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Ernest Jones’ classical psychoanalytic interpretation of Hamlet can appear to account coherently for all or most of the puzzling aspects of the play, tying up the loose ends left by previous critics. Yet the plausibility of this interpretation rests entirely on the truth of an explanation about which the play says nothing directly at all. Consider the merits and demerits of such an approach to literature. All considered, what is your view?


Hamlet must surely be one of the most analysed plays of all times. It is multilayered with under currencies that give rise for different interpretations.
In many decades and even centuries, scholars have employed a collection of varied literary theories in an attempt to unlock the mysteries of this play Hamlet the Prince of Denmark, the play that many consider to be Shakespeare’s’ best or one of the bests.

AC Bradley’s approach to Hamlet in his writing Shakespearian Tragedy  1904 was, apart from Hamlet’s character per se, to focus on universal existential issues that are at the core of all Shakespeare’s great plays; the eternal questions concerning good and evil, meaning and purpose of it all, self-knowledge, sin and temptation. Hamlet is seen in a greater moral context, desperately struggling to perceive the truth. He is deeply sensitive, an idealist who is vulnerable and shocked by the murder of his father and his mother’s re-marriage that he sees to be far too hasty. Bradley sees that in Hamlet, Shakespeare created a character that expresses our longing to understand ourselves in a life full of contradictions inside the vast universe. 
Bradley also reflects on Hamlet instability and changing moods from intensity to apathy, strong emotional reactivity and irritability.  If the aim would be diagnosing Hamlet, then bipolar rather than depression seems a more fitting explanation. 
Bradley incorporates the character analyses into his analyses of the play heralding the far more deeper psychoanalytical literary criticism.

Ernest Jones, a keen student of Freud, used the Freudian concepts in his book Hamlet and Oedipus to explain Hamlet and his prolonged agony and existential anxiety. Freud himself had suggested in The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) that Hamlet was subconsciously driven by sexual desire for his mother and therefore his task to revenge the murder of his father and kill his uncle, who now was married to Hamlet’s mother, became complicated and his motives for this straight forward revenge murder, cluttered.
Ernest Jones enthusiastically assumes that he had created an application of psychological literary theory that finally explains all the puzzling aspects of the play that many had tried to solve before him
As interesting as Jones analyses without the doubt are, they rest entirely on the assumption that Hamlet’s relationship with his mother had, for some unknown reason, been arrested at an early stage of his sexual development and thereby could be defined as incestual; wanting to have sex with the mother, wanting to kill (castrate) the father. This desire, according to Jones, causes such a contradiction in Hamlet’s psyche that fully explains why Hamlet delays his revenge and hesitates to kill his mother’s Gertrude’s newly wedded husband, Claudius.
Although there are indications of a complicated mother/son relationship in a play, there is no definite evidence to support this “all explaining” theory of Jones. 
Jones theory is psychologically very consequent and in many aspects explains Hamlet’s behaviour in a believable way, if we would accept the huge assumption concerning Hamlet’s past and an incestual desire for his mother, his “Oedipus Complex”.
According to Ernst Jones Hamlet is projecting his disappointment and resentment (even repulsion) for his mother Gertrud to Ophelia. There is a lot in the play to back up that theory, such as Hamlet, in one of his many soliloquies, utters “Frailty, thy name is woman!”
Hamlet clearly has issues with the feminine gender, and his treatment of Ophelia is appalling and cruel in its dismissiveness. How deliberate that is or is it because Hamlet is so consumed by his own internal grief and struggles that he fails to see what is going on with Ophelia? His resentment towards his mother could also be explained by his grief process; he has not only just lost his father but maybe feels like he lost the mother too. 
Hamlet is said to be prone to be “melancholic”, and often that term is related to what we today call “depression”, melancholy was also used to mean “poetic inclination” and a kind of deep longing tinge with sadness rather than strictly today’s concept of depression.

We did not know Hamlet before this tragedy took place and can’t, therefore, make assumptions with certainty about his past and we need to remember that Hamlet is a character Shakespeare created for the purposes of this play.
“What motivated Shakespeare to write this play?” might be a valid question to ask, and there could, of course, be several, not just one motivating impulse. -  William Shakespeare’s father had just died, and that might be one of the triggers, but it feels too simplistic to credit the complexity of Hamlet, both as a character as well as a play, to merely psycho-biographical analyses.

Hamlet, as a character, appears not to be psychologically entirely consequent, but does it have to be? Did Shakespeare create Hamlet to have a specific function in the play? We, as an audience, experience the play mainly through Hamlet. It is his experience of reality that we mostly witness on stage. 
Hamlet himself is uncertain of the reliability of his own experience. He constantly questions what is real and what is an act on the outside, theatre. Interestingly Hamlet plans to use theatre to relieve the truth of his father’s murder. 
During the play, Hamlet is one way or another contemplating suicide. “To be or not to be, that is the question” is surely the most widely known quote from Shakespeare. Yet he ends up killing eight main characters whilst he himself survives.
Hamlet as a play falls into category “Revenge plays” that were very popular at the time. Could it be that this framework gives William Shakespeare an excellent opportunity to put forward both political but also deeply philosophical and moral issues? – Of course, he also needed to earn a living, after all, he was a professional play writer, and that might have influenced his choice of genre. He needed his plays to be popular.

I do see Jones’ psychoanalytical reading of Hamlet to be very interesting and highlighting many aspects of Hamlet’s character that need to be highlighted as long as this reading is not viewed as an all-encompassing final explanation of this intriguing play. I can also see validity in many aspects of Bradley’s analyses.
Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory and Introduction is suggesting that the psychoanalysing the unconscious motivations of characters has a limited value and analyses founded on Freud’s theories have a very strong bias to start with.

Maybe analysing Hamlet the Prince of Denmark is like the story of three blind men trying to figure out what an elephant is like; one person touches the trunk and thinks an elephant must be a bit like a boa snake, the other the leg and claims it is more like a strong pillar where the third one likens elephant to a rope since he is touching the tail. Maybe there is not one, or even several combined literary theories that could fully explain and unlock the codes in something as multilayered and complex as Hamlet. And maybe there is an aspect in great art that escapes all explanations and simply is great art leaving all scholars standing on the shore as it expands to the unknown universal waters.
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