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Shakespeare’s Hamlet is one of the most praised and criticized pieces of literature and dramatic performances. Hamlet is psychologically engaging, emotionally ambiguous, and highlights distinctions of the era of its conception. When analysing a challenging work such as Hamlet, where there is a plethora of criticism available for study, it is important to acknowledge how certain elements of the work would have been perceived differently following its initial release to the public than to scholars, students, and general readers of present-day society. Critics have developed new ideas about how to regard Hamlet influenced by modern concepts and social movements, which inspires the question whether an individual’s personal perception of the play’s core meaning should be more dependent upon the era it was written or coloured by the eras in which it has aged. Gertrude, for example, receives much critique and praise from critics for her role within the play. Critics, like Jacqueline Rose, acknowledge Gertrude as a female character who is released in some sense from a classic sexual piety. Other critiques, like those by T.S. Eliot, include that Gertrude’s character is not rounded enough to support the overwhelming importance placed up her by her son, Hamlet. The somewhat disturbing relationship between Gertrude and Hamlet is deeply debated, especially in connection to Sigmund Freud’s work on the Oedipus Complex, where many critics are able to correctly highlight aspects of the play which directly suggest a desire for something beyond the relationship of mother and son. Gertrude’s role within the play is undoubtedly directly correlated to Hamlet’s and it is nearly impossible to analyse Gertrude without also analysing Hamlet. Whether Gertrude lives up to the standard Hamlet so adamantly holds her or how an individual decides to perceive the questionably unhealthy relationship between mother and son may be debated, but the abundance and variety of criticism suggests there will be more analyses proposed rather than conclusions. However, Gertrude’s identity within Hamlet is a direct documentation of a struggle between two metaphorical bodies—the maternal body and the sexual (female) body. 
Female characters on the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage were held to a different standard than male characters. Femininity was upheld to a parody level, entertaining a 15th century audience with still unshaped ideas of the female body and mind, especially when considering the fact that all female characters were portrayed by young male actors.1 Due to the  influence of this production necessity,2 scenes between male and female characters had to remain relatively desexualized in a physical sense. Dympna Callaghan writes, ‘Visible and audible sexual difference, that is, femininity, on the early modern stage comprised a subspecies of masculinity. Femininity was defined in and as a relation to masculinity, and bore only a troublesome and secondary commensurability with women.’3 Words, only, could convey desire—or actors would be placed in perhaps uncomfortable situations. Therefore, female characters were not only slighted by the perceptions of a masculine-dominated society, but also lacked the ability to convey sexuality. However, Janet Adelman suggests in ‘Man and Wife is One Flesh: Hamlet and the Confrontation with the Maternal Body’ that Hamlet is the play which makes audiences confront the factualization of female sexuality; that Shakespeare himself believed sexuality to only have presence in tragedy.4 Where others of Shakespeare’s plays, specifically the comedies, only suggested at the consummation of relationships between those of opposite genders, Hamlet is the play that makes it impossible for audiences to ignore the sexual female and the opportunities that may be presented for sexual conduct. Adelman suggests that this is so due to the relationship between Gertrude and Hamlet,5 specifically through the existence of Gertrude’s two metaphorical bodies. Whereas other of Shakespeare’s plays leave out the influence of mother upon the protagonist, Hamlet presents a new maternal relationship and critics are continuously arguing on how to measure the absurdity within that relationship due to Hamlet’s incredible interest in his mother’s sexuality. 
Many critics praise Gertrude’s role within the play as a statement towards female independence, something that was only beginning to emerge in literature and performance in the 15th century. Whether Shakespeare formed Gertrude around a desire to portray a different type of woman on the stage or not, Gertrude is such. While she is not openly offensive to audiences or makes decidedly shocking actions in her circumstances, the subtle inclusions of female sexuality set her apart from other female characters in Shakespeare’s works and in the era. Jacqueline Rose discusses in 'Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Measure for Measure’ how Gertrude is consistently accused of having too much sexuality.6 Gertrude defies the typical female by references to her sexual ‘appetite’ by Hamlet and ‘lust’ by the Ghost, whereas other of Shakespeare’s female characters did not have outspoken sexual identities, only assumed ones. T.S. Eliot views Gertrude’s oversexualized nature, among other aspects of her character, as one of the most problematic issues of the play which prevent it from achieving absolute aesthetic perfection. Rose writes, ‘Sexuality appears as infringement, and… it is the woman who is the cause. For Hamlet, Gertrude’s blatant sexuality makes her less than human, less even than a beast lacking “discourse of reason.”’7 Hamlet first describes his mother’s sexuality at the beginning of the play in relationship to his father, stating ‘Why, she should hang on him / As if increase of appetite had grown / By what it fed on’8 suggesting that Gertrude was obvious in her sexual ‘appetite’ for her husband. However, later on the Ghost of Hamlet’s father describes Gertrude’s sexuality differently, even suggesting that Gertrude turned to Claudius due to her uncontrollable lust. Richard Levin writes, ‘Hamlet described her [Gertrude’s] insatiable sexual appetite for her husband, whereas the Ghost asserts that her appetite—which he calls “lust”—had sated itself on him and therefore sought out the gross carnal love of Claudius. The Ghost also calls this carnal love “lust,” which, he later adds, was consummated in “A couch for luxury” (I.v.83), very different from the “celestial bed” that he provided for her.’9 Hamlet only seems to develop this idea of Gertrude as a seductress performing sinful acts by expressing sexual desire, as described in Act III, Scene iv in which Hamlet directly confronts Gertrude with ‘Nay, but to live / In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed, / Stew’d in corruption, honeying and making love / Over the nasty sty.’10 Yet, the question is whether Hamlet and the Ghost’s perceptions are slighted by the supposed personally offensive ‘wrongdoings’ of Gertrude and, more simply, the social perspective towards feminine sexuality of the era. Hamlet may simply be angered by his mother’s actions and chooses to express his disapproval for her through the condemnation of her sexualized womanhood. Or, perhaps Hamlet’s negativity towards his mother’s choice to remarry could be a metaphor for a misogynistic society, which may enforce on Gertrude a state of mourning for her husband for the rest of her life—and her decision to remarry at all viewed as misplaced sexual conduct that should have been relinquished upon the absence of her husband.
Gertrude’s mourning period between her husband’s death and her remarriage is widely debated, and specifically fiercely opposed by Hamlet. ‘That it should come to this! /
But two months dead! Nay, not so much, not two.’11 However, considering the circumstances of Gertrude’s position, it could be argued that the best course of action for her kingdom was to remarry as soon as possible. Leaving a kingdom without a king presents weakness to enemies, which may take the opportunity to claim new territory. The fact that Gertrude chooses to marry her late husband’s brother is viewed by Hamlet as incest—'O, most wicked speed, to post /With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!’12 which on a purely scientific level is untrue. It makes sense for Gertrude to remarry to someone whom already claims understanding of the kingdom and its running, as well as a regard for herself and her son. In fact, it is relatively common throughout history itself for widows and widowers to marry unwed relatives of their late spouses. While Hamlet is convinced that it is his uncle that murdered his father, perhaps for the control of the kingdom or in order to claim Gertrude for himself, it is ambiguous as how his father actually died. However, the argument may be made that Gertrude truly has romantic and sexual affection for Claudius. Perhaps Gertrude took the opportunity of her husband’s death to seek a marriage with a man she desired, which feminist critics argue as perfectly acceptable conduct for Gertrude; not only is she providing for her kingdom by re-marrying, who is to say that she must be denied happiness for the remainder of her life purely because her husband died unexpectedly? Moreover, it seems unlikely that Gertrude would be connected to the death of her husband due to her strong reaction to Hamlet’s accusations in Act III, Scene iv which suggests she is horrified at the concept that her husband may have been murdered. As Robert Smith points out in “Hamlet and Gertrude, or The Conscience of the Queen’ that although the Ghost suggests that Gertrude committed adultery, there is not explicit statement by the Ghost that Gertrude had anything to do with her husband’s death.13 In fact, Hamlet is ordered to take revenge upon Claudius only, and leave Gertrude merely to the punishment of her own guilt. If Gertrude had been an accomplice, certainly the Ghost would have included her in the orders of vengeance. After Gertrude’s ‘As kill a king?” line in Act III, Scene iv, Hamlet releases any suspicions of her as the murderer and ‘never makes the charge again’14 although he never stops shaming the presence of her sexual body. 
	Hamlet, out of all of Shakespeare’s protagonists, is unquestionably strongly dependent upon the maternal bond. There is a clear attachment to Gertrude on Hamlet’s part and an inclination that Hamlet beholds his mother higher than he views any other. Despite the fact that he is a grown man, his obsession with his mother does not faulter, even as he harshly judges her. Yet, T.S. Eliot points out that Gertrude does not seem to live up to the expectations which Hamlet creates for her. Along with her oversexualized nature, Eliot suggests that Gertrude, as a woman and a mother, is unable to uphold the importance placed upon her by Hamlet, leaving Hamlet’s and the audience’s expectations unfulfilled. Eliot suggests that ‘the failing is Gertrude’s, who thus deprives not only her son, but also the play, of the proper emotional support.’15 In fact, Eliot suggests that the play itself is an ‘artistic failure’ while still being the ‘Mona Lisa of literature.’16 Shakespeare is striving to create a tragedy out of a mother’s guilt, but does not allow the mother to be successfully developed to withstand Hamlet’s disgust for her actions, which ultimately ‘envelops and exceeds her.’17 However, Eliot suggests that to criminalize Gertrude further throughout the play would force Hamlet into a different emotional state; ‘it is just because her character is so negative and insignificant that she arouses in Hamlet the feeling which she is incapable of representing.’18 Jacqueline Rose, however, finds Eliot’s critique of Hamlet also a critique of women rather, for he bases the entirety of Hamlet’s complications on the shoulders of one female character and aligns the question of woman with the question of meaning.19 Rose writes in response to Eliot, ‘What requires explanation, therefore, is not that Gertrude is an inadequate object for the emotions generated in the play, but the fact that she is expected to support them.’20 Beyond Eliot’s and Rose’s critiques, if one is to believe Gertrude the sole responsibility of any perceived lack in the play, it may be due to the influence of Hamlet’s own inability to take responsibility and placing the blame upon Gertrude, her faults as a mother and her faults due to her sexual desire. Perhaps Hamlet’s deep desire for Gertrude to repent for actions she does not seem to find fault with is connected to his own self-image and emotional inability to disconnect Gertrude’s presence as his mother and as a woman. 
However one views Gertrude’s role within Hamlet, her relationship to her son remains something of an enigma. For critics in the field of psychoanalysis, Gertrude’s relationship to Hamlet may be easily explained by the Oedipus Complex, a theory developed by Sigmund Freud. The Oedipus Complex suggests that at a point during childhood the maternal bond forms into something of an obsession on behalf of the son onto the mother, which in turn manifests into an obsessive desire for possession of the mother that includes sexual desire. Freud believed that the majority grew beyond this phase, but in the case of some the Oedipus Complex lingered and disturbed the normality of thought process. The Oedipus Complex directly has something to do with ‘the point where the woman is ﬁrst seen to be diﬀerent (Freud 1924, 1925), this moment can then have its eﬀects in that familiar mystiﬁcation (or fetishization) of the woman which makes of her something both perfect and dangerous or obscene (obscene if not perfect).’21 Therefore, Hamlet’s actions of placing his mother on a higher level than others make sense, for the mother is believed to be ‘different’ and capable of ‘perfection’ through the eyes of a child. The maternal body is the centre of the universe, possesses all answers, is the ultimate comfort, and provides all that is needed. When that assumption of the maternal body is altered, the child’s understanding of the world is shattered. Hamlet’s damnation of Gertrude so easily occurs because he believed her incapable of wrongdoing. 
Moreover, since Gertrude’s ‘wrongdoings’ are those of a sexual nature, it is even more of a betrayal to Hamlet, who is only accustomed to sharing his mother’s affection with his father. Ernest Jones discusses in ‘The Oedipus Complex as an explanation of Hamlet’s Mystery: A Study in Motive,’ how a child must be taught how to love and the earliest exposure a child has is the love of the mother.  A child’s ‘earliest dim awakenings are evoked by the intimate physical relations existing between the child and the persons of his immediate environment, above all, therefore, his parents. As Freud has put it, “The mother is the first seductress of her boy.”’22 Jones also confers how a son becomes enemies with his father due to the threat he possesses against the son’s ability to claim the full affection of his mother.23 After all, Hamlet’s grief at his father’s death seems to have less to do with the actual death and rather the re-marriage, and thus re-sexualization, of his mother. Perhaps Hamlet believed that once his father died, he would have his mother affection solely, achieving the childhood aspiration of full possession of the mother. Instead, Gertrude outright betrays Hamlet by instead surrendering her affections upon a new man and ‘replacing’ him. The idea of his mother’s sexuality is disgusting to Hamlet, but he is also unable to stop obsessing over it, going to the point of confronting Gertrude and condemning her sexual acts to her face. ‘Female sexuality in Hamlet is always maternal sexuality: Gertrude is the only sexualized female body in the play, and we experience her sexuality largely through the imagination of her son.’24 Despite all of the undertones within the play which suggest Hamlet’s Oedipus Complex, he spends the entirety of the play trying to repress any actions which would make his desires known. Some critics have connected Hamlet’s acts to ignore his obsession with his mother to the way in which he treats Ophelia, who is in theory a suitable match. Yet, perhaps one of the reasons Hamlet is unable to commit to Ophelia is due to his inability to release his ‘ownership’ over Gertrude or, as Lacan suggests, Ophelia’s role as a woman and ‘childbearer.’25 Since Hamlet’s own maternal relationship has faltered and deceived him, Ophelia becomes to him merely the suggestion of continual sin and deceit. Hamlet’s inability to act in general is one of the reasons that Hamlet is one of Shakespeare’s longest plays. However, Mark Robson writes, ‘Hamlet is able to do anything–except take vengeance on the man who did away with his father and took that father’s place with his mother, the man who shows him the repressed wishes of his own childhood realized. Thus the loathing which should drive him on to revenge is replaced in him by self-reproaches, by scruples of conscience, which remind him that he himself is literally no better than the sinner whom he is to punish.’26 Hamlet may doubt his own cognitive process and refrains from taking any permanent action until that action is forced upon him—by the murder of his mother. 
Another explanation for the complex relationship between Gertrude and Hamlet is directly related to, as Janet Adelman coins it, the ‘Suffocating Mother.’ Adelman writes that Gertrude’s ‘frailty unleashes for Hamlet, and for Shakespeare, fantasies of maternal malevolence, of maternal spoiling, that are compelling exactly as they are out of proportion to the character we know, exactly as they seem therefore to reiterate infantile fears and desires rather than an adult apprehension of the mother as a separate person.’27 The death of Hamlet’s father forces him back into a position of a child, who is unable to distinguish himself from the maternal bond or recognize anyone outside of that bond.28 Hamlet identifies that his point of entrance into the world may also be the centre point of death—the body of his mother. In a sense, the death of his father became the moment of realization of mortality and his mother’s re-marriage became the moment of realization of the contamination of humanity that deserves mortality. Hamlet states that due to the remarriage of his mother, the world has been reduced to ‘an unweeded garden / That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature / Possess it merely.’29  Adelman suggests that ‘the enclosed garden—the garden unpossessed—traditionally figures the Virgin Mother, this garden, full of seed, figures his mother’s newly contaminated body; its rank weeds localize what Hamlet will later call the “rank corruption” of her sexuality, the “weeds” that will grow “ranker” if that sexuality is not curbed.’30 Thus, the sexualization of the maternal body becomes the “fall”31 that brings about the death that creates the tragedy. Hamlet views his mother’s inability to curb her sexual desires as the weakness, not only of womanhood, but also of humanity and creates marriage into a corruption of purity. Hamlet’s reaction to Ophelia may also be attributed to this—as Hamlet saw his mother’s sexuality dominate her into marriage, he fears Ophelia’s introduction into marriage would be the turning point of her corruption. However, since Hamlet is unable to separate himself from the body of his mother, he attributes the ‘contamination’ of her body to also be the contamination of his body. Not only is his mother’s re-marriage tarnishing the memory of his father, but also harming the maternal bond that Hamlet has been engulfed into upon the death of his father. 
Similarly to the Oedipus Complex, Adelman suggests that upon the father’s death, the maternal figure is released from any sexualization, allowing Hamlet to identify Gertrude solely as ‘mother’ and no longer as his father’s ‘wife.’ Hamlet blames his father’s death for Gertrude’s decent into sexuality. Yet, Hamlet also blames his mother’s sexuality as the reason for his father’s death. Although there is no actual evidence that Gertrude had any hand in her husband’s death, Hamlet places guilt upon his mother purely due to her sexuality—attributing sexuality to murder. In no way is Gertrude allowed any sexual identity beyond her basic identity of ‘female’ and ‘mother.’ Adelman connects this briefly to the idea of the Virgin Mother; that a purified son will only be born from a de-sexualized woman that is the basis of all maternal image. Hamlet, as a son, is only ‘pure’ as long as his mother remains ‘pure’ as well. Yet, Hamlet’s metaphor for his mother’s body as ‘an enclosed garden newly breached, it implies the presence of a formerly unbreached garden; the alternatives that govern Hamlet’s imagination of his mother’s body are familiar ones of virgin and whole, closed or open.’32 Gertrude is so well-defined by her position as Hamlet’s mother that, arguably, it is not Hamlet that is unable to separate his identity from hers, but rather he refuses to allow Gertrude to have an identity outside of his. Gertrude is expected to maintain the maternal body with the purity of the Virgin Mother, sacrificing all other (sexual) inclinations when embracing the maternal body. When Gertrude does not abide by these terms, instead allowing herself a sexual body along with her maternal body, she is viewed as a traitor and whore by the very son whom she birthed. By the time of Gertrude’s death, it is unclear whether she is relieved of her supposed sinfulness, but Hamlet perhaps recalls the careful maternal care of the ‘pure’ mother he once idolized as a child.
[bookmark: 321]	Although Gertrude seems to have two bodies, her sexual body and her maternal body, she ultimately chooses the maternal over sexual. Despite Hamlet’s continued doubting of his mother’s loyalty, the majority of Gertrude’s actions directly align her with her son over Claudius. In Act I, Scene ii, Gertrude understands Hamlet’s reluctance to be in any contact with Claudius and gently encourages him to stay for her; ‘Let not thy mother lose her prayers, Hamlet.’33 Adelman writes, ‘She seems to enact every son’s scenario for the good mother, choosing his interests over her husband’s.’34 Gertrude recognizes her role as Hamlet’s primary caregiver following the death of her husband and takes on that role by endeavouring to persuade Hamlet into staying close by and encouraging his affections towards Ophelia. Gertrude understands her faults from Hamlet’s perspective and although she does not apologize for those faults she strives to treat Hamlet as well as she is able within her role. Perhaps her goal is to create one body out of her sexual and maternal identities. Neither the Oedipus Complex nor the ‘Suffocating Mother’ theories provide an acceptable narrative for Gertrude which provides her with a full identity outside of either of her supposed bodies. However, Gertrude’s ‘official’ choice of the maternal over the sexual comes towards the end of the play. During Hamlet’s duel, Gertrude blatantly disregards the wishes of her husband not to drink from the chalice and instead drinks for Hamlet’s health—choosing Hamlet over Claudius. Adelman suggests  of Gertrude that even ‘her death is not quite her own to define. Is it a suicide designed to keep Hamlet from danger by dying in his place? She knows that Claudius has prepared the cup for Hamlet, and she shows unusual determination in disobeying Claudius’s command not to drink.’35 Whether Gertrude is somehow aware of the poison within the chalice or not, her action of disobeying Claudius in favour of Hamlet is choosing the maternal over the sexual. Despite her efforts, Gertrude is unable to claim an identity that is simultaneously a woman capable of sexuality and a woman capable of maintaining a nourishing maternal bond. Instead, Gertrude is reduced to what is the only acceptable ending of the play: the maternal body overtaking the sexual body.
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