[bookmark: _Hlk498884102][image: TSD_logo2010]
Undergraduate assignment feedback form
(to be completed by marker)


	Student Name:  Lars Toth


	Module Code:  CSEN5014

Module title: Critical and Cultural Theory	
[bookmark: _GoBack]

	Student number: 1602060

	For completion by marker:
Comments:












	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	Provisional mark: 
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board. 


[bookmark: _Hlk499066650][bookmark: _Hlk499069153]The Essay question: “Classical psychoanalytic approaches to characters in literature rest on the assumption that literary characters may be treated as though they were living beings with psychological complexities and complexes of their own. Consider whether or not this assumption can be justified, and illustrate your answer with reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet”. 

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk499065977]This essay will explore psychoanalytical literary criticism and the assumption that fictional characters can be analyzed as if they were real living people. Psychoanalysis of characters in plays, dramas, and tragedies is widely spread and this essay will investigate the validity of analyzing literary characters that are fragments of the authors’ or play writes’ imagination. For this purpose, Shakespeare’s play Hamlet and more specifically one of the most known characters in literary history, Hamlet the Prince of Denmark, will be the main subject of research and reference.

The whole area of psychoanalysis started to be taken seriously when Sigmund Freud’s ground-breaking work begun to reach public awareness. Freud published his book The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899. In this work, the ancient dramas and myths were used to illustrate Freud’s analysis of the human psyche and psychologies. Freud also looked at dramatic plays such as Shakespeare’s Hamlet and compared them with myths such as the Oedipus from ancient Greece. 

[bookmark: _Hlk499799961]Not all scholars fully agree with interpretations or psychoanalysis that once were made by Freud. Some of these scholars are  partly questioning the validity of psychoanalysis when analyzing a fictional character, and some also do find Freud’s central theses concerning sexuality questionable; according to Freud the main motivation for a person (conscious or subconscious) nearly always stems from a sexual impulse or repression of sexual impulses    (according to Freud the formation of a person’s sexuality and sexual psychology happens extremely early in life).[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Psychoanalysis and Shakespeare, Norman N. Holland, Mc graw-Hill Book Company, Printed in the USA 1966. Page 59-63.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk499037711][bookmark: _Hlk499494978]This essay will refer to Ernest Jones’ (who was a colleague to Sigmund Freud and dedicated Freudian) work Hamlet and Oedipus (1949). Jones’ analysis of Hamlet will be considered as a possible evidence in relation to the essay question wheather or not fictional characters can be analyzed as though they were living beings. William Shakespeare’s  Hamlet is probably one of the most analyzed literary characters in history and the research made by Jones (1949) can be seen to be somewhat pioneering when it comes to analyzing fictional characters. 

This essay is going to explore his initial understandings of Hamlet’s psychological formations and the many contradictions in Hamlet’s character.  The essay will also consider the arguments, both for and against, concerning the usage of psychological studies of human behavior in order to analyze fictional characters. In the course of this essay, the Oedipus Complex will be referred to as it is an often-used reference in literary criticism in relation to Hamlet.


The Essay
The essay will now seek to discuss relevant aspects of Hamlet and aims to focus primarily on Prince Hamlet himself as the main character in the play Hamlet. Other characters such as Queen Gertrud, King Claudius, and Hamlet’s fiancee Ophelia will also be included to some extent when they are relevant to the purpose of this essay.
Generally, literary characters do seem to, a large extent, have psychological complexities. They despair, go through transformations, have breakdowns, dreams and maybe learn about themselves and may further develop as characters – or go mad, become murderes or maybe kill themselves. The whole scope of human experience is largly available to us in fictional literature. More an audience and readers can relate and recognize how the different characters are behaving, thinking and feeling, more impact the written fictional work seems to have on them; therefore it can be concluded that psychological frameworks and behaviours of these imaginary beeings should be in kin with real life characters for their stories to truly move us as an audience.
For a psychoanalytical literary critic Hamlet is maybe the ultimate and very fertile challenge. The character of Hamlet is so complex and fascinating that it never seems to stop to captivate the audience and literary critics. Hamlet is almost everything you would want in a character. He is the alienated young man who asks the big questions of life, doubting and inward-looking, asking what is the meaning of it all and then the angry and arrogant Hamlet who wants to take revenge. He even goes through a period of temporary insanity. He is obsessed by his mother sees his father’s ghost and simply can’t let go and move on. Later the reader also gets to know of Hamlet as a trained soldier. Eight characters get killed in the play, but not all by Hamlet alone. Studying and analyzing Hamlet as a character is almost like looking through a prism with more facets than the eye can perceive at once.  
In order to answer the essay question, this essay is now going to consider the work of before mentioned Ernest Jones, a close colleague of Sigmund Freud, and discusses his publication with the title Hamlet and Oedipus  (1949). [footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Ernest Jones Hamlet and Oedipus (1954) A casebook edited by John Jump 1968, Macmillan & Co Ltd The University Press, Glasgow.
] 

For centuries the question has been asked whether Hamlet really is mad or is he only playing mad as means to find out the truth he is seeking. Maybe it is both, his obsession blinding him and he acting a part of madness causing the seeds of madness in him to grow? Hamlet’s profound melancholy creates an atmosphere that resonates throughout the play. Hamlet is going through the different facets of anger, despair, bitterness, self-doubt and questioning most of his values. Hamlet is nearly in an obsessive way examining his own feelings and the motives of others. He is even questioning if there is a reason to go on living and what the alternative would be beyond death. The melancholy stems out of the feeling of betrayal by his mother who only two weeks after his father's death remarried his father's brother. Hamlet suspects that his uncle murdered his father. It is also the particular absence of mourning and the shallow feelings Queen Gertrud is displaying that deeply disturb Hamlet, and even more so his mother’s outplay of vulgar sensuality (as Hamlet experiences it) towards her new husband that altogether causes Hamlet to have disturbing, violent and contradictive feelings. As he finds no settlement or escape through his inner dialogue, he enters into a profound melancholy. [footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Man’s Estate Masculine Identity in Shakespeare, Coppelia Kahn, The Regents of the University of California, Printed in the USA 1981. Page 133-139] 

As mentioned in the opening of this essay, Hamlet is probably one of the most analyzed literary characters in history. The character is so very complex and almost a “hologram” if a fictional character could be one. Hamlet has subconscious urges, an acute mind, deep and profound feelings, an inward and outward self. He lies or tells the truth according to his convenience and purpose. He acts like a complex, multilayered and multifaceted human. This is one of the reasons that makes Hamlet such an interesting object for literary critics and several psychoanalytic researchers after Sigmund Freud’s and Ernest Jones’ original research and publication. 
The essay is now going to make further reference to the work of Ernest Jones literary criticism in relation to Hamlet and Oedipus (1949).

Hamlet and Oedipus
Sigmund Freud was outstanding in his pioneering work in the field of psychology in his time, but also this particular work of Jones is, in its way, radical and resonating clearly even to the present day. Decades after Jones’ work, the Oedipus complex in relation to Hamlet is now used almost as a template for many fictional characters. The Oedipus complex can be found even in recent popular themes such as The Star Wars movies with the character of Luke Skywalker as the modern Oedipus. 
 “Extensive studies of the past half-century, inspired by Freud, have taught us that a psychoneurosis means a state of mind where the person is unruly, and often painfully, driven or thwarted by the unconscious part of his mind, that buried part that was once the infant’s mind and still lives on side by side with the adult mentality that has developed out of it and should have taken its place. It signifies internal mental conflict”.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Hamlet and Oedipus Ernest Jones (1954) A casebook edited by John Jump 1968, Macmillan & Co Ltd The University Press, Glasgow.p52 line 1-7] 

This state of internal mental conflict or psychoneurosis is often recognizable in Hamlet.  The melancholy that he is suffering appears almost clinical. Scene 3.1, lines 57-189 is one of many scenes, where the psychoneurosis and conflicting mindstates are demonstrated very clearly. After the murder of Hamlet's father, his mother re-marries Claudius, the brother of the former King. This takes place only two weeks after the tragic death of Hamlet’s father and the whole sequence of events is profoundly and deeply shaking Hamlet’s fundamental perceptions about life and living and he starts questioning everything.
The repressive state, that has been like a blanket upon Hamlet's mind and feelings, lifts and he starts to feel and perceive things that he cannot even be certain of are real. His repressed sexuality plays out and projects itself onto Ophelia in the way of malice (the true repressed desire he holds for Queen Gertrud, he cannot allow to enter into his consciousness, and his feelings are taking a very dark tone). He perceives his mother being too sensual and he reacts with contempt towards her. Scene 3.2 [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hamlet and Oedipus Ernest Jones (1954) A casebook edited by John Jump 1968, Macmillan & Co Ltd The University Press, Glasgow.p53] 

In the scene within the scene, Hamlet’s mind is clear and sharp as a knife until the moment the King and Queen make entrance - then suddenly Hamlet appears mad. Hamlet demonstrates a convincing control and mastership in disguise. The calculated cruelty he is taking out on Ophelia is very disturbing and scary to read or witness in the play.
Hamlet feels an complelling and obsessive need to know the truth about what is going on and therefore asks the theater group to replay the situation, as he thinks it happened, in the Castle in Denmark. 
There is an interesting passage line 583 – 590,  Act 2, Scene 2. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Hamlet, William Shakespeare, Edited by Cedric Watts, Wordsworth Edition Limited 1992 Hertfordshire UK.] 


In this scene, Hamlet is pretending convincingly to be mad and one could say he does only a too good an impression since Hamlet’s portrayal of madness is extremely realistic. But it is his investigating skills and accurate, precise and perceptive mind at work and he let us know that he is actually only pretending to be mad. 
Scene 3.1. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Hamlet, William Shakespeare, Edited by Cedric Watts, Wordsworth Edition Limited 1992 Hertfordshire UK.] 


Hamlet’s internal mental and emotional conflicts drive him deeper and deeper to question the reasons for living and he even considers suicide as a way out.  In the “To be or not to be” speech: there is never an I or me in the text. It is purely philosophical, although we as readers or audience understand that Hamlet might be considering the options for suicide. But this is not spoken by a mad person. Hamlet uses logic and stoic language that balances delicately like “on the sharp edge of the knife”. This also signifies something of a turning point for Hamlet in the play.
The reading of Ernest Jones’ Hamlet and Oedipus (1949) works almost like an awakening to the internal mechanisms in the play and promotes the further understanding why Hamlet is suffering this melancholy. The interpretations made by Ernest Jones are still relevant today and his written work opens up the characters and the psychodynamics at play that seem to always be present in a subconscious state. It makes the reader reach beyond the words and the drama of Hamlet remains forever current.  
The Oedipus complex as a tool to investigate Hamlet and his multilayered psychological formations is certainly not the only valid interpretation of the play, but it has given access and opened ways to more profound insights into Hamlet and the other characters in Hamlet and the whole play itself. It is fair to say that the rediscovery of the Greek drama of Oedipus Tyrannus and its interpretation following the modern psychological understanding by Sigmund Freud and later Ernest Jones continue to give us further insights of Hamlet.

Conclusion
To conclude this investigation, the following question will be revisited: Is it really possible to psychoanalyse the characters in a fictional literature or play - After all, they are not real humans and cannot change their point of view or find new perceptions beyond the scope that the writer is giving them since they exist only in the context the author has created for them. Also the psychological validity of their behaviour, their feelings and emotions are relying on the accuracy of writer’s perceptions when it comes to understanding humans and human behavior. The element of the unknown or subconscious of the characters themselves is therefore also fictional. The  character created by writer must be able to go through life changing processes and come to perceive and feel differently about their life experience and maybe grow new awarenesses and understandings – or go through a trauma, have depression, obsession or any of the multiple varieties that the human mind can produce. This can of course only happen to the extent based on the writer’s ability to truly understand depths and complexities of the human mind and psychology. 
As Prince Hamlet, created and brought to life by William Shakespeare, has been the focus of this essay, the conclusion made in this exploration can only be that it is possible to consider and investigate the psychologies of the character in fictional literature as though they were living beings. The complexities of Prince Hamlet are a never-ending fertile ground for such a study. As an audience we are left with questions; is Hamlet’s madness only an act  or is he actually insane? Maybe it is both, his obsession is blinding him and drives him even deeper in to the dark abyss available to human psyche.
 So yes, it is valid to analyze a fictional character like Hamlet, but it does not automatcly mean that it can be applied in the same manner to any character in any fictional writing. It can also be concluded the analysis of such a fascinating and complex character as Hamlet will vary based on who is making the analyses. As our understanding about human psychology is still in its early stages and most likely developing and becoming more and more accurate and exact in time, it can be assumed that also the literary psychological analysis of Prince Hamlet of Denmark will also in some degree develop and change.
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