, while a voice-over expresses his inner-

most thoughts. Hamlet then distracted, stops to view an explosion within a film that is 

screening on an overhead tv display, and at this point he begins to vocalize his inner dia-

logue. His thoughts come out into the open, as he continues to casually stroll past stacks 

of action films. The way Hawke delivers the soliloquy, gives the impression that Hamlet 

formulated his thoughts beforehand, and only now is sharing his findings with the outer 

world. Watching the soliloquy once more, the impression becomes that he is reaffirming 

his beliefs, and finally has the courage to verbalize his own theory on mankind. This is a 

big contrast in comparison to the other five actors, who all approached the soliloquy as an 

instant realization in their performances, and linked it to a feeling of sorrow and 

heartache. The sentence “what is this all for?” sums it all up for Hawke. Cleary, this 

Hamlet is a depressive, bed-ridden, young man who torments in silence, living in an age 

of 32 bit graphics. Well-suited for his persona, “The Mouse Trap” is screened at a pre-

miere in front of his parents as an independent film, which is a unique twist to the play.  

In the Nunnery Scene, Hamlet is best described as appearing distant and sub-

servient. The way the shot is framed, and how Hamlet is positioned in the room, and next 
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to Ophelia, illustrates the stature of inferiority. Hamlet enters camera right and places a 

beer on the table next to Ophelia, while she starts unpacking a box of love letters. As she 

stacks the letters up, Hamlet is shown sitting on a window sill drinking a beer. Once she 

finishes unpacking a ribboned box, she places a small yellow rubber ducky upon the pile 

of letters she made. She then pushes these tokens of love away, down the table, as to re-

ject Hamlet’s confessions of love. Hamlet, dressed in all black, perched on a window sill 

is positioned in the left corner of the frame, and looks over to Ophelia, who is dressed in 

red. The significance of color is important and intentional: red is associated with blood, 

passion, and danger. It symbolizes the heart and love. Black is a color associated with au-

thority, death, the unknown and power. It also serves as a shield and deflects emotion. 

Hawke practically whispers his lines, and oddly enough the line “you should have not 

believed me” is intentionally disrupted by a random clip of an airliner buzzing the sky 

above. As Hamlet moves from the window and sits in a chair next to Ophelia, he is visi-

bly positioned lower in stature than her, to possibly represent weakness. He delivers his 

lines in a hunched over position; this body posture represents inferiority, uncertainty and 

a general lack of confidence. Hamlet is physically depicted in a depressive state.  

Cut to, Hamlet moves to kiss Ophelia softly. She returns his kiss more passionate-

ly, and as they embrace he realizes that she is mic’d up. He realizing that her wire has 

been transmitting their conversation over to her father, yells into the mic “let the doors be 

shut upon him, that he may play the fool no where but in's own house” (Almereyda Ham-

let). In a fit of rage he gets up from his chair and punches the box Ophelia unpacked. 

Shaken and crying, she proceeds to pack up the letters, collects all her belongings, and 

the scene then cuts to her riding her bicycle down a busy city street in dismay. Now in her 
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apartment, she is shown burning a Polaroid photo of Hamlet in her bedroom, and a voice 

message on her answering machine plays Hamlet’s continued dialogue. Cut to, and she 

receives a second voice message, this time Hamlet is more enraged, irate and yelling at 

her “I say we shall have no more marriage” (Almereyda Hamlet). 

Hamlet’s aura of a misguided and distant youth continues into the Closet Scene 

where he finally confronts his mother. He enters the bedroom enraged and shoots Polo-

nius dead with a handgun. The Ghost appears, this time dressed in a business suit sport-

ing a red tie. He proceeds to sit down in an armchair and advises Hamlet to console his 

mother. Hamlet heeds the Ghost’s advice, and tries to calm his mother. Gertrude shaken, 

and distraught at this point, considers Hamlet completely mentally unstable. The director 

takes the liberty to cut certain sections of the original text, he also intermixes specific se-

quences into the scene. For example: Hamlet is seen dragging Polonius’ bloody body past 

a corridor and into what appears to be a janitor’s closet, here he calls his mother from a 

pay phone to tell her that he is only “mad in craft.”  

The film presents scenes in new and innovative ways, completely veering off 

from the traditional perspectives. It primarily focuses on central key events within the 

storyline, while taking the liberty to completely cut pivotal scenes such as, The 

Gravedigger Scene. The complexity and the depth of the characters take a backseat to the 

action in this film. The dialogue, where Shakespeare’s true beauty shines becomes ob-

scured and less potent in this film adaptation. Clearly this Hamlet was produced for the 

“modern day era,” where firearms are favored over daggers or foils, and Hamlet the 

Prince is substituted with a stereo-typical Generation X’er. The experimental nature of the 
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film mirrors Hamlet’s student film persona, and it may be argued that he quietly redirects 

his heartache and pain from all his family’s drama into his passion which is filmmaking.         

  In the 1948 film adaption of Hamlet starring Sir Laurence Olivier, he provides 

his opinion about the character in the opening credits, “this is a tragedy of a man who 

could not make up his mind” (Olivier Hamlet). Dating back to his stage performances of 

Hamlet at The Old Vic in London in 1936, Olivier is said to have “consulted at length 

with the psychoanalyst Ernest Jones, and that palpably left his mark on Olivier’s 1948 

film” (Brantley). The New York Times interviewed Olivier when he was in his mid-70s, 

and his comment about Hamlet was “once you have played it, it will devour you and ob-

sess you for the rest of your life. It has me. I think each day about it. I’ll never play him 

again, of course, but by God, I wish I could” (Brantley). 

Hamlet first appears in the film seated at a table, he’s upfront and surrounded by 

the King’s royal court. Olivier portrays Hamlet with an edge of indifference, he’s impar-

tial to others’ advice, and delivers his dialogue with an unhinged demeanor, a good ex-

ample of this is the line: “Seems,” madam? Nay, it is. I know not “seems” (Olivier Ham-

let). Olivier’s Hamlet is steadfast with a strong point-of-view and is unfazed by the opin-

ions of others. Olivier is a brave, stone-faced Hamlet, who is deep in self-realization and 

thought. He delivers the “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy emphasiz-

ing Hamlet’s intellect, his problem-solving capabilities, and his eagerness to find resolu-

tion. In the film, the speech starts out as a voice-over to represent Hamlet’s inner 

thoughts, then it transitions to him having a conversation with himself out-loud. This 

back and forth transition between voice-overs and vocal outbursts is not a contrived cin-

ematic technique, but rather a realistic approach, because we all at one point or another 
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find ourselves doing this exact same thing — it is human nature. The beauty of film is in 

its attempt to recreate real-life. For instance, we all have been caught red handed at one 

point talking to ourselves, trying to figure our problems; this scene mimics such real-life 

scenarios and mannerisms rendering the soliloquy effective. 

Olivier’s Hamlet is tenacious, and tremendously credible. As an actor he is able to 

instill an honesty in the character of Hamlet that it deserves. He interacts with each char-

acter in a unique way and shifts attitude depending on who he is interacting with. For ex-

ample: when he first encounters Horatio, he shifts from self-contemplation, to being gen-

uinely surprised, and welcoming to his long-lost friend. When encountering the Ghost in 

Act 1, Scene 5, Olivier’s Hamlet is fearless at first, but then upon approaching it he starts 

to tremble with fear. Only after realizing that no danger is imminent, is he able to collect 

his composure in order to pursue it. The Hamlet that started out with cold chills and 

sweating profusely at “Alas, poor ghost” transforms into a bewildered and receptive man 

patiently hearing out the Ghost, and yet again transitions into a mad and vengeful son af-

ter hearing the details of his father’s murder. Olivier’s performance showcases multiple 

paradigm shifts in Hamlet as a character: from heartbreak to strength, from fearfulness to 

courage, and contemplation to resolution.   

Hamlet is completely aware that he is being setup by Polonius and the King. He is 

astute and notices them plotting from a pathway high above the Castle’s courtyard. In the 

Nunnery Scene (Act 3, Scene 1) when Hamlet speaks “soft you now, the fair Ophelia,” he 

carefully proceeds to inspect his surroundings, for he suspects someone will be overhear-

ing their conversation. Hamlet starts off as being suspicious, then becomes confrontation-

al with Ophelia when he asks her if she is honest. The intention of his questions is to find 
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out if she is truthful, and he wants her to reassure him that they are alone. He is too 

clever, and looks at her with suspicion, and then adds a layer of disappointment stating “I 

did love you once” (Olivier Hamlet). In this rendition Hamlet turns the tables on Ophelia. 

For a moment he is able to keep his cool, and continues in a calm manner. But then ques-

tioning as to where her father is, Hamlet lets loose and unleashes his anger, frustration 

and remorse upon Ophelia. He rejects her attempt to embrace him, and his words strike 

her to the core. She is left weeping, heartbroken and collapsed on the floor.  

David Parkinson writes, “Olivier also keeps the camera moving during the famous 

scenes and speeches and ingeniously interiorizes the `To be or not to be' soliloquoy to 

reinforce the impression of a man bottling up emotions he's powerless to resolve” (“Ham-

let Review” Empire Online). To set the stage for the soliloquy, the camera steadily moves 

up a spiral staircase, upwards toward the top of the Castle’s Turret. An orchestration of 

frantic strings plays in the background, and an orchestral hit is timed to reveal the sky and 

the ocean waves storming down on the rocks below. As the camera pans past the back of 

Hamlet’s head, it exposes the raging waters below, then it blurs into darkness. This is fol-

lowed by a blurry frame that shows the raging ocean waves crashing on jagged rocks be-

low the castle. Cut to a closeup of Hamlet’s eyes and forehead, this dissolves into the 

crashing waves below, and vice versa. This visual presentation perchance underscores 

Hamlet’s inner turmoil and the idea of jumping to one’s death. As the question “To be or 

not to be” is asked, Hamlet is finally revealed to the audience, it is a medium shot and he 

is perched upon a rock formation on top of the castle’s turret, high above the raging wa-

ters.  
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As Hamlet pulls out his dagger, the camera slowly zooms in, and a voice-over is 

used to represent his inner most thoughts. The camera continues to zoom in, to a tighter 

frame which is a close-up shot of sweat permeating from his forehead. Hamlet bursts out, 

“perchance to dream,” his inner thoughts become vocalized. At this moment an orchestral 

hit is used for impact, to express an awakening from his pensive thought. Hamlet still 

clutching his dagger, accidentally drops his dagger down the side of the castle’s walls 

onto the rocky coastline of the ocean below. The scene ends as he stands up and walks off 

into the misty fog, and slowly descends down the same spiral staircase he was introduced 

climbing in the beginning of the scene. 

Thus far into the film, Hamlet shows no visible symptoms of madness, rather he 

maintains the persona of an intellectual who is poised, and is capable of finding a solu-

tion; and that is to prove that his uncle killed his father. At this juncture, all he has to go 

by is his gut instinct and the words of wisdom bestowed to him by the Ghost of his father, 

since he has no physical proof of the murder. Hamlet does seem to develop into a more 

confident and assured man as the plot thickens. He becomes more courageous, his brava-

do grows, and this can be attributed to the fact that his plan to stage “The Mouse Trap” 

eventually worked in catching his uncle King redhanded given his damned reaction. De-

ciphering Hamlet’s mental health is not an easy task, he does on occasion speak in riddles 

and absurdities, certainly when dealing with Polonius; but this is all an act and in no way 

should be mistaken for insanity. Rather, it illustrates his humor and wit, and the willing-

ness to act upon the madness others project upon him.  

Olivier gives his character free-reign. Hamlet is allowed to express the full spec-

trum of his feelings, and a great example of this is in the Closet Scene where he chides 
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Gertrude. There is no remorse or hesitation in his delivery, since the Ghost’s prophecy of 

murder has been proven true. The inner dialogue and all of his frustrations can finally be 

discharged; with a sharp tongue he targets and rightfully confronts his mother for all her 

wicked deeds. This is a traumatic event, and such events have been proven to alter the 

form of the brain, in certain cases even cause or induce insanity. Olivier’s performance is 

compelling, his Hamlet does not completely lose his mind. Even while in the midst of 

what appears to be a mental breakdown in his mother’s closet, where he is ravaging her 

with his words like daggers, he still has the fortitude to calm down, shift gears and starts 

comforting her. 

A traditional reading of the Closet Scene has Hamlet experiencing full-scale mad-

ness. It may be argued that the subtle clues about his deteriorating mental health that were 

dropped throughout the play finally add up, and now we have reached the pinnacle of his 

insanity. The general consensus points toward the fact that Hamlet expresses uncontrol-

lable rage toward his mother, and that the Ghost which only he sees is most likely a hal-

lucination. But that is only one interpretation, perhaps the scene may be performed in a 

completely different manner. Here is a perspective that is rarely ever considered objec-

tively, but may work and prove Hamlet as only expressing rage instead of madness. Prior 

to Hamlet seeing his father’s Ghost in the bedroom, he is verbally attacking his mother 

and inflicting great pain and trauma with his words. Gertrude speaks, “O Hamlet, speak 

no more: Thou turn’st mine eyes into my very soul, And there I see such black and 

grained spots, As will not leave their tinct” (Ham. 3.4.88-91). Perhaps, Gertrude under 

such shock and duress, given that she was not only blindsided by Hamlet’s knowledge of 

the murder, but also by his unrelenting verbal attack, quite possibly is unable to see clear-
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ly, or the visible Ghost. She is so focused inward on the darkness of her soul, she lacks 

clarity. Compounded by the sheer amount of heartbreak she experiences, she is rendered 

blind momentarily. It may be also argued that she was never honestly able to see clearly 

from the start. Hamlet asks Gertrude “have you eyes?” presenting her with two photos: 

one of King Hamlet and the other of King Claudius. Both brothers, but one was noble, 

strong, good looking; while the other is a diseased, hideous coward. Hamlet exposes the 

fact that her judgement was always impaired, and that she never saw clearly, “That thus 

hath cozened you at hoodman-blind?” (Ham. 3.4.80). A more sinister reading, but a less 

likely approach to the scene would infer that Gertrude actually does see the Ghost, but at 

all costs refuses to give Hamlet credit. She needs an alibi, and his “madness” is required 

for her to be pardoned. A madman is unfit to stand trial, and it is definite that the guards 

will take Hamlet’s sworn secret to their graves, hence Gertrude is the more believable, if 

others refuse to speak of the Ghost.    

The Franco Zeffirelli feature film adaption of Hamlet starring Mel Gibson, is “a 

brusque but engaging spectacle, the movie features a streamlined script, plenty of action, 

and an excellent supporting cast. Mel Gibson plays the deranged prince with vigor and 

gives the well-known tragedy teen appeal. This version strips down the engaging story so 

kids will understand it easily” as movie critic Randy White explains (“Hamlet (1991)” 

Common Sense Media). One would agree that the cinematography is superb, the locations 

and backdrops are exactly what you would expect from a big budget Hollywood produc-

tion, but Gibson’s portrayal of Hamlet received mixed reviews. Well-known movie critic 

Roger Ebert called Mel Gibson’s portrayal of Prince Hamlet “a strong, intelligent per-

formance filled with life” and awarded the film three-and-a-half out of four stars (“Ham-
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let (1990)” Chicago Sun-Times). Peter Travers from Rolling Stone magazine however was 

n’t so kind, and gave the film a negative review calling Gibson's performance "an earnest 

but pedestrian reading” (“Hamlet” Rolling Stone).  

The film’s opening sequence is an elaborate sweeping shot hovering over armor-

clad soldiers on foot and on horses standing guard in front of Elsinore Castle. The orches-

tral score matches the somber mood of the King’s funeral, in that it evokes mourning and 

uneasiness in the Kingdom. Cut to a weeping Gertrude hovering over the late King Ham-

let’s tomb, further revealing Claudius dressed in royal garb and sporting the King’s 

crown. This burial scene then proceeds to focus on a hooded figure, who is clutching a 

handful of dirt, siphoning the dirt through his fingers upon the dead King. The camera 

then tracks the mysterious hand, as it moves up the dead King’s body to touch the de-

ceased’s chest. This hooded figure cloaked in all black attire is finally revealed to be 

Prince Hamlet.  

Mel Gibson as Hamlet is an aesthetically pleasing choice, who is definitely capa-

ble of showing us what a grieving son looks like. He is indifferent toward his uncle, who 

he does not trust. His fixed glares at King Claudius and his Queen Gertrude are inquisi-

tive, yet remorseful. A slight sliver of suspicion can be sensed in the air, and Hamlet 

seems to be questioning the authenticity of the chaos that surrounds his return to Den-

mark. In an interview with John Tibbetts of The Christian Science Monitor, Gibson is 

asked if he saw any of the classic Hamlets portrayed by his predecessors, and his re-

sponse was “I don't think anyone can give you Hamlet. You're on your own. It's a very 

personal thing. No matter who you are, you can identify with some aspect of that charac-

ter. Shakespeare has put the whole of the human condition into one person. And that's 
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why it's so intriguing - why it has had such longevity. And always will” (“Mel Gibson 

Takes on Hamlet”). In the same interview he  also admits “it's the language of Shake-

speare that's the real difficulty for everybody, I mean, the words were a barrier to me. You 

learn it by first understanding it yourself. But that doesn't necessarily mean you can make 

anybody else understand it. It's all in the inflection, the emotion, the sense of what they 

are saying. Then you can put your layers, or colors, on it” (Tibbetts). 

The “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy moves Gibson from a 

state of questioning the whole situation, to him being absolutely disgusted with the whole 

ordeal. There are three specific movements to take note of in his performance. At first 

there is noticeable grieving; he is mourning a death, heartbroken. His state transitions to a 

sudden passive sadness about him, a self-reflection. After much deliberation, he is con-

vinced of certain facts concerning his father’s death and mother’s marriage that spurs him 

to pick himself up and move forward with ambition and courage.  

Gibson’s Hamlet is startled to find out about his father’s Ghost from the guards, 

and states “my father’s spirit, all is not well. I doubt some foul play” (Zeffirelli Hamlet 

00:17:35). This statement deviates from the original text. Gibson channels a self realiza-

tion at this point, as if whatever Hamlet was feeling, whatever was bothering him and he 

couldn’t put his finger on, has finally come to the surface. Gibson’s Hamlet trusts in his 

instincts, and in this example they do not fail him. There is also the impression that Gib-

son’s particular take on the character of Hamlet embodies characteristics of a detective. A 

crime solver, or private investigator if you will, who is out to find who murdered his fa-

ther along with the murder weapon.  
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At the 22:50 mark of the film, when Hamlet finally comes face to face with the 

Ghost, he is flabbergasted, taken aback and left speechless. The startled Hamlet soon re-

alizes that the Ghost is truly the spirit of his father, and yells, “I’ll call thee Hamlet, 

King” (Zeffirelli Hamlet). In this particular film adaptation, and given how the scene was 

shot, it is perfectly clear that all the guards saw and believe the Ghost is real. It was also 

crystal clear that Hamlet was warned not to follow the Ghost because he may become 

mad if he does, as one guard utters “be careful, don’t follow the ghost, he might tempt 

you into the sea and draw you into madness” (Zeffirelli Hamlet 00:23:30).   

Gibson’s version of Hamlet is also blatantly more condescending toward Ophe-

lia’s father, Polonius. Hamlet’s lunacy is all an act, a way of mocking his aggressors. A 

good example is when Polonius questions Hamlet what is it that he reads, and his re-

sponse is sarcastic and hostile all at once with “words, words, words” (Zeffirelli Hamlet). 

Interestingly enough, Gertrude in this film adaptation unequivocally believes that Ham-

let’s madness is attributed to his love for Ophelia, stating “Ophelia, I do wish that your 

good beauties be the happy cause of Hamlet’s wildness” (Zeffirelli Hamlet). Hamlet is 

quick to realize that the stage is being set by Polonius and the King in the Nunnery Scene. 

Hamlet noticing the commotion below in the courtyard, withdraws behind a stone arch-

way and bears witness to the entire plot. As he descends down the spiral stairway toward 

Ophelia, he walks directly past her without saying a word. Ophelia, makes the first move 

and greets him, then proceeds to present him with ‘remembrances.” However Hamlet is 

quick to deny everything immediately. Hamlet once again is putting on an act here, play-

ing the part given since he knows that Polonius and Claudius are eavesdropping on their 

!31



conversation. Hamlet creates a big scene, confirms that she in fact made him the monster 

that he is today, and in effect reaffirms Polonius’s suspicion.  

In reverse chronological order, Hamlet instructs Ophelia to “get thee to a nunnery 

and then the “To be or not to be” soliloquy commences. The shot setup for this particular 

scene is well thought out, given the symbolism between darkness and light. To paint the 

picture, Hamlet slowly descends down a flight of stairs into a cavernous tomb, the wind 

howls and only footsteps are heard. Light is positioned on Hamlet’s backside, and dark-

ness envelops his facade, possibly to symbolize Hamlet’s descent into darkness, or mad-

ness. Hamlet delivers the soliloquy to his deceased father, resting in the stone casket in 

the center of the tomb. The only light in this darkened room, shines from a grate posi-

tioned straight above his father’s burial sight. As the speech draws to an end, Hamlet pro-

ceeds to walk toward the same stairway he descended, light from the outside shines down 

onto the steps. He stops at the base of the staircase, and does not climb up the steps, he 

remains in the darkness. 

At the 1:03:58 mark of the film, the omitted text from the Nunnery Scene picks 

back up where it left off with a focus on “get thee to a nunnery.” The director’s intention 

must have been to match parts of Hamlet’s wild dialogue from the previous scene with 

the circus like atmosphere, of this particular one, which consists of fire jugglers, dancing 

clowns, and the players. Hamlet slumps down in his chair as he watches the carnival act; 

he can’t resist distracting Ophelia and instructing her to, “believe none of us, we are ar-

rant knaves all, to a nunnery go and quickly too” (Zeffirelli Hamlet 01:07:20). He wraps 

up this particular act with an unexpected hasty kiss.     
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With all the tragedy and death surrounding Hamlet, it is difficult for his heartache 

to go unnoticed given the importance it plays in his makeup. Yet, for some reason the vast 

amounts of scholarship and theatrical critique seem to focus primarily on the aspect of 

Hamlet’s madness. If Hamlet’s words are to be held as truthful, such as “I essentially am 

not in madness, but mad in craft,” what is it that drives him forward? Is it simply that he 

wants to avenge his father’s death? Will he find the much needed love he desires by ac-

complishing this mission? And if it is his father’s love that he so desperately seeks, is his 

father’s voice the inner voice he hears, or is that of his own? Even if insanity continues to 

prevail as the dominant attribute to the mysterious character of Hamlet, we still need to 

identify the root cause of this madness. It might well be the heartache Hamlet is forced to 

endure, caused by lack of love and understanding from his mother and father, in addition 

to other compounded losses of love and depression. In this film adaptation, it is refresh-

ing to find that the focus is not on Hamlet’s madness, but rather on putting the pieces of 

his father’s death together.   

In the 2009 Royal Shakespeare Company’s televised film production starring 

David Tennant, Hamlet is a visibly perturbed young man. He is distant and detached from 

his family, and without a doubt the narrative defines Hamlet as being destined for mad-

ness. Each and every action, every interaction gradually plunges Hamlet into a state of 

greater mental instability. Michael Billington of The Guardian states, “Tennant’s perfor-

mance, in short, emerges from a detailed framework. And there is a tremendous shock in 

seeing how the lean, dark-suited figure of the opening scene dissolves into grief the sec-

ond he is left alone: instead of rattling off ‘O that this too too sullied flesh would melt’, 

Tennant gives the impression that the words have to be wrung from his prostrate frame. 
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Paradoxically, his Hamlet is quickened back to life only by the Ghost; and the over-

whelming impression is of a man who, in putting on an ‘antic disposition’, reveals his 

true, nervously excitable, mercurial self” (“Michael Billington Picks His Top 10 Ham-

lets”).       

In an interview with the RadioTimes, David Tennant describes Hamlet as “more 

human than any other character. It’s one of those, while you’re playing it, for all that 

you’re exhausted and terrified constantly you’re aware that this is the greatest character 

you’re ever going to be allowed inside the head of” (Daly). Tennant’s Hamlet is a visibly 

heartbroken Prince who is deep in mourning. He weeps a somber “O that this too too sol-

id flesh would melt” breaking the fourth wall. In the soliloquy, he gazes directly into the 

camera’s lens to address the audience and inform them of his disposition. His Hamlet is 

genuinely happy to see Horatio as well, the tried and true reaction. Tennant’s Hamlet is 

shocked and distinctively troubled when encountering his father’s Ghost. Unstable and 

with erratic tendencies is the best way to describe this particular version of Hamlet; there 

is no doubt that he is marching toward madness.  

The “To be or not to be” soliloquy is filmed in a way as to be representative of 

Hamlet’s darker side. To set the stage, Hamlet emerges from the shadows as he observes 

Polonius instructing Ophelia to read on a book in a dimly lit corridor. Once Hamlet en-

gages the speech, and the question of “To be or not to be” is asked, it is followed by a 

rather long and peculiar silence. Then the camera proceeds to slowly pan left, and as the 

words “to sleep” are uttered, the camera reveals Hamlet’s face peaking from behind a pil-

lar. Presumably to conjure up the perception that he is hiding something. His eyes are 

closed shut and the text is delivered in a soft gentle rhythm, a doomsday lullaby. Hamlet 
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caught up in his inner thoughts, finally opens his eyes as the camera remains static in a 

medium close-up, and he gazes into the lens once more, breaking the fourth wall. 

The soliloquy stays true to the original scene order, and it moves into the Nunnery 

Scene; minus a few lines being cut. Security cameras are shown scanning the perimeter, 

and a noticeably disturbed Hamlet enters. The first impression one may receive when 

watching this particular scene is: Hamlet is afraid of confrontation, yet he is reluctantly 

propelled toward it. There is also a childish essence to David Tennant’s Hamlet, given his 

playful mannerisms. His Hamlet also owns up to certain quirky idiosyncrasies, and dis-

plays wild outbursts at times, even outlandish gestures traceable to lunacy. As an exam-

ple: he chews and bites on Ophelia’s forearm in “The Mouse Trap” scene. He is also 

slightly disheveled in appearance, and sports a crooked golden crown upon his head as a 

sign of unpredictability and hysteria.  

When Hamlet begins to interrogate his mother in the Closet Scene, there is a no-

ticeable transformation from his aura of adolescence toward a more mature vengeful 

man. He obviously manages to cause his mother great emotional and physical pain by his 

choice of language and temperament. But, he also succeeds at frightening her, given that 

he has slowly developed into a psychopath.   

All in all, this particular adaptation of Hamlet follows tradition, and depicts our 

hero as a man destined for madness. Somewhere along the line, we all have experienced, 

or lived through some sort of madness - be it a momentary lapse of reason, anomalies in 

logic, or even violent tendencies. Whatever the case, this begs the question: are these iso-

lated events, which we are prone to experience at least once in our lifetime, sufficient to 

cause some sort of mental insanity? Are these sporadic occurrences, enough to deem a 
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person clinically insane? Is it possible that insanity is not merely a one-way street, but 

rather a destination where one may successfully return from? Being pushed into ex-

traordinary circumstances, in combination with a tumultuous environment, can lead to 

mental health issues, but in some cases it may also lead to greatness. In David Tennant’s 

rendition of Hamlet, it is clear that once his character entered the realm of insanity, the 

door was shut closed and he stayed there. But the key element that an actor needs to un-

derstood is what caused this madness? Perhaps it was the overwhelming heartache he ex-

perienced, not only from a lifetime of unanswered prayers to his need of love and sup-

port, but also the compounded effect from a short period of great stress derived from his 

father’s death and the family drama that ensued.  

Kenneth Branagh, in the unabridged film version of Hamlet garnered an Academy 

Award nomination for Best Writing, Adapted Screenplay in 1996 (“Hamlet” IMDb). 

Roger Ebert who gave the film a five star review, states that Branagh, “finds new ways to 

stage familiar scenes, renewing the material. Hamlet’s most famous soliloquy ("To be or 

not to be . . .") is delivered into a mirror, so that his own indecision is thrust back at him. 

When he torments Ophelia, a most private moment, we spy on them from the other side 

of a two-way mirror; he crushes her cheek against the glass and her frightened breath 

clouds it. When he comes upon Claudius at his prayers, and can kill him, many produc-

tions imagine Hamlet lurking behind a pillar in a chapel. Branagh is more intimate, show-

ing a dagger blade insinuating itself through the mesh of a confessional” (“Hamlet Movie 

Review” RogerEbert.com). 

Branagh’s Hamlet rightfully expresses sorrow, suspicion, and distrust from the 

very beginning; he is cold and untrusting of his uncle, mournful and pensive about his 
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father’s death. In the “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy, his perfor-

mance leaves you feeling that there truly is something bitterly wrong in Elsinore. This 

Hamlet dissects and talks himself through his thoughts, and coaches himself out of the 

most difficult predicaments. Branagh not only brings elements of anger, obsession, and 

vengefulness, but he also shines a light on Hamlet’s intelligence, problem solving capa-

bilities, and exposes some deep-seated heartache. He is a sobbing Prince, who is cunning 

yet humorous, enraged yet logical, completely sane yet mad in craft. The guise of mad-

ness does not seem to be the focal point of his character arc, it is a much more complex 

interpretation.   

The “To be or not to be” soliloquy is a confrontational scene, in which he con-

fronts himself. An-over-the-shoulder camera angle reveals Hamlet staring at himself in 

the mirror, bearing witness to his own reflection, and contemplating his own beliefs. It’s 

also quite interesting and entirely appropriate to interlace a split second vision of 

Claudius’s face when Hamlet goes to grab his dagger in the soliloquy. This is an unques-

tionably long take, and the speech is delivered in a calm, soft spoken tone of voice, some-

times as an almost inaudible whisper.         

This film adaptation, stays true to the text and Hamlet’s soliloquy is interrupted by 

Ophelia, leading to the Nunnery Scene. Hamlet is sincerely enthused to see Ophelia. He 

approaches her with a smile and with kindness, that develops into a kiss and an embrace. 

He longed for her, and entrusted her with his heart. This meeting in the courtyard quickly 

takes a turn for the worse, given she was sent to return his love letters and tokens of en-

dearment. Hamlet is visibly angered and puzzled by this gesture, he opened his heart up 

and revealed his inner-most secrets, but in return he was rejected and made to look like a 
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fool. The quick-witted Hamlet realizes that something is not right, and that Ophelia’s fa-

ther might have put her up to this treachery. Hamlet is devastated that Ophelia crossed 

him, and shows signs that perhaps he was too naive in trusting her wholeheartedly. There 

is a sense in his weeping, that there are multiple layers to his heartbreak. He realizes that 

Ophelia was not acting out her own wishes, but that her father instructed her to return his 

love tokens. He is disappointed that she was not strong enough to stand by his side; the 

righteous path. Hamlet also becomes soberly violent with Ophelia, incited to become 

more and more enraged, as he better understands the whole scope of the plot.   

Hamlet also seems to adhere to the advice that was imparted to him by the Ghost, 

“Taint not thy mind nor let thy soul contrive, Against thy mother aught; leave her to 

heaven” (Ham. 1.5.90-91). He is remarkably firm and rightfully disgusted with his moth-

er for the hasty incestuous marriage to his murderous uncle, but he manages to preserve a 

quick wit and humor about him. The vengeful son transitions and comforts his mother as 

the Closet Scene progresses.  

Hamlet does indeed kill the “unseen” in his fit of madness; but this so-called 

madness has more to do with uncontrollable anger, than mental instability it appears. This 

teary-eyed Hamlet also conjures up a new and unexpected way to reinterpret the Ghost of 

his father in the bedroom chamber. Hamlet seems to harness the spirit of his father when 

he starts interrogating and being combative with his disgraced mother. Perhaps a com-

pelling alternative way to reimagine the scene would be to have the Ghost actually pos-

sess Hamlet, and speak through him. To clearly explain, the Ghost, or spirit of his father, 

would become Prince Hamlet. Hamlet virtually becomes his father in his mind’s eye, at 
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least for a short duration, if not a split second. Then confused, or convinced of his father’s 

presence, he determines that the Ghost is real. 

Questions that must be asked include: did William Shakespeare purposely give 

Hamlet an aura of madness? Is this vagueness the appeal that keeps people coming back? 

Does the unanswered question of madness make Hamlet immortal? Hamlet fares well in 

terms of mental health when compared to other characters in the play who truly go in-

sane. The facts are that Hamlet lost his father, and his love was forsaken, but he did not 

turn to drink, suicide, or “song.” Ophelia on the other hand, who suffered comparable 

setbacks to Hamlet’s, experiences a true psychotic break. Her brother abandons her, her 

father is murdered, and she loses Hamlet’s unconditional love. Her madness is indis-

putable, for she sang songs the way a lunatic would: at ill-timed moments, containing in-

appropriate lyrics, and without any inhibitions. Was her mental torment more extreme 

than his? Laertes was rash and illogical from the second he found out his father Polonius 

was killed. The demise of his sister Ophelia was almost too unbearable for him to watch. 

Did those two traumatic events lead him to becoming merciless and vengeful? And to 

take action without the use of sound judgement? Hamlet, even under the greatest pressure 

saw his way clear to logical explanations. He did not venture to become a villain, he 

rather sought out to expose the truth and injustice. He obeyed his father’s commands, as 

best as he could, and confessed his undying love for Ophelia even after her death. On the 

other hand, Laertes believes in revenge at any cost, unlike Hamlet who trusts his con-

science and contemplates his every action before acting out his vengeance. 

One can also assume that theater 400 years ago had challenges and limitations. 

William Shakespeare, a visionary, should not be bound by his time (1600s), nor the con-
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ventional expectations of the audience, or technological limitations in theater. As a story-

teller, he wrote plays that mimicked or attempted to recreate real life. Real life events are 

not limited by backdrops, lighting techniques, or access to costumes; there are no limita-

tions. Life, death, love, hate, birth, rebirth and the pursuit of truth, these are the core ele-

ments of all great stories. Ophelia’s story, a tragic one, is left unclear and surrounded by 

ambiguity. Did she deserve a Christian burial? Was she killed or did she commit suicide? 

The gravedigger suggests “Coroner’s Quest Law” takes precedence in her cause. Hamlet 

finally had the opportunity to confess his undying love for her only at her burial, and only 

upon Hamlet’s death was Claudius’s treachery exposed for all to see.  

Is madness poor Hamlet’s true enemy, or is it time, or the lack of time thereof? 

According to Michael Pennington “the play’s most pathologically interesting feature is 

also its cheapest effect: Hamlet’s madness, a highly negotiable term upon which air of all 

heats has been expended” (19). There exists a constant back and forth battle purely based 

on proving Hamlet’s madness. His actions draw and welcome this criticism, thus it is im-

perative we understand the psychology behind those actions. A broken man, devastated 

by death and heartbreak, on a mission to redeem himself both personally and in the eyes 

of his father, will go to great lengths to heal a lifetime worth of wounds. Hamlet says it 

best in Act 1, Scene 2 when he is first introduced in the play, and addresses the concerns 

of his mother:  

 HAMLET. Seems”, madam? Nay, it is. I know not “seems.”  

 'Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, 

  Nor customary suits of solemn black, 

  Nor windy suspiration of forced breath, 
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  No, nor the fruitful river in the eye, 

  Nor the dejected 'haviour of the visage, 

  Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, 

  That can denote me truly. These indeed “seem,” 

  For they are actions that a man might play. 

  But I have that within which passeth show, 

  These but the trappings and the suits of woe. (Ham. 1.2.76-86) 

He states that he is not simply putting on a display of grief, wearing black clothes, 

and pretending to weep, he in fact is truly devastated and heartbroken. From the actor’s 

perspective, this statement should not be abandoned or forgotten as the play unfurls, it 

should serve as the foundation of Hamlet’s character and provide insight into his actions.   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III.   Relationships 

To truly understand the core of Hamlet’s character, not only must we understand 

his actions - why he chooses to act in certain ways, do and say certain things - but we 

must also explore and analyze his personal relationships. If he is to be considered the 

Prince of Heartbreak, then what specifically is it about his relationships that causes such a 

great degree of pain, sorrow, and heartache?  

Hamlet is spied on, his intelligence is insulted, and he learns that he cannot trust 

his mother, his uncle, his school colleagues, nor the love of his life, Ophelia. With a fa-

ther slain, and a mother who hastily marries his uncle, who does he have to turn to in 

times of need but himself, and his inner most thoughts? From Hamlet’s perspective the 

world around him has gone mad, yet it is his mental health that is called into question. 

Polonius, Claudius, and Gertrude at one point all believe that he has truly gone mad, and 

start to treat him and speak to him as such. The quick-witted Hamlet gives them exactly 

what they desire, and starts pretending that he truly is on the verge of insanity. It serves 

Hamlet advantageously, since his “act” does buy him enough time to get what he wants 

most, and that is to prove and expose the murder of his father. 

By analyzing Hamlet the King’s relationship with his son, we realize that he was 

Hamlet’s hero and role model. Unfortunately, “The father’s intimacy toward his son is 

limited to calling him ‘thou noble youth’” (Pennington 54). No true words or sentiments 

of love were ever exchanged between father and son. This left a gaping hole in Hamlet’s 

heart, since he was constantly reaching for his father’s love, which he was physically and 

emotionally deprived of throughout his life. The lack of his father’s love, touch, and 
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words of endearment play a major role in Hamlet’s heartache. Desperate to prove the love 

he has for his father, Hamlet plans on avenging his father’s murder by killing Claudius. It 

is the only opportunity he has to prove his genuine love for his father. As the Ghost ex-

presses, “if thou didst ever thy dear father love,” go out and avenge his murder (Ham. 

1.5.27). It is heartbreaking to lose a father, especially by way of murder. Hamlet felt great 

remorse for never getting the chance to express his love, in addition to never receiving 

the type of love he may have required from his father. So out of this great lack of love, 

and many years of heartache does Hamlet finally find his motivation. If he could prove 

himself by avenging his father’s death, perhaps he will finally gain his father’s accep-

tance, and a trace of the love he always needed. Contrastingly, according to Sigmund 

Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams, Hamlet suffers from the Oedipal Complex - he is 

jealous of his father and secretly desires his mother sexually. Furthermore, “Hamlet rep-

resents the type of man whose active energy is paralyzed by excessive intellectual activi-

ty” (225). 

Gertrude caused him a great deal of heartache and emotional distress. Besides 

never being able to properly understand her son, she is revealed to be lustful and easily 

corruptible; she by all means may not be trusted. The hasty incestuous marriage to 

Claudius is something Hamlet cannot comprehend, he is still mourning the death of his 

father, and all of a sudden his whole family dynamic changes. Hamlet becomes very crit-

ical of his mother and rightfully so:   

 HAMLET. O, heaven! A beast that wants discourse of reason  

 Would have mourned longer — married with mine uncle, 

 My father’s brother but no more like my father 
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 Than I to Hercules. Within a month? 

 Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 

 Had left the flushing of her galled eyes, 

 She married. O, most wicked speed, to post 

 With such dexterity to incestuous sheets! (Ham. 1.2.150-57) 

From Hamlet’s perspective, learning about the death of your father is heartbreak-

ing enough, but then realizing the fact that your mother is only superficially grieving her 

husband’s death, and that she is more concerned with the wedding celebration is quite the 

heartbreak. If that is not enough torment, Hamlet is disgusted by his mother’s overt sexu-

ality with his murderous and villainous uncle. His father’s Ghost warns Hamlet that his 

mother, the “most seeming-virtuous queen” is not trustworthy being seduced by lust, and 

that he must heed the warning: 

 GHOST: Though lewdness court it in a shape of heaven,  

 So lust, though to a radiant angel linked,  

  Will sate itself in a celestial bed,  

  And prey on garbage. (Ham. 1.5.59-62) 

When Hamlet confronts his mother in the Closet Scene, he finally gets the opportunity to 

speak freely about his distaste with her lustful corrupt marriage:   

 HAMLET: Nay, buy to live 

 In rank sweat of an endeared bed, 

 Stewed in corruption, honeying and making love 

 Over the nasty sty— (Ham. 3.4.92-95) 
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A bitterness brews inside Hamlet, and that loathing that he bottles up, while his 

heartache gradually grows, eventually manifests into rage. It is in a fit of rage that Hamlet 

mistakenly kills Polonius, thinking him to be Claudius hiding in his mother’s bedroom 

chamber. Hamlet’s mind clouded; the once lucid, logical, reasoning Hamlet is overtaken 

by a despairing, spiteful, and irrational man. In that split moment of rage, he loses his true 

essence. The animosity within propels him to transform into the madman he was only 

pretending to be; it is a self-fulfilling prophecy one may argue. Instead of fulfilling his 

father’s wish to avenge his killer Claudius, he ends up “marking” the wrong man, and 

unwittingly makes his salvation no longer attainable.  

Claudius, at first welcomes Hamlet as his son, but despite such loving verbal as-

surances, he in fact “bears Hamlet no real love” (Pennington 106). In truth, Claudius the 

“bloat king,” is a thief and a liar; he’s the man who stole Hamlet’s rightful crown (Ham. 

3.4.181). And not only did he kill his own brother for the sake of power, but also stole his 

wife, seducing Gertrude into the hasty incestuous marriage. In truth, Hamlet is Claudius’s 

next target; he plots against him, sends him off to England, and summons Hamlet’s 

school colleagues to assassinate him. Hamlet, fortunately, is able to see through his un-

cle’s treachery, and given the Ghost’s visitation that fateful night, has learned his uncle’s 

deepest darkest secret: that he murdered his own brother. 

This all should serve as unsettling information for Hamlet; it is a depressing reali-

ty as to what his family has become. Furthermore, his fate lies in the hands of a villain. 

Pennington suggests “the only person who sees through Hamlet without effort is 

Claudius, himself a dissembler. He is the most skeptical - but also the most inconsistent, 

using terms for madness and assumed madness interchangeably” (20). The reason being, 
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if Claudius is able to successfully paint Hamlet as a madman, that insures his reign. He 

must succeed at framing Hamlet in the interim, while he conjures up his demise. As Pen-

nington states, Claudius realizes that Hamlet “is neither a lover nor a lunatic that he is 

dealing with, but a man with ‘something in his soul,’” and that something is dangerous 

(83). 

The most harrowing relationship Hamlet has to endure may quite possibly be that 

with Ophelia. Her betrayal stings him deeply, and that heartbreak is momentous. Perhaps 

Hamlet could not have trusted his mother, or his uncle father, but for Ophelia to turn 

against him, that was utterly devastating. And despite her deception, he still loved her 

more than life. Hamlet confessed his unconditional love for Ophelia on her grave stating, 

“I loved Ophelia: forty thousand brothers, Could not — with all their quantity of love —

Make up my sum. What wilt thou do for her?” (Ham. 5.1.261-63).     

 Ultimately, their thorny relationship was influenced by bad actors within both 

families. Polonius her father, and Laertes her brother, on multiple occasions are very 

forceful advising Ophelia to withdraw herself from any contact or communication with 

Hamlet. While she confides in her family, they both ill-advise her at times. Laertes plants 

a seed of mistrust, warning Ophelia that Hamlet does not truly love her, and to fear him 

because “His greatness weighed, his will is not his own” (Ham. 1.3.19). These words 

mirror those of Polonius, who asks her not to confide in Hamlet because “he assumes that 

he is more likely to ‘wreck’ a commoner than marry her” (Pennington 46). 

Perhaps if Ophelia stood up for herself and their relationship, the outcome would 

have been drastically different. Instead, Ophelia received what she feared most “the steep 

and thorny way to heaven” (Ham. 1.3.21). Her downward spiral toward insanity was 
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mainly spurred on by Hamlet breaking her heart, and her father’s death. As the documen-

tary film Discovering Hamlet points out, “ultimately Ophelia is reduced to the madness 

that Hamlet only pretends” (Olshaker Discovering Hamlet 00:40:42). 

Hamlet definitely felt betrayed since she complied with her father’s plot to eaves-

drop, and offered him back his remembrances. Ophelia rarely received words or gestures 

of encouragement from her father, it was generally orders as to what and what not to do. 

Ophelia and Hamlet share mirror image relationships with their fathers, they both lack 

their father’s outward expression of love. Polonius refers to his daughter as a “green girl,” 

or naive when she shares her inner most secrets about her relationship with Hamlet. He 

also advocates that she should not trust in herself, because “you do not understand your-

self so clearly,” rather for her to put all her conviction in him (Ham. 1.3.100). It is clear 

that Ophelia does not trust her own instincts, and that uncertainty made her rely on her 

father to make decisions for her. In terms of her mother, she is not present in her life, or 

even mentioned in the play at all.  

Furthermore, Polonius believes their relationship to be one sided, merely infatua-

tion: “Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers, Not of the dye which their invest-

ments show, But mere implorators of unholy suits, Breathing like sanctified and pious 

bawds” (Ham. 1.3.131-34). He tells Ophelia that Hamlet’s hormones are talking, that it is 

not his heart, and for her to stay clear of promiscuity. Ophelia reveals to her father that in 

a fit of passion, Hamlet violated her for his pleasure:  

 OPHELIA: He took me by the wrist and held me hard.    

 Then goes he to the length of his arm, 

 And with his other hand thus o’er his brow 
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 He falls to such perusal of my face 

 As he would draw it. Long stayed he so. 

 At last, a little shaking of mine arm 

 And thrice his head thus waving up an down, 

 He raised a sigh so piteous and profound 

 That it did seem to shatter all his bulk 

 And end his being: that done, he lets me go, (Ham. 2.1.95-104)                                              

Polonius warned his daughter about the “ecstasy of love,” that it made lord Ham-

let mad, and now orders her not have any more words or talk with him. When Hamlet and 

Ophelia come face to face next in the Nunnery Scene, it is the breaking point. Hamlet in 

his rage lies to Ophelia and tells her that he never loved her. She is left in despair, crying 

on the floor, and he storms out heart-sickened and in regret.  

To determine Hamlet’s true nature, that is why Polonius devises a plan to spy on 

Hamlet and Ophelia. Polonius seems to follow his own self interest, and believes to have 

a good grasp as to the cause of Hamlet’s madness. Polonius thinks to himself, “How 

pregnant sometimes his replies are! A happiness that often madness hits on, which reason 

and sanity could not be so prosperously delivered of” (Ham. 2.2.217-19). As Michael 

Pennington states in Hamlet: A User’s Guide: “Polonius, the arch-politician, at first thinks 

Hamlet is mad, and then changes his mind when he finds himself mocked” (20). 

Ophelia, of course, is what Polonius concludes caused Hamlet’s insanity, and he is 

quick in trying to sell this idea to Claudius and Gertrude:  

  POLONIUS. I will be brief: Your noble son is mad: 

  Mad call I it, for, to define true madness,  
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  What is’t but to be nothing else but mad? 

  But let that go— (Ham. 2.2.97-100)                                              

Is Polonius a good judge of character or mental health? He claims that “beauti-

fied” is a vile phrase when reading the King and Queen the love letter Hamlet wrote 

Ophelia. Such terms of endearment are not vile phrases, neither is the art form of poetry 

that is used to express one’s love for another. What might be the most hurtful part for 

Hamlet is the fact that he hoped Ophelia would trust him and believe his love as true, as 

he wrote in the letter. Not only did she reject that notion, but was misled in becoming the 

main accomplice in her father’s plot against him.  

If Hamlet’s downfall can be blamed on any one particular thing, it has to be his 

own rage. It was in his rage that Hamlet lost his reasoning, and killed on a whim without 

thinking. It was his rage that caused him to speak daggers to his mother instead of “leav-

ing her up to heaven,” and that same rage made him berate Ophelia with his “get thee to a 

nunnery” commands (Ham. 3.1.140-45).  

Hamlet’s heartache not only festers, but continues to swell with each additional 

setback and betrayal. In terms of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, his school colleagues, 

Hamlet was betrayed by both of them when they conceded to the King and Queen’s re-

quest to spy on him, and report back on what they had learned. The only upside to the 

scenario, as Pennington explains, is that “Hamlet’s disappointment in his friends has pro-

voked him to comprehensive self-awareness” (71). To be honest, Hamlet’s relationship 

with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern is that of mutual acquaintances at best, being that they 

were all students at Wittenberg University, but it stops short of friendship. As Michael 

Neil points out in his essay “‘He that thou knows thine’: Friendship and Service in Ham-
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let,” the term “Friend” was a loosely used word. “The hierarchical arrangement of human 

relationships in the dispensation of universal service, which early moderns inherited from 

the feudal system, meant that ‘friend’ and ‘servant’ could be virtually synonymous” (Dut-

ton and Howard 320). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern may have been referred to by Ham-

let as “my excellent good friends,” however their functions were that of citizens or ser-

vants; they were assigned by the King and Queen to spy on Hamlet’s movements. Horatio 

on the other hand was a dear friend of Hamlet’s. As Francis Bacon states in his essay “Of 

followers and friends,” friendship has two therapeutic qualities: “for it redoubleth joys, 

and cutteth griefs in half” (Dutton and Howard 323). There is honesty and unwavering 

loyalty in Horatio; he warns Hamlet of the dangers of following the ghost, he keeps his 

secrets safe, and advises him clearly when his judgement is clouded. To recapitulate, he 

cannot trust in his mother, his uncle, in Ophelia, in her father, nor in his “friends.” 

There is only one person Hamlet can really trust besides himself, and that is Hora-

tio. Their relationship may best be classified as brotherly love; Horatio is Hamlet’s confi-

dant, and the sentiment is mutual. “As Hamlet becomes increasingly isolated, his only 

friend is Horatio the student scholar. Horatio is the one confidant Hamlet allows to know 

his true nature and intentions” (Olshaker Discovering Hamlet 00:30:36). For example: 

Hamlet trusts Horatio - he tells him his secret: “My father - methinks I see my father / In 

my mind’s eye, Horatio” (Ham. 1.2.184-86). Upon hearing this revelation, Horatio is able 

to reveal his secret, that two guards saw a ghost the like of King Hamlet while on watch. 

Being that it is a true friendship, they are able to open up to each other, and not disguise 

their intentions. One major clue Shakespeare gives us that points to Hamlet’s heartbreak 

may be found in Horatio’s response to Hamlet’s last dying words: “Now cracks a noble 
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heart. Good night, sweet prince, And flights of angels sing these to thy rest!” (Ham. 

5.2.324-25). In reality, Hamlet died by the sword, but poetically and in spirit, he also died 

from a broken heart.      

Essentially, the tragedy of Hamlet will forever be shrouded in mystery, mainly 

because of one unanswerable question: did he truly go mad? The controversy surrounding 

his mental health has been debated by scholars for hundreds of years, without any con-

clusive or definitive answers. As actors we study character, and develop them based on 

our understanding of their relationships, thoughts, motivations, and actions, to name a 

few elements. Thus, in order to bring the essence of the character to life, not only do we 

have to be completely honest with ourselves, but with the reality our character deals with; 

at the heart of the matter rests truthfulness.    

When approaching the role of Hamlet, one of the first challenges an actor must 

address is the subject of mental health. Ultimately, he or she must decide if Hamlet is des-

tined for insanity, and to what degree? Thus, a complete understanding of what caused his 

illness, and the symptoms associated with it is necessary. If one comes down on the side 

that he is simply misunderstood, or that his actions and words are misinterpreted by the 

other characters, then that must be scrutinized and presented accordingly. It must be not-

ed, that mental illness is generally misrepresented, and it is a formidable challenge por-

traying madness in an authentic manner, without any firsthand knowledge or deep under-

standing of the disease. Furthermore, since there is a certain stigma associated with men-

tal illness, and people may be quick to draw inaccurate conclusions that perpetuate 

stereotypical portrayals of “insanity,” a thorough assessment is highly advisable. From 
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my experience and research, insanity does not look, act, move, sound, or work in a par-

ticular manner. The full spectrum of mental illness is diverse and specific to each case.  

In Hamlet’s case, Pennington suggests, “insanity is a mental prison, and with that 

definition Hamlet goes from a being ‘a free man to imprisonment’” (44). From Polonius’s 

viewpoint, Hamlet is surely insane, but he seems to have a workable strategy: “Though 

this be madness, yet there is method in’t” (Ham. 2.2.213-14). Hamlet himself, after a 

lovers quarrel with Ophelia, makes the statement: “It hath made me mad” (Ham. 

3.1.151). And as the Discovering Hamlet documentary film explains: “Shakespeare in-

variably writes character, the line is not style, it’s not verse, it’s not information, the 

whole nature of the line is a revelation of character” (Olshaker 00:22:45). Meaning, does 

Hamlet really believe himself to have gone mad? This might be the biggest clue Shake-

speare gives us in terms of answering the true state of Hamlet’s mental health. 

Based on this presumption, the next logical step would be to examine the cause of 

Hamlet’s insanity; does it stem from compounded heartache? Upon Hamlet’s return home 

to Elsinore Castle, he is greeted by sheer chaos. On the forefront, is the rapid shift in his 

family dynamics, given his mother married his uncle within two months of his father’s 

passing. He discovers that he is alone, and there is no one close that he can trust, with the 

exception of Horatio. Treachery is revealed within his immediate family, and Ophelia be-

trays not only his love, but his trust. Perhaps the cumulated stress and compounded ef-

fects of these multiple heartbreaks do indeed push him toward a psychotic break. The 

most opportune place within the play for Hamlet to experience a mental breakdown 

would be in the Closet Scene. It may be argued that his judgement was impaired, he no 
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longer was able to see straight, thus killed Polonius in an uncontrollable outburst of rage, 

spurred on by madness. 

From a medical standpoint, the overwhelming pressure, the compounded stress, 

depression, and overbearing heartache could have triggered Hamlet to experience what is 

known as an “acute psychosis.” According to a study by the US National Library of Med-

icine National Institutes of Health, the symptoms of “acute psychosis” may include: con-

fusion, sudden irrationality, impaired intellect, rapid mood swings, hallucinations, disor-

ganized speech, and more ("Managing the acute psychotic episode"). Perhaps a take on 

his depression and heartbreak stems back from years of neglect by his parents. For in-

stance, the lack of love from his father, the compounded effect of wanting to hear things 

like ‘I love you’ or ‘I’m proud of you son’, but in reality his father never giving him that 

pleasure, in combination with his passing, causes Hamlet’s soul to experience a great deal 

of sorrow. Moving on to his mother’s side, the hasty marriage to his uncle was too much 

for Hamlet to handle, as his frustrations and grief are expressed in the “O, that this too 

too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy. Not to re-mention the heartbreak and emotional 

turmoil his breakup with Ophelia caused. It cannot be stated enough, that madness takes 

on many different forms, and the actor should decide upon the most logical degree of 

madness to portray in their character development. Nonetheless, the most important fac-

tor is identifying the cause of Hamlet’s psychosis, if the actor chooses the path of insanity 

is correct. Shakespeare helps by providing a clue, when Hamlet eloquently quips it is “the 

heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir too,” perhaps those ills mani-

fest themselves into madness.   
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To play the devil’s advocate, what if Hamlet is in no sense a “madman,” but a 

completely misunderstood individual? What if his “insanity” is a misdiagnosis and/or 

mischaracterization of his true essence? This might be an ambitious position to take, but 

nonetheless there is sufficient evidence to prove him completely sane. From the actor’s 

perspective, it is imperative to understand the many layers of Hamlet’s being, not simply 

superficial movements. What makes Hamlet so intriguing and challenging is the di-

chotomy of his character: playful yet dangerous, intellectual yet in many ways foolish, 

powerful yet vulnerable, and so on. Hamlet is a scholar, yet when meeting with Rosen-

crantz and Guildenstern, he plays the fool: “I am but mad north-north-west. When the 

wind is southerly, I know a hawk from a handsaw” (Ham. 2.2.371-72). This is an exam-

ple of him merely acting as a madman; in truth he is not crazy, but wants others to believe 

him so. His school friends project their foolishness onto him, and he is quick to turn the 

tables on them: “Why, do you think that I am easier to be played on than a pipe? Call me 

what instrument you will, though you can fret me, you cannot play upon me (Ham. 

3.2.350-53).  

If Hamlet was showing signs of deteriorating mental health, why didn’t his moth-

er or uncle advise him to see a doctor? Shakespeare could have easily written a doctor 

and medication into the play. Other characters repeatedly called Hamlet mad, suggested 

his health was at risk, yet medical assistance was never summoned. In fact, Shakespeare 

did write a doctor into the play, he is interchangeably listed as the Priest at Ophelia’s fu-

neral, just like the Clown is synonymous with the Gravedigger. We may presume that 

Shakespeare intentionally wanted an air of mystery surrounding his protagonist’s mental 

health, because that ambiguity keeps the audience invested. To create tension between the 
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characters, Hamlet’s intellect must come under constant attack. It is he who has the insid-

er’s knowledge of his father’s murder, and if Claudius for instance is able to reduce Ham-

let to a madman, all his credibility would be immediately shattered. That indeed is 

Claudius’s plan, to exile Hamlet into insanity and obscurity.     

Research shows that acute psychosis would be the most viable diagnosis if Ham-

let is to be deemed insane. Generally it occurs once in a lifetime, and this type of mental 

illness is often associated with stressed out college students. According to “Helping Your 

College Student Cope with Psychosis,” the article suggests “symptoms of psychosis like 

hearing voices and feeling paranoid occur more frequently than you might think in the 

college population / In the last year, three in one thousand college students reported being 

diagnosed with schizophrenia, a chronic psychotic disorder. This number may underesti-

mate the actual rate of psychosis, because many people have short-lived psychotic expe-

riences connected to stress, trauma, depression, bipolar disorder, or substance abuse. In 

fact, three of one hundred people will have a psychotic episode in their 

lifetime” (Morris). Oddly enough, Hamlet is a philosophy student at Wittenberg Universi-

ty, and this would be a perfect profile match for his character development. To add more 

layers of stress to his person, Hamlet returns home to find his uncle restricting him from 

going back to school: 

 CLAUDIUS. Do I impart towards you,. For your intent 

 In going back to school in Wittenberg, 

 It is most retrograde to our desire; 

 And we beseech you, bend you to remain 

 Here in the cheer and comfort of our eye, 
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 Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son (Ham. 1.2.112-17) 

With acute psychosis doctors recommend that patients be put on medication, at-

tend group therapy, and be surrounded by loving family members, which Hamlet does not 

have. If we are to move further down the spectrum of mental illness, to a more severe 

type such as schizophrenia, that would entail for Hamlet to experience very disabling 

symptoms. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, he would then “lose 

touch” with certain aspects of reality, and experience any or all of the following: “hallu-

cinations, delusions, dysfunctional ways of thinking, and agitated body 

movements” (“Schizophrenia” nimh.nih.gov). According to Psychology Today, “Halluci-

nations could be hearing voices that are not there, or seeing people that are not present. 

Delusions are false beliefs, like school officials are watching you or you have superpow-

ers. Disorganized speech could mean your child talks illogically, jumping from topic to 

topic or going off on tangents. Disorganized behavior could range from agitation to cata-

tonic behavior” (“Schizophrenia” Psychology Today). But how valid is it to build a case 

suggesting irrefutable proof of Hamlet’s insanity based on such symptoms such as delu-

sions and hallucinations, given the appearance and his interaction with the Ghost? A 

“madness” too extreme such as schizophrenia would no longer work with further dia-

logue in the play, hence a more suitable mental illness needs to be evaluated by the actor.  

 Furthermore, it is important to properly define what a ghost is. The simplest ex-

planation is, a ghost is a deceased person who was spiritually incomplete, one who was 

not ready to die, and is trapped somewhere between Heaven and Earth, similar to purga-

tory, with an unresolved matter of business that keeps them there. Pennington states “we 

love ghosts… they are often associated with sudden wrongful death, though less com-
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monly with the Elizabethan horror of spiritual unpreparedness” (33). In the Elizabethan 

period, people were fascinated by ghosts, they were summoned to an “intermediate state” 

for their souls to be prepared and washed of their sins before departing toward heaven, 

and needless to say this was an attractive feature to Shakespeare’s plays. As explained in 

The Renaissance Hamlet Issues and Responses in 1600, the play “was so constructed as 

to evoke very different understandings in 1600 from those which have become typical of 

modern times” (Frye 3). Shakespeare’s plays were meant to cater to an Elizabethan audi-

ence, and they were accurate representations of the times. Roland Frye argues, “By hold-

ing up a mirror to reflect the age and body of the time he knew best, he transmuted the 

problems, attitudes, and concerns of his own age into something rich, fresh, and mar-

velous, transcending any one cultural epoch (4). In addition, the Ghost had two simple 

commands for Hamlet: “If thous didst ever thy dear father love / — Revenge his would 

and most unnatural murder,” and “Let not the royal bed of Denmark be / A couch for lux-

ury and damned incest” (Ham. 1.5.23-25 and 82-83). “Some Elizabethans would have 

held that he is morally bound to accept Claudius as defect King, despite the fact that he is 

an evil and tyrannous ruler, whereas others would have seen it as his duty to purge the 

realm of a tyrannous usurper and establish himself as rightful King in succession to his 

father” (Frye 11). It also suggests that King Hamlet “died in a state of impurity and was 

not given a chance to repent and ask God for forgiveness of his sins. We can conclude 

and interpret that there is a continuity through which the impurity carried over into Ham-

let’s Sr’s afterlife, thus perpetuating a cycle through which his son would also fall victim 

through the sins of the Father” (Cameron 163). Hence, the Ghost is not simply a theatri-

cal novelty, it serves several distinct directions for the play.        
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Hamlet is not the only one to see King Hamlet’s Ghost haunting Elsinore Castle. 

Bernardo, Marcellus, Francisco, and Horatio all see the Ghost in addition to Hamlet. 

There are detailed accounts of the sightings that need to be examined. In Act 1 Scene 1, 

Horatio joins Marcellus and the guards on their watch and asks “What, has this thing ap-

peared again to-night?” (Ham. 1.1.25). The guards have seen the Ghost twice already, 

stating “Touching this dreaded sight twice seen of us:” (Ham. 1.1.29). So logically, if the 

guards already saw the apparition twice, and now they are going to encounter it once 

more with Horatio as an additional witness, why isn’t their mental health called into 

question? Bernardo is able to identify that it is not just any ordinary Ghost, but that of 

Hamlet’s father, “In the same figure like the king that’s dead” (Ham. 1.1.48). To summa-

rize, we calculate that two guards (Marcellus and Bernardo) saw the Ghost twice, and 

now three guards (Marcellus, Bernardo, and Francisco) plus Horatio see the Ghost for the 

third time. Again, why isn’t their mental health called into question? Are they hearing 

voices that are not there, and seeing persons that are not real? From an actor’s perspec-

tive, these are questions that need to be asked in order to properly build the background 

story of your character. It should be noted “the Elizabethans were unapologetically inter-

ested in material decay, at the same time as they believed in, and were thrilled by, the 

fabulous nature of ghosts — and Hamlet now represents this fascination” (Pennington 

135).   

At first, Horatio does not believe the accounts of Bernardo and Marcellus, stating 

“Tush, tush, ’twill not appear” (Ham. 1.1.30). Horatio is not a believer in Ghosts, and 

therefor he initially does not believe the guards’ story. However, seeing is believing, and 

Horatio supposedly is more suited in confronting the Ghost, being a scholar similar to 
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Hamlet. Horatio, upon seeing the Ghost, says “By Heaven I charge thee, speak” (Ham. 

1.1.29). In God’s name, Horatio asks the Ghost to speak; is that evidence that Horatio 

might be a madman? 

When Hamlet asks about the sighting, Horatio is able to depict the King as wear-

ing his “beaver up,” and that he was in sorrow more than anger, also confirming that his 

beard was indeed “grizzled,” as per Hamlet’s account. This is not insanity, this is a real 

account, and no hints of madness of any kind should be displayed by any of the charac-

ters. Quite the contrary, Hamlet displays true signs of intellect when he distinguishes be-

tween his father and the Ghost of this father; he states “If it assume my noble father’s 

person, I’ll speak to it though hell itself should gape” (Ham. 1.2.245-46). Although it is 

early in the play, Hamlet makes correct distinctions, he is not delusional or hallucinating 

at the appearance of the Ghost. An individual on the verge of a psychotic breakdown 

would probably have a difficult time distinguishing between the two, most likely having a 

hallucination which no one else would be able to corroborate. For these reasons, halluci-

nations, must be ruled out, given that all four guards saw the ghost three times in total 

without Hamlet, and with Hamlet, five people in total saw the Ghost appear four times 

overall, not including the infamous Closet Scene.  

That begs the question, how is it that Hamlet sees the Ghost in his mother’s bed-

room, and Gertrude sees nothing at all. Not seeing the Ghost, she asks her son: “Alas, 

how is’t with you. That you do bend your eye on vacancy, And with th’ incorporal air do 

hold discourse?” (Ham. 3.4.120-22). An honest question is, what if Gertrude is on the one 

that goes mad, experiencing acute psychosis, and not Hamlet? After all, it is plausible 

given the unbearable pressure and agony Gertrude experiences upon being confronted by 
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Hamlet. Her son just killed Polonius in a fit of rage, that’s a shocking and traumatic 

event. Not only would she be flabbergasted and dismayed at Polonius’s death, but she 

feels threatened and in grave danger for her life. In addition, she should be extremely 

frightened for Hamlet’s well-being and concerned as a mother. This is a traumatic scene, 

and it is possible that it triggers Gertrude to experience a manic episode. It may also ex-

plain her odd behavior leading up to this point: her risky incestuous relationship with 

Claudius, followed by the hasty marriage, her feeling elated about a wedding instead of 

grieving for a death, and so on. Scientists to date have not conclusively discovered the 

causes of bipolar disorder, but studies suggest it is a family inherited medical condition. 

As per the Mayo Clinic’s description, it is possible that Gertrude may exhibit certain 

symptoms of the disorder, since the mental condition causes one to experience “extreme 

mood swings” ranging from emotional highs to depressive lows, affecting “sleep, energy, 

activity, judgement, behavior and the ability to think clearly” (“Biopolar Disorder” Mayo 

Clinic). Hamlet might display dangerous signs in the scene, but perhaps that’s a loss of 

temper fueled by his rage and heartbreak, while Gertrude’s “madness” is finally exhibited 

in plain sight.  

According to Pennington, “Gertrude keeps changing her mind about his condition, 

eager to believe that he is mad only ‘in craft’ but becoming ever more lyrical in her de-

scriptions of his insanity” (20). Gertrude is the one who can’t make up her mind, the one 

unable to see clearly, the one who displays symptoms of mental insanity; her going mad 

is a genuine probability. “Iroquois Indians believe that grief damages the sight, so that 

you cannot see clearly, the throat, so that you cannot speak; and even the ears, so that you 

cannot hear rightly” (Pennington 41). The Ghost in the Closet Scene may be read to ap-
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pear before a mad, as in enraged Hamlet and a blind, demented Gertrude. The Ghost is 

“dressed differently, ‘in his night gown,’ no longer an awesome figure stalking spacious-

ly, but close and domestic. In a way, he has been conjured up by Hamlet himself” (Pen-

nington 101). Or perhaps, it is not conjured up by Hamlet’s imagination, but a true ap-

pearance as the sightings before, but this time it serves to reunite father, mother, and son. 

In a hopeful attempt to reconcile the deep family divide, and steer the family back on 

track, especially since Hamlet does make an effort to comfort his suffering mother. 

Gertrude was unable to distinguish between a mighty and noble King Hamlet and the 

treacherous and hideous King Claudius. Despite being in the throes of cursing out his 

mother for her evil deeds. Hamlet somehow manages to find his composure, corrects 

himself, and obeys his father’s commands. Would a madman exhibit that mental ability? 

The final piece that needs to be addressed, is Ophelia’s controversial death: is 

Gertrude culpable for her drowning, or is she an innocent bystander in her tragic death? 

In Act 4, Scene 6, Gertrude explains to Laertes that his sister drown while picking flow-

ers by a brook. She is able to give a detailed eyewitness account not only of the drown-

ing, but also of the surroundings. Ophelia was picking “crowflowers, nettles, daisies, and 

long purples,” and as she climbed a tree branch, it broke, she fell into the brook and 

drown (Ham. 3.6.154). Her “clothes spread wide,” her heavy wet garments pulled her to 

her death, she drowned (Ham. 3.6.160). This leaves a lot up to the imagination and many 

unanswered questions: Did Gertrude simply stand idle and watch Ophelia drown? Or did 

she rush to save her from drowning? Or perhaps she was she frightened still? Did she pull 

Ophelia from the brook just a moment too late? Or did she do something completely rad-
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ical and insane, holding Ophelia underwater? These questions are left to the actor’s inter-

pretation of the character and/or to the imagination of the audience.   

What is interesting is the statement Gertrude makes at Ophelia’s burial: “I hoped 

thou shouldest have been my Hamlet’s wife” (Ham. 5.1.230). Is this sincerity, a touch of 

sympathy shown from a mother to her son, or an insignificant passing thought? Perhaps 

Prince Hamlet and a Princess Ophelia might have one day been rightfully crowned King 

and Queen of Denmark. Ironically, both are deemed insane to a degree and destined for a 

tragic death.  
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IV.   The Text 

“Words, words, words” - they are not meaningless or futile devices, but rather vi-

tal components to Hamlet’s existence (Ham. 2.2.201). Figuratively speaking, words have 

meaning, meaning has action, and action has a definite cause. Certainly “words” are the 

most important feature to Shakespeare’s craft. His word play must be noted, as well as his 

mastery of literary devices like the metaphor, assonance, consonance, antithesis, 

metonymy, synecdoche, allusion, foreshadowing, pun, and personification, to name a few. 

It is an understatement to say that language plays an important role. Characters are 

specifically designed around language, which not only distinguishes them in social order 

and class, but also in areas of mood, form, and action. According to James Davie Butler, 

Shakespeare was said to be “familiar with seven foreign languages and often quoted them 

directly in his plays. His vocabulary was the largest of any writer, at over twenty-four 

thousand words” (Mabillard). According Laura Estill and Eric Johnson in “Fun In-

ternational Facts about Shakespeare,” Shakespeare’s plays have been “translated into 75 

languages and performed in more than 24 different countries” (British Council). Amanda 

Mabillard also notes that Shakespeare invented approximately 1,700 words, and coined a 

plethora of phrases that we still use today, for instance: “Brave new world” (Tmp.), 

“Break the ice” and “Kill with kindness” (Shr.), “Faint hearted” (IH4), “Fancy-

free” (MND), “Heart of Gold” (H5), “Wear my heart upon my sleeve” (Oth.), “Off with 

his head” (R3), “Love is blind” (MV), “the be-all and end-all” and “Knock, knock! Who’s 

there” (Mac.), and “In my heart of hearts,” “In my mind’s eye,” and “You’ve got to be 

cruel to be kind” (Ham.) (“Words Shakespeare Invented”). 
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The objective of this chapter is to analyze Hamlet’s words as they relate to the 

underlying theme of his heartbreak. Categorically, two soliloquies have been selected for 

a close reading, the first being “O, that this too too solid flesh would melt” from Act 1, 

Scene 2, and the second being “To be or not to be” from Act 3, Scene 1. Lastly, “Ecstasy? 

My pulse as yours doth temperately keep time” from Act 3, Scene 4 will be analyzed, 

since the passage conveys Hamlet’s stance against the claim that he is “madman.” As per 

Merriam-Webster, the term soliloquy is defined as “a combination of two Latin 

words, solo (meaning 'to oneself') and loquor (meaning 'I talk’),” hence the term literally 

translates to “the act of talking to oneself” (“Soliloquy” Merriam-Webster). 

To set the stage for Hamlet’s first soliloquy, King Claudius is giving a speech to 

the royal court - which includes his immediate family - about morality, mourning, and the 

cycle of life that we all pass through. He unabashedly attempts to make light of a precari-

ous situation: the unfortunate death of his brother and the sudden marriage to his sister-

in-law. Hamlet at this point is still enveloped in mourning, and the King and Queen make 

futile attempts to clear his mind of the situation and cheer him up. Claudius attempts to 

comfort Hamlet by asking him to trust in the fact that he will be treated and cared for just 

like a son to him now. Furthermore, he preaches to Hamlet that the death of a father is 

commonplace and a natural part of life. Gertrude goes on to exclaim, “Thou know’s tis 

common, all that lives must die” in her effort to encourage Hamlet to shed his somber 

mood (Ham. 1.2.71). They conclude their talk by beseeching Hamlet not to return to Wit-

tenberg, to remain in Denmark instead, where they can continue to “cheer and comfort” 

him.  
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From Hamlet’s perspective, his newfangled uncle King and aunt Queen are en-

gaged in some sort of grotesque masquerade. They both fail to recognize that he needs 

adequate time to grieve the death of his father, and that he is not merely wearing his emo-

tions on his sleeve, or particular clothes to make it “seem” that he is in sorrow and grief. 

They fail to understand the fact that he truly is heartbroken. He is not simply acting the 

part, unlike others he begins to suspect, given the way events have unfolded before him. 

Besides this impeding heartache, Hamlet also suffers mentally from angst and bewilder-

ment as to how Claudius and Gertrude were able to marry in a mere month’s time since 

his father’s passing. Once alone, Hamlet meticulously starts to reckon how this could all 

be in his soliloquy:  

 HAMLET. O, that this too too solid flesh would melt, 

 Thaw and resolve itself into a dew! 

 Or that the Everlasting had not fixed 

 His canon against self-slaughter! O God, O God! 

 How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable 

 Seem to me all the uses of this world! 

 Fie on’t! O, fie, fie! ’Tis an unweeded garden 

 That grows to seed: things rank and gross in nature 

 Possess it merely. That it should come to this! 

 But two months dead: nay, not so much, not two. 

 So excellent a king, that was to this 

 Hyperion to a satyr, so loving to my mother 

 That he might not beteem the winds of heaven 
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 Visit her face too roughly. Heaven and earth, 

 Must I remember? Why, she would hang on him 

 As if increase of appetite had grown 

 By what it fed on, and yet within a month — 

 Let me not think on’t: frailty, thy name is woman! — 

 A little month, or ere those shoes were old 

 With which she followed my poor father’s body, 

 Like Niobe, all tears: why she, even she — 

 O, heaven! A beast that wants discourse of reason 

 Would have mourned longer — married with mine uncle,  

 My father’s brother but no more like my father 

 Than I to Hercules. Within month? 

 Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 

 Had left the flushing of her galled eyes, 

 She married. O, most wicked speed, to post 

 With such dexterity to incestuous sheets! 

 It is not nor it cannot come to good: 

 But break my heart, for I must hold my tongue. (Ham. 1.2.129-59) 

Assonance, or the repetition of vowel sounds, is the literary device used in the 

opening sentence “that this too too solid flesh would melt.” By examining the first few 

lines of his soliloquy, we see that Hamlet’s pain is so substantial that he wishes his body, 

his “solid flesh,” would simply melt away; “thaw” and turn “into a dew!” As in a morn-

ing dew, which signifies the start of a brand new day. This paints the image of freshness, 
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a new start, or even a brand new life. His flesh represents life, and dew represents dying 

in this particular use of a synecdoche. Perhaps Hamlet comes to a new realization, as if he 

is frozen solid in the moment, cornered, and now he is scrutinizing what has transpired. It 

is important to point out, that depending on the folio cited, or the editor’s discretion, the 

word “sullied” is commonly used instead of “solid.” John Dover Wilson published an ar-

gument in The Times Literary Supplement, suggesting that “sullied” would shed “a fresh 

light upon Hamlet’s character… It provides a ‘motive’ for his brooding 

melancholy” (Batcher). Hence, the opening line now has a different connotation of life, 

as one of being contaminated or soiled. This plays into Hamlet’s view of himself, as well 

as that of his parents. Hamlet describes his whole body as being impure and marred, that 

he feels like a tainted human being, and wishes to be purified or cleansed of this over-

whelming calamity and heartbreak. He expresses the desire that God, or the 

“Everlasting,” had not forbidden “self-slaughter,” or suicide. His torment must be 

tremendous, for him to reach the unbearable point where he actually ponders not wanting 

to live anymore. With the words “O God, O God!” this truly is a cry for help; it is as if 

Hamlet is clutching at his heart with pain, and asking God for mercy. The repetition rein-

forces the heartache he feels in his flesh, and the “O” is akin to the sound one makes 

when suffering a painful injury. Hamlet is searching for salvation, and suicide is not the 

answer to his predicament. He is so grief-stricken that he no longer sees any beauty or 

function to the world, instead it becomes “weary, stale, flat and unprofitable” (Ham. 

1.2.133).  

With the line “Fie on’t! O, fie, fie!” it becomes apparent that Hamlet is actually 

groaning out profanities at the world, which metaphorically becomes an overgrown, un-
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kept garden. Perhaps there is an allusion to the Garden of Eden - yet instead of Adam and 

Eve, it is Claudius and Gertrude, and they planted a “gross” seed of corruption; an evil 

succession of power for the Kingdom of Denmark. Hamlet, unmistakably depressed by 

the situation, scales back his thoughts and suggests that it has not even been two months 

since his father passed, and this is what he is faced with; affirmatively stating that there is 

no comparison between his father and Claudius: one being a “Hyperion,” or Titan of 

“heavenly light,” and the other being a “satyr,” or an unsightly half man, half bestial crea-

ture as per Greek mythology (Merriam Webster). This is a powerful comparison, and a 

painful idea that Hamlet cannot stomach. He had so much admiration for his father and 

held him on such a high pedestal. Now he is faced with the premise of a new father fig-

ure, and that is a lecherous and lustful Claudius. Even though Hamlet was never shown 

any real affection, he is deadlocked and unapologetic in his father’s defense. He depicts 

how gentle and caring his father was toward his mother, stating he would not even allow 

the “winds of heaven” to touch his mother’s face “too roughly.” Hamlet describing his 

father as a protective, loving, and compassionate man, somehow wittingly turns a blind 

eye to all his paternal shortcomings. This is due to the fundamental fear of having to re-

visit the validity of his parent’s genuine love for each other. This is what causes him such 

remorse and agony, given the answer will prove unsavory, and confirm his suspicions.   

Categorically, how is it possible for his mother to marry his uncle in such haste, 

given the assessment that his parent’s love was exclusively pure and true? The answer to 

this question becomes an absolute impossibility for Hamlet, and he cannot bear to think 

about his mother’s infidelity and his uncle’s concupiscent nature any longer. He points 

the blame on women for being so easily prone and susceptible to corruption, stating 
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“frailty, thy name is woman!” (Ham. 1.2.146). She married in such haste, that the shoes 

on her feet by far outlasted the grieving for her dead husband. Hamlet at this point real-

izes his resentment toward his mother and alludes to Niobe, the Greek goddess famed her 

sorrow and tears. What an antithetical difference between the two: one anguished for the 

loss of her children, the other, his mother, relishing her new marriage, and seemingly 

oblivious to her husband’s death.  

With the line “O, heaven!” Hamlet cries out once more. This time, only after 

putting all the pieces of the puzzle together does he rightly realize how unjust and insidi-

ous the whole situation sincerely is. This realization breaks his heart even more. The 

thought that a wild animal or “beast,” that has no capability of reasoning, would have 

“mourned” a death longer incites new anger. Hamlet seems to deliberate if his mother is 

mindless, soulless, or both. The hasty marriage in itself is ridiculous; what causes even 

more bewilderment is that the marriage was to his uncle.  

Hamlet emphasizes the fact that there is no comparison between the brothers; it is 

as fallacious as himself being compared to the Roman god Hercules. The sheer speed 

with which the wedding took place throws Hamlet off balance; it troubles him so much 

that he repeats the observation of “within a month” twice in the soliloquy. He proposes 

that the marriage took place in such haste, that it commenced before Gertrude’s “unright-

eous” tears could even dry. Hamlet is starting to comprehend that it is most plausible that 

his mother’s grief is disingenuous, and that her love must have been unquestionably un-

faithful; with no hesitation, nor second thoughts, and “with such dexterity to incestuous 

sheets!” (Ham. 1.2.157). Hamlet realizes that Claudius and Gertrude’s “incestuous” rela-

tionship cannot come to good. According to his instincts, the whole situation seems dubi-
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ous; he simply has not figured out the extent of the treachery, not yet. As the whole pic-

ture unfolds before his eyes, he tells himself that he must hold his tongue. And as the de-

gree of heartbreak becomes more extreme, he bottles it up and allows it to fester inside 

until the opportune moment when he could end his silence and expose the treasonous cor-

ruption within Denmark.  

In the documentary film Discovering Hamlet, “To be or not to be” is noted as be-

ing “one of the most famous soliloquies in all of drama… in which the despairing Hamlet 

confronts the idea of killing himself” (Olshaker 00:15:50). To date, scholarship over-

whelmingly advocates that the speech primarily shines a spotlight on Hamlet’s deep de-

liberation with the act of committing suicide. Rationally, the soliloquy tends to have a 

more profound meaning when examined under the microscope. 

Cameron, in “The Psychology of Hamlet” states: “Hamlet is not only asking him-

self the question of whether to live or die; he is asking himself whether to act or not to act 

in the murder of Claudius. The only way out of this moral dilemma is to take his own life 

so that he doesn’t have to act” (167). Hence, there is also an underlying theme of “inac-

tion” that haunts Hamlet, some suggest. Theoretically, his inability to go forward with 

killing Claudius impairs his forward mobility, causing him to sink into a deeper depres-

sion. Contrarily, as suggested in Hamlet: A User’s Guide, “the Christian inhibition against 

self-slaughter which Hamlet recognized in his first soliloquy has gone now, replaced by 

fear, and his typical strengths have deserted him: he proposes that it might be better to 

end your life than to endure it, but for the cowardly fact that the dreams after death would 

be bad, and the unknown is terrifying” (Pennington 80-81). Thus, he is ultimately unable 

to commit suicide 
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In the Elizabethan era, society’s sentiment toward death and morality was vastly 

different from our view today; “public executions, mutilations, and corpses on display 

were common sights to the residents and playgoers of Shakespeare’s London” (“Death 

and Mortality” Internet Shakespeare Editions). Unlike the contemporary mindset, which 

is to live in the now, in Shakespeare’s time the purpose of life was to prepare oneself for 

the afterlife. As Alixe Bovey cites, “Church taught that the fate of a person's soul was de-

termined not only by his or her behaviour in life, but also by the manner of his or her 

death. Medieval Christians hoped for a 'good death', ideally at home in bed, surrounded 

by friends and family, and with a priest in attendance to administer the Last Rites, the fi-

nal forgiveness of sin. Sudden death – the 'bad death' – was greatly feared, as dying un-

prepared, without confessing one's sin and receiving the last rites, would increase the 

probability of a long stay in Purgatory or, worse, Hell” (“Death and the Afterlife”). 

Hence, Hamlet undoubtably understands these concepts very well, and in no way would 

fool-heartedly jeopardize his passage to the afterlife. Not to mention go back on his word 

and disappoint his father, or risk the future of Denmark, by allowing it to become “a 

couch for luxury and damned incest” (Ham. 1.5.88).   

There are several possible interpretations to the soliloquy, with the favorite being 

that Hamlet is so heartbroken and devastated that he is contemplating suicide. But that is 

a reading only on the surface, because as previously stated, killing oneself would go 

against his faith, and would insure no chance at redemption. The soliloquy surely con-

veys more than just doom and gloom, or a discerning death wish. Hamlet in a more dy-

namic fashion is exploring the great depths of his heartache, as he attempts to rebuild 

himself from an all-time low point in his life. He questions the meaning of life, and the 

!71



meaning of death. He also questions his own existence, paints a portrait of the devastation 

he suffered from the loss of his father, scrutinizes and finds no compassion in his mother, 

and partially wrestles with the fate of the Kingdom. The speech is a somber realization; in 

that solitary moment, he must stare down his demons, his courage is tested, and his re-

solve is challenged. Hamlet is faced with two options: “not to be,” isolation and failure, 

or with the freedom and good fortune to become the man he is destined to “be.”   

Before closely diving into the specifics of the text itself, let us first set the table 

and illustrate what has transpired. Polonius, before the royal court has made a case that 

suggests that Hamlet has fallen for the “ecstasy of love,” and that his daughter Ophelia is 

responsible for his madness. Polonius’s theory suggests that lost love and/or rejecting 

one’s offer of love may indeed turn a person mad; “that he is mad, ’tis true: ‘this true ‘this 

pity. And pity it is true: a foolish figure. But farewell it, for I will use no art. Mad let us 

grant him” (Ham. 2.2.103-06). To substantiate his case, Polonius reads a letter Hamlet 

gave Ophelia out-loud. Hamlet’s poetry expresses his unwavering love for Ophelia, and 

Polonius uses the letter to convince Claudius that Hamlet’s madness does indeed stem 

from love. As if the spell of love has been cast upon Hamlet, one from which he cannot 

escape, and this led him toward insanity. Polonius also instructed Ophelia to reject Ham-

let’s advances, “that she should lock herself from his resort, admit no messengers, receive 

no tokens” (Ham. 2.2.147-48). This made Hamlet fall into a “sadness,” and then into a 

“fast,” that was followed by “weakness,” lightness, and that eventually led to his “mad-

ness” (Ham. 2.2.151-54). 

Thus, Claudius and Polonius orchestrated a plan to eavesdrop on Hamlet and 

Ophelia, in order to determine if the “ecstasy of love” really did turn him mad. Ophelia is 
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instructed to start in the courtyard, and is given a book to read. As Claudius and Polonius 

witness Hamlet approaching, they withdraw into the shadows. Hamlet unaccompanied, 

commences his speech, and continues to share his thoughts until the point he is interrupt-

ed by Ophelia’s presence.  

For our purposes, below please find the soliloquy quoted line for line in its entirety: 

 HAMLET. To be, or not to be, that is the question:  

 Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

 The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

 Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 

 And by opposing end them? To die, to sleep — 

 No more — and by a sleep to say we end 

 The heartache and the thousand natural shocks 

 That flesh is heir to: ’tis a consummation 

 Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep:  

 To sleep, perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub, 

 For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 

 When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, 

 Must give us pause: there’s the respect 

 That makes calamity of so long life, 

 For who would bear the whips and scorns of time, 

 The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely, 

 The pangs of despised love, the law’s delay, 

 The insolence of office and the spurns 
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 That patient merit of the unworthy takes, 

  When he himself might his quietus make 

 With a bare bodkin? Who would these farewells bear, 

 To grunt and sweat under a weary life, 

 But that the dread of something after death, 

 The undiscovered country from whose bourn 

 No traveller returns, puzzles the will, 

 And makes us rather bear those ills we have 

 Than fly to others that we know not of? 

 Thus conscience does make cowards of us all: 

 And thus the native hue of resolution 

 Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought, 

 And enterprises of great pith and moment 

 With this regard their currents turn away, 

 And lost the name of action. Soft you now, 

 The fair Ophelia. — Nymph, in thy orisons 

 Be all my sins remembered. (Ham. 3.1.62-96) 

There is validity to the idea that depression, or a declining mental state may lead 

to thoughts of suicide. It is also true that deep-seeded heartbreak may lead to deliberating 

“self-slaughter” as well. In the case of Hamlet, there is a good likelihood and evidence he 

is experiencing both. However, the problem with the theme of “madness,” especially in a 

greater state of mental instability - as it may pertain to the troubled young Prince - is un-

predictability. If the actor chooses to interpret Hamlet as being completely “mad” in the 
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soliloquy, one would have to address what is it that stops Hamlet from taking his life at 

any minute. To be “mad” is to be without logic or rationale; Hamlet could possibly kill 

himself without rhyme, reason, or any warning, given a complete “madness.” Perhaps the 

only thing that stops Hamlet from burying his “bodkin” into his heart is the unexpected 

encounter with Ophelia. Choosing this path is a deadly combination, it is the road of no 

return, given the actor must take into serious consideration the decline of Hamlet’s spiri-

tual and mental health. It would prove difficult to reclaim the character further into the 

story. 

On the other hand, maybe Hamlet is only experiencing warning signs of mental 

instability at this juncture. Perchance suicide is more of a fleeting thought that passes 

through his mind, than a feasible option, given he is formulating ideas about the nature of 

life and death at this point in his soliloquy. This seems to be a more suitable explanation 

for Hamlet’s words and actions. Thoughts and actions are two different animals, but con-

ceivably he does manage to talk himself out of suicide, both symbolically and in reality. 

What if the true meaning of the soliloquy is to confront your own fears and build up 

enough courage to become the person you wish or “dream” of being? Life is the opportu-

nity one has to stand up and fight against the “whips and scorns,” and “slings and arrows” 

of time. While “death” is exposed as a delusional way of not having to deal with the chal-

lenges or obstacles that life brings forth. Of course, the “sleep of death” would end the 

“heartache and the thousand natural shocks,” but only in theory. Because, no one knows 

exactly what “dreams may come” after death, hence the quagmire.   

Hamlet understands his heartaches, as well as the uncorroborated rumors that 

death will stop the pain. Logic and intellect are the factors that save Hamlet’s thoughts 
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from becoming actions, and it is reasonable to conclude that a sound mind is required for 

his thought experiments. He suggests that the “fear” of what is to come after death is a 

way more frightening and painful notion to deal with than all the known problems of this 

world. It is death or the “undiscovered country,” that unknown variable in the equation of 

life that thwarts suicide, intimidates and baffles the mind. Furthermore, Hamlet is not to 

be taken as a coward, or indecisive; he shows vulnerability in the soliloquy yet he is reso-

lute in avenging his father’s murder. Perhaps he has come to terms with his many heart-

breaks, and that fuels his desire to push forward against a “sea of troubles.”   

The interesting fact is that Hamlet never states that the pain has become so un-

bearable that he simply cannot continue to strive forward. Moreover, despite speculations 

that his character is weak, or unable to make proper decisions, this soliloquy proves that 

he is able to not only conquer his emotions, but synthesize his thoughts in order to ac-

complish his objective. “To be or not to be” is not simply a question, arguably it is a 

statement. The antithesis is the defining moment in which Hamlet moves toward becom-

ing. Shakespeare employs rhetorical devices, such as metaphors and parallel structure in 

the soliloquy, specifically when comparing life, death, and what it means to dream.   

In comparison to the first soliloquy, where Hamlet uses language with vowel 

sounds like O’s and Ah’s to reflect his heartbreak, this particular soliloquy stands out as 

more cerebral. In the sense that Hamlet is linking thoughts to actions, and negotiating the 

outcomes thereof. For instance: “to sleep, perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub, For in 

that sleep of death what dreams may come” (Ham. 3.1.71-72). To sleep, one expects to 

dream a dream, yet to sleep also means death, and the dream thereafter may be none at 

all. It also must be noted the Hamlet uses words akin to weapons, as if going into battle: 
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“slings,” “arrows,” “whips,” “arms,” and “bodkin.” Repetition is also used as a persua-

sive literary device - the word “sleep” is used five times, “die” twice, “death” three times, 

“bear” three times, “life” twice, and “dream(s)” twice. Hamlet lists several different kinds 

of setbacks, or heartbreaks one must endure, such as: “oppressor’s wrong,” “law’s delay,” 

“proud man’s contumely,” and “pangs of despised love.” These are all things that stand in 

one’s way from accomplishing a dream. Life is described to be a “calamity,” where one 

will “grunt and sweat under a weary life,” and it is up to us to have the strength and 

courage to “take arms against a sea of troubles.” Interestingly, the term “mortal coil” sig-

nifies the spiral of life we humans are bound to, as we scrape and stumble along, and as 

we age we start to drag our feet in order to buy more time on this earth. Overall, if we 

think about it, the soliloquy seems to explain how absurd or insane life legitimately is.   

As per Hamlet, he is able to decipher the intrinsic meaning of life, yet supposedly 

he is the maniacal one. Not only is Hamlet called mad numerous times, but this madness 

is referred to in many different ways by a variety of characters in the play. For instance, 

Gertrude refers to it as Hamlet’s “wildness,” Claudius calls it a “turbulent and dangerous 

lunacy,” Guildenstern refers to it as a “crafty madness,” and Rosencrantz calls it “distem-

per.” All the different names for Hamlet’s lunacy is madness in itself, and perhaps this 

repetition plays an integral part in convincing audiences that Hamlet is indeed mad. Fur-

thermore, as previously mentioned, several explanations have been provided as to why 

Hamlet is melancholic or not acting like himself. Polonius suggests “the origin and com-

mencement of his grief sprang from neglected love” (Ham. 3.1.177-78). While Gertrude 

believes that Hamlet’s depression “it is not other but the main — His father’s death and 

our o’erhasty marriage (Ham. 2.2.56-57). Honestly, these statements are correct, these 
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heartaches not only helped shape Hamlet’s character, but quite possibly led him to a psy-

chotic break. From the perspective of a dramatic performance, and if the actor chooses to 

portray Hamlet as “mad,” the most appropriate time and place to fully disclose his “mad-

ness” would be in the Closet Scene, where he confronts his mother and sees the Ghost of 

his father. The most suitable form of “madness” to portray Hamlet as having would be an 

acute psychosis, for two main reasons:  

First, the condition is acute, or short-lasting, generally less than 1 month, meaning 

the character can recuperate and return back to a normal, or to a cognizant state. More 

severe types of mental illness would deem the character of Hamlet untruthful in perfor-

mance, given the vocabulary, actions, and the logic he needs to display in future acts. 

Secondly, as per the terminology of WebMD, the “obvious stressor” for Hamlet would be 

a traumatic event, which is the death of a loved one (“Brief Psychotic Disorder”). Some 

of the symptoms associated with acute psychosis include hallucinations, meaning, hear-

ing or seeing things which are not there, as we already covered. A psychotic break would 

perfectly explain why Hamlet is seeing and hearing his father’s Ghost in the Closet 

Scene. Commonly, Hamlet is believed to be by all means “mad” because of a handful of 

reasons. The big elephant in the room is the fact that Hamlet sees the Ghost, while 

Gertrude sees nothing at all, accusing him of bending his “eye upon vacancy.” The other 

factor that plays an integral role in Hamlet’s so-called “madness” is the fact that he killed 

Polonius blindly in a fit of rage. It may be argued that his anger led to a loss of temper, 

which led to a lack of judgement, that led to an act of violence. It must be noted that 

Hamlet at this point was finally prepared to confront and kill Claudius; he was no longer 

hesitant in fulfilling his mission, avenging his father’s murder. Admittedly, it is perilous 
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to associate acts of violence, especially murder, with mental disease, although it may be 

tempting to link the two; perhaps Hamlet was perfectly sound of mind when he drew his 

rapier and stabbed Polonius behind the arras.   

Hamlet has repeatedly been accused of being insane. In his defense, the following 

passage is a suitable way to conclude the chapter:   

 HAMLET. Ecstasy? 

  My pulse as yours doth temperately keep time. 

  And makes as healthful music: it is not madness 

  That I have uttered. Bring me to the test, 

  And I the matter will reword, which madness 

  Would gambol from. Mother, for love of grace, 

  Lay not that flattering unction to your soul 

  That not your trespass but my madness speaks: 

  It will but skin and film the ulcerous place, 

  Whilst rank corruption, mining all within, 

  Infects unseen. Confess yourself to heaven, 

  Repent what’s past, avoid what is to come, 

  And do not spread the compost o’er the weeds 

  To make them ranker. Forgive me this my virtue, 

  For in the fatness of these pursy times 

  Virtue itself of vice must pardon beg, 

  Yea, curb and woo for leave to do him good. (Ham.3.4.145-161) 
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Thus to recapitulate, Gertrude makes a good case for Hamlet’s “discomfort,” or 

his mental instability, pointing the finger to his father’s death and, consequently, her hasty 

marriage to his uncle. Logically it is a rightful explanation, that trauma and those 

heartaches can trigger a “madness;” in this case an acute psychosis. But what if Hamlet, 

despite the great grief, severe sorrow, and harsh heartbreaks, is in no way affected by any 

type of “madness”? Is it plausible that he has been telling the truth the whole time, and 

despite feigning madness, his only ailment is a broken heart? Hamlet does proclaim “that 

I essentially am not in madness, but mad in craft” (Ham. 3.4.186-87). 

By ecstasy, Gertrude implies a cunning creation of the mind, a fantasy, an illusion. 

Hamlet is offended by this remark, and argues that the Ghost is not a figment of his imag-

ination, that his heart beats as steadily as hers. He defends himself by claiming that noth-

ing he has uttered is madness, and that he is able to prove it by rephrasing the whole situ-

ation. Hypothetically, he argues a madman would not be able to accomplish that feat. He 

begs his mother, for the love of God, not to flatter herself into believing that he exhibits 

or possesses any traces of lunacy, and instead to admit her crime. He warns her that hid-

ing and refusing to confess her corruption will infest and eat her body from the inside out. 

Hamlet tells his mother to confess her sins to Heaven, to repent and avoid condemnation. 

And to avoid spreading manure over the weeds, since such plants have no value, and it 

will make the situation even more foul. He asks to be forgiven for his sincerity in these 

exceedingly corrupted times, where good people have to beg the pardon of vile persons, 

and beg for the opportunity to do good.  

Hamlet seems to have his wits about him, and the ability to express himself clear-

ly and concisely. Conceivably, Hamlet is the sane one, while Gertrude may be suffering 
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symptoms of bipolar mania. A symptom of bipolar disorder is “manic phases,” which can 

lead to a significant increase in libido (“Bipolar Disorder” Mayo Clinic). Perhaps that 

would explain her relationship with Claudius, while Hamlet mistakenly exclaims: “the 

heyday in the blood is tame, it’s humble” (Ham. 3.4.77). Another symptom of bipolar 

disorder is anxiety, or panic attacks, when Gertrude is confronted by Hamlet she panics 

and screams out “What wilt thou do? Thou wilt not murder me? Help, help, ho! (Ham. 

3.4.23-26). Last but not least, Gertrude lacks affection not only for her son, but for her 

murdered husband; lack of empathy is associated with more severe types of mental ill-

ness, such as bipolar disorder. 

It is not a farfetched idea, since she is deeply wounded from being confronted in 

such a manner by her son, and taken by complete surprise. Gertrude may now have to 

own up to her crimes, as she wallows in her own guilt, sorrow, and shame. Clearly, she 

does not see the ghost of her dead husband; perhaps her judgement is impaired by an on-

set of mania. Perhaps the shock of Hamlet killing Polonius adds to her compounded 

trauma and her momentary lapse of reason as previously discussed. When confronted by 

Hamlet, the anxiety is too much for her, she begs of him to speak no more, “these words 

like daggers enter in mine ears. No more, sweet Hamlet!” (Ham. 3.4.97-98). Arguably, 

she was never able to see clearly from the very beginning, but now being exposed, and 

having to deal with her family drama head on, that becomes too much for her to bear. 

Perhaps Gertrude rejected the truth and reality up until this point, and now Hamlet finally 

gets the opportunity to bring some clarity to her world.  

Who is to say that there isn’t an even more sinister side to Gertrude? Perhaps she 

is a liar and a cheater, and those are aspects to her character that cannot be ruled out 
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without scrutiny. Hamlet explicitly states that he is feigning madness, that it is all an act. 

Who is to say that Gertrude is only pretending to not have seen her dead husband’s ghost; 

perhaps she was complicit in his murder and she needs an alibi? Her admitting to seeing 

the ghost would mean that Hamlet in fact is not psychotic in the least; his testimony 

would in fact be valid, and concur with the previous occurrences of his father’s ghost, 

especially given Horatio, Marcellus, Barnardo, and Francisco all confirm the sightings. 
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V.    Conclusion 

As per the quizzical song Shakespeare wrote in The Merchant of Venice, “tell me 

where is fancy bred, or in the heart or in the head?” (MV. 3.2.64-65) The same curious 

question has been asked many a times about what truly defines Hamlet’s character; is it 

rooted in madness, or is it an enigma of the heart? The muddled mission to access if 

Hamlet’s madness is real or feigned has infinitely overshadowed his true and apparent 

ailment, his unassailable heartbreak. The question should not be, is Hamlet truly mad? 

But rather, what is it exactly that makes us believe him to be so, and where does that in-

sanity come from? The answer is, other characters believe him to be so, and convince us 

along the way; they confuse his heartbreak with madness, and his feigning with truth.   

Art is the recreation of life, preserved in a moment of time. Acting as an art form 

requires a considerable amount of heart, mind, and craft. It must not be forgotten that an 

element of honesty, as it pertains to real life situations, needs to be incorporated into the 

actor’s portrayal of Hamlet. The core of Hamlet’s character resides within the many 

heartbreaks he is tasked to endure, hence his essence is derived from being in touch with 

the emotions in his heart. His compounded grief and his depressive state of mind come 

from the lack and loss of love, surely this does affect his mental disposition. Consequent-

ly, the heart does affect the mind, and in turn influences thoughts, words, and actions. 

Providing a definitive diagnosis of Hamlet’s mental health does prove problematic, unlike 

the comparative ease in pinpointing his heartbreak. Yet, you cannot remove the heart 

from the mind, or visa versa, they converge with the self and act as one, at least most of 

the time.  
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The variable that remains constant throughout the play is the fact that Hamlet is a 

scholar, he is unequivocally an intellectual. The controlled variable however, is portray-

ing Hamlet as a “madman.” That path toward madness will always be open for negotia-

tion. Meaning, the character’s mental fate rests in the hands, or at the discretion of the 

actor, director, or producer. In the event “madness” is chosen as the appropriate path, it 

becomes imperative to gain a full understanding of the complete spectrum of mental ill-

ness, in order to represent the character in the most truthful light. As previously recom-

mended, acute psychosis would be the most viable type of “madness” to portray, and the 

optimal time for Hamlet to experience the peak of his psychotic break would be in the 

Closet Scene. It is important to point out, that a main indicator that distinguishes between 

various degrees of mental illness is found in the person’s ability to show empathy. Hamlet 

irrefutably shows affection and empathy throughout the play, and toward different charac-

ters, thus the diagnosis of acute psychosis. Portraying Hamlet with a more serious mental 

illness such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, or even dissociative identity disorder may 

prove counterfactual, given the character’s trajectory as the play progresses.  

For instance, a Hamlet portrayed with dissociative identity disorder, although it 

might prove engrossing, in real life would be highly improbable; and if we are to hold a 

mirror up to nature, or to recreate life in art, it would appear disingenuous. That particular 

portrayal would expose a giant discord between Hamlet’s thoughts, words, and actions. 

To better emphasize this point: you would not be limping on your left foot if your right 

hand was fractured. Moreover, the dynamics of his relationships would not materialize 

proportionately, and they would feel unrealistic in nature. Scientific data corroborates 

such a claim, as stated in The Journal of Neuropsychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences: 
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“bipolar patients showed impaired cognitive empathy and ‘theory of mind,’” hence pa-

tients will show lack of affection, and their “ability to understand the feelings, intentions, 

and motivations of others” is impaired (Shamay-Tsoory, Harari, Szepsenwol, and Lev-

kovitz). To prove the point, Hamlet does not lose affection for Horatio, his love for Ophe-

lia, or empathy for his mother in the Closet Scene, since he does not reject comforting her 

when his father’s ghost commands “O, step between her and her fight soul” (Ham. 

3.4.116). Thus acute psychosis, which is an “impaired relationship with reality,” bit not 

everlasting, would make the most amount of sense if Hamlet is to be deemed mad (Legg).  

Despite the lengthy illustration as to how Hamlet should be performed, the truth 

remains, that there is no right or wrong way to portray him. It is a role that is forever 

transforming and progressing, and the possibilities are endless. However, a commitment 

and a responsibility exists in brining the character to life in an honest and believable way. 

In closing, there is something to be said about the correlation between Hamlet the 

genius - the intellectual path, and Hamlet the madman - the path toward insanity. Accord-

ing to Natalie Wolchover, “many of history's most celebrated creative geniuses were 

mentally ill, from renowned artists Vincent van Gogh and Frida Kahlo to literary giants 

Virginia Woolf and Edgar Allan Poe. Today, the fabled connection between genius and 

madness is no longer merely anecdotal. Mounting research shows these two extremes of 

the human mind really are linked” (“Why Are Genius and Madness” LiveScience). Per-

haps, “the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to,” the feelings 

and emotions which start in the heart, which are felt on the flesh, end up transforming 

themselves into maddening thoughts in Hamlet’s mind. Thus intrinsically, the core of 

Hamlet’s character is heartbreak. And that pain and suffering that he must brave needs to 
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be authentically transformed into action. The metamorphosis from emotions to thoughts, 

then to words, and finally to action, is the secret to the art of acting. Thus to all actors 

who are honored with the opportunity to bring this marvelous character to life, take Ham-

let’s last words and hold them in your heart, “And in this harsh world draw thy breath in 

pain, To tell my story” (Ham. 5.2.212-13). Honor his request, act out his story, and 

breathe in his heartache. 
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