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SEMINAR 2
Classical Psychoanalysis II: Psychoanalysis of character
Ernest Jones and early psychoanalytic criticism of Hamlet
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1. What is the nature of Hamlet’s state of mind? There is evidence (e.g. Hamlet 1.2.68-86) of a very genuine sense of loss felt by the young prince, a loss the family and court’s mourning of which seems to him wholly inadequate and peremptory.

2. But while Hamlet deeply and inwardly grieves the loss of his father, his grief is not such that it corrodes his reason. How then to understand Hamlet’s own puzzling behaviour? Consider the question, ‘Is Hamlet really mad, or only pretending to be?’ The grief is distinct from the madness Hamlet feigns, for alone or alone with Horatio he never exhibits the signs of that madness. Why does Hamlet feign madness? Examine the following passages in Hamlet: 
Act 2, Scene 2, lines 537-94:  Look at this passage for any indications that Hamlet is mad or conversely for signs of his rational acuity. The question of whether or why Hamlet delays his revenge is related to this.

3.1. 57-189:  Look at Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ speech for evidence of whether he is suicidal or stoical, and look at the passage more generally for evidence of why Hamlet is vicious to Ophelia.
3.2.1-85: Examine this passage on the subject of acting, for what it implies about passion and temperance, and about nature and history. The topic of temperance is represented in terms of ‘blood’ and ‘judgement’. Consider the question of Hamlet’s reason and scepticism.
The key issues in these passages include the question of Hamlet’s state of mind, whether it is rational and temperate/tempered or unstable and impassioned/distempered. Also significant are the reasons for Hamlet’s delay, which may relate to whether Hamlet is rational and measured in his approach to the accumulation of evidence or melancholic and distempered and unable to act.
3. There may be good practical reasons for Hamlet’s assumption of the ‘antic disposition’. Even before he has done so much as heard of the Ghost of his father, much less seen it and listened to it, Hamlet evidently has great difficulty in restraining his sense of outrage and disgust at his mother’s incestuous marriage, together with his instinctive loathing of Claudius, from speaking out. It runs through everything he says to the King and Queen, and, finally, it erupts in his first soliloquy, which ends with the pregnant words: ‘But break, my heart, for I must hold my tongue.’ Recognizing the impossibility of his holding his tongue after he has heard the Ghost’s story, he adopts the role of fool and madman, in order to attract the King’s attention and lead him surreptitiously to show his hand, to reveal the fact that he is the murderer of Hamlet’s father. Equally this role-playing serves the purpose of luring the King away from any suspicion of the great secret Hamlet has learnt from the Ghost.
4. When the Ghost announces to Hamlet that the father’s death was due to murder, Hamlet, his mind filled with indignation at the news, answers: ‘Haste me to know’t, that I with wings as swift / As meditation or the thoughts of love, / May sweep to my revenge’ (1.5) Had Hamlet done so, the question of delay would never have arisen. Can Hamlet’s delay be explained as Hamlet setting about to prove Claudius’ guilt? If so, the delay may have causes in Hamlet’s conscious decisions.
5. Psychoanalytic criticism of Hamlet is concerned with Prince Hamlet’s state of mind and originally began with explanations of Hamlet’s apparent procrastination and delay that lie in unconscious, rather than conscious, causes. Why does Hamlet delay his revenge? According to some accounts the inadequacy of the mourning plunges Hamlet into a deep melancholy, into an experience of rupture between his own inward grief and the perceived show which surrounds him in the court. Such melancholy, according to Freud’s essay, ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917), is consequent upon an inadequate expression of grief and a curtailed or foreshortened process of mourning.

6. A.C. Bradley, in Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) (repr. Penguin, 1991; Macmillan, 1992) 822.33 BRA, says of Hamlet, if we had no knowledge of his character, then Hamlet’s delay would hardly be intelligible. The real cause is a state of profound melancholy, of which nervous instability, rapid and extreme changes of feeling and mood, absorption in moods, irresolution and excessive reflection are symptomatic.
7. According to psychoanalytic accounts, Hamlet’s melancholy is not consequent solely upon an inadequate expression of grief by the court and a curtailed or foreshortened process of mourning. Hamlet’s despondency focuses on his mother’s remarriage more than his uncle’s crime. The principle cause is seen by Bradley as the moral shock of the sudden ghastly disclosure of his mother’s true nature. In her marriage to Claudius, Hamlet is forced to see not only an astounding shallowness of feeling but an eruption of coarse sensuality. Hamlet’s melancholy combines disgust at his uncle’s drunkenness, loathing of his mother’s sensuality, astonishment and horror at her shallowness, contempt for everything pretentious or false, indifference to everything merely external. All this is in evidence even before Hamlet has met the Ghost of his father, old Hamlet. Bradley’s was the first interpretation of Hamlet’s delay that approached a psychoanalytic explanation.
8. Psychoanalytic interpretation has been concerned also with the way in which the play has come to be defined as requiring an interpretation which goes beyond its explicit or manifest content. In an essay on the play, T.S. Eliot first put forward his central concept of the objective correlative, which is the aesthetic matching of emotion to object. This, he argues, fails in Hamlet because Gertrude is not sufficient as a character to carry the weight of affect or emotion she generates in Hamlet. The ‘inexpressibly horrible’ content which Eliot identifies beneath the surface of the text fascinates as much as it repels. And the excess of affect or emotion produces a problem of interpretation. Why is Gertrude expected to support the emotions generated in the play, that are in excess of the facts as they appear? The ills are shown as exceeding her at the same time as making her their cause. - JR, 101
Gertrude’s sensuality is less apparent than her conflicted solicitude for both her husband and her son. Perhaps the character of Gertrude as we see it becomes for Hamlet, and for Hamlet, the ground for fantasies quite incongruent with it. – JA, 15-16
9. In Hamlet, we find in ‘sickness’ images a feeling of horror, disgust and even helplessness; and the general sense of inward and unseen corruption, of helplessly succumbing to a deadly and foul disease, is very strong. The idea of an ulcer or tumour, as descriptive of the unwholesome condition of Denmark morally, is arguably the dominating one. Examine how this imagery is used and by and of whom, and ask the question, ‘Is the problem the problem of an individual or a condition for which the individual her/himself is not responsible, any more than the sick person is to blame for the infection which strikes and devours her/him?’
10. The essay by Freud’s disciple Ernest Jones, entitled Hamlet and Oedipus, attributes Hamlet’s paralysis, his inaction, to an Oedipus complex. Jones focuses on Hamlet’s psyche, and in particular, what he terms his psychoneurosis, ‘a state of mind where the person is unduly, 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’ (EJ, p. 52). Jones suggests that it is as if Hamlet’s ‘devotion to his mother had made him so jealous for her affection that he had found it hard enough to share this even with his father and could not endure to share it with still another man’, Claudius.

Hamlet is being deprived by Claudius of no greater share in the Queen’s affection than he had been by his own father, for the two brothers made exactly similar claims in this respect – namely, those of a loved husband. The last-named objection, however, leads us to the heart of the situation. How if, in fact, Hamlet had in years gone by, as a child, bitterly resented having had to share his mother’s affection even with his own father, had regarded him as a rival, and had secretly wished him out of the way so that he might enjoy undisputed and undisturbed the monopoly of that affection? If such thoughts had been present in his mind in childhood days they evidently would have been ‘repressed’, and all traces of them obliterated, by filial piety and other educative influences. The actual realization of his early wish in the death of his father at the hands of a jealous rival would then have stimulated into activity these ‘repressed’ memories, which would have produced, in the form of depression and other suffering, an obscure aftermath of his childhood’s conflict.

[…]

The association of the idea of sexuality with his mother, buried since infancy, can no longer be concealed from his consciousness. As Bradley [Shakespearean Tragedy, 2nd edn (1905), p. 118] well says: ‘Her son was forced to see in her action not only an astounding shallowness of feeling, but an eruption of coarse sensuality, “rank and gross”, speeding post-haste to its horrible delight’. Feelings which once, in the infancy of long ago, were pleasurable desires can now, because of his repressions, only fill him with repulsion. The long ‘repressed’ desire to take his father’s place in his mother’s affection is stimulated to unconscious activity by the sight of someone usurping this place exactly as he himself had once longed to do. More, this someone was a member of the same family, so that the actual usurpation further resembled the imaginary one in being incestuous. Without his being in the least aware of it these ancient desires are ringing in his mind, are once more struggling to find conscious expression, and need such an expenditure of energy again to ‘repress’ them that he is reduced to the deplorable mental state he himself so vividly depicts. - EJ, 52-55

Much as Hamlet hates his uncle, he can never denounce him with the ardent indignation with which he reproaches his mother, for ‘the more vigorously he denounces his uncle the more powerfully does he stimulate to activity his own unconscious and ‘repressed’ complexes’. The call of duty to completely denounce and kill his stepfather cannot be obeyed because it links itself with the unconscious call to kill his mother’s husband, originally the first, now the second, and to take his place; the absolute ‘repression’ of the former impulse in the Oedipal Stage of psychic development involves for Hamlet the inner prohibition of the latter also. If he were to abandon his own incestuous wishes he would be able to carry out his moral duty. And so his lashings of self-reproach and remorse are ultimately because of his failure to fulfil his moral duty. But while he is unwilling to abandon his own incestuous wishes, killing his mother’s husband would be equivalent to committing the original sin of incest himself. – EJ, 61-62

Does this provide a coherent explanation of Hamlet’s delay?

11. Does the text support such a view? Hamlet’s melancholy from the psychological point of view is the centre of the tragedy, but should we avoid subjective generalization, that is, reading the entire (dramatic world and action of the) tragedy through the psychological and subjective lens of its main character? Bradley had noted that Hamlet’s melancholy from the psychological point of view is the centre of the tragedy, but that the psychological point of view is not equivalent to the tragic. But does the play invest in Hamlet’s fantasies? ‘The central elements of the fantasy of maternal power in Hamlet … will sometimes be the psychic property of a single character from whom Shakespeare distances himself, and sometimes find embodiment in the play as a whole in ways that suggest Shakespeare’s complicity in them.’ – JA, 35
Explore the closet scene in which Hamlet tries to reform Gertrude: 3.4 (See also 3.2.371-82, where Hamlet goes to his mother).
12. Jones contends that once Hamlet’s unconscious fantasy and internal conflict achieves conscious recognition, it never ceases, yet Hamlet himself never penetrates into its essential nature. But the history of psychoanalytic criticism tends to suggest that the literary character was treated as though he were a living being with a complex of his own (EW). As Dover Wilson pointed out about the titular character of Hamlet, in opposition to the psychoanalytic critical orientation represented by Ernest Jones, ‘there is no Hamlet’; that is, he is fiction, he is textual. Might it be argued, none the less, that despite their textuality characters are invested with human-like qualities and characteristics?
13. Terry Eagleton, in Literary Theory, espouses a process of constructing what may be called a ‘sub-text’ for a work:

a text which runs within it, visible at certain “symptomatic” points of ambiguity, evasion or overemphasis, and which we as readers are able to “write” even if the [literary work] itself does not. All literary works contain one or more sub-texts, and there is a sense in which they may be spoken of as the “unconscious” of the work itself. The work’s insights, as with all writing, are deeply related to its blindnesses: what it does not say, and how it does not say it, may be as important as what it articulates: what seems absent, marginal or ambivalent about it may provide a clue to its meanings. – TE, 178
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