Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Shakespeare’s Hamlet
Mourning, Melancholy and the Delay of Revenge
☼
Disease or hidden infectious corruption in the state;
Reason and passions of the mind
The critical debate and disagreement about a drama that is already in and of itself dense and disjunctive has been unusually strong especially since the nineteenth century. It was said in 1900 that the criticism of Hamlet was greater in bulk than the indigenous literature of several European states. It is consequently not possible adequately to convey the range and scope of the published criticism of the most discussed work of literature in the world, even that part of the work’s critical history pertaining to the topic of melancholy. Yet it is the purpose of this seminar to suggest relevant considerations for beginning a scholarly exploration of scholarly, theoretical, and critical orientations towards the play, in so far as they relate to the topics of melancholy and the imagery of illness, disease, or hidden infectious corruption.
Hamlet exists in three different early versions. The relationships between the First Quarto, published in 1603, the Second Quarto, published in 1604-5, and the text of the tragedy that appeared in the First Folio of 1623 are complicated and controversial. Among plausible accounts of this textual history, it has been suggested that the Second Quarto represents Shakespeare’s first draft of his play; that the Folio text is essentially his revision of that first draft, together with some additions to it; and that the First Quarto is a reported version of an abridgement of this revised text. A Shakespearian Hamlet must have been written and performed by 26 July 1602, for on that day James Roberts entered it on the Stationers’ Register as ‘A booke called the Revenge of Hamlett Prince Denmarke as yt was latelie Acted by the Lord Chamberleyne his servantes.’ In his General Introduction to the edition of the play in the Oxford World’s Classics series, G.R. Hibbard explains that a tendency to include all of Hamlet wherever it could be found, irrespective of which of the two main texts (Q2 and F) it comes from, culminated in the edition by Lewis Theobald that was published in 1733. This editorial tendency, as a way of responding to the textual history of Hamlet, may have some bearing on one of the two questions asked by the first substantial piece of criticism on Hamlet, which appeared in the form of an extended essay by George Stubbes, and by much criticism thereafter: why does the prince delay his revenge? His delay is lengthened by the desire of editors to include as much text as they can find. The second question is why Hamlet feigns madness, and the answer to both these questions has often been sought in the supposedly morbid state of Hamlet’s mind.

While the play provides evidence of the very genuine sense of loss felt by the young prince after his father’s death, a loss the family and court’s mourning of which seems to him wholly inadequate and peremptory, plunging Hamlet into a deep melancholy, the play achieves an artful balance whereby it gingerly puts Hamlet’s sanity in doubt without confounding his reason. Recognizing the impossibility of his holding his tongue after he has heard the Ghost’s story, Hamlet adopts the role of fool and madman, in order to attract the King’s attention and lead him surreptitiously to show his hand; and there are good practical reasons for Hamlet’s delay in the need to secure evidence of Claudius’ guilt that may not be doubted as may perhaps the word of the Ghost. Hamlet has been seen as not unreasonably hesitating in the face of his duty to avenge his father’s murder – revenge is a ‘wild kind of justice’ that is only admissible where there is certainty of the crime’s perpetrator and no recourse to law, and it turns individuals into a kind of providence.
But Hamlet has also been seen as so given to private thought as to be constitutionally averse to action, acutely aware of the distortions of thought that inevitably occur when thought is turned into action. Comparing Hamlet’s behaviour and the evidence of his state of mind with Timothy Bright’s A Treatise of Melancholie (1586) has offered still other reasons for his nervous instability, rapid and extreme changes of feeling and mood, absorption in moods, irresolution, and excessive reflection. Matters are further complicated by the observation that Hamlet’s despondency arguably focuses on his mother’s remarriage more than his uncle’s crime. Famously T.S. Eliot argued that the ‘objective correlative’, which is the aesthetic matching of emotion to object, fails in Hamlet because Gertrude is not sufficient as a character to carry the weight of affect or emotion she generates in her son. Eliot identified an ‘inexpressibly horrible’ content beneath the surface of the text which fascinates as much as it repels. Freud in 1900, and his disciple Ernest Jones in an essay entitled Hamlet and Oedipus, attributed Hamlet’s paralysis, his inaction, to an unresolved Oedipus complex and psychoneurosis; Caroline Spurgeon meanwhile revealed the multitude of images of ‘sickness’ in the play, a feeling of horror, disgust, and a sense of inward and unseen corruption, of helplessly succumbing to a deadly and foul disease. According to Jacqueline Rose, these ills are shown as exceeding Gertrude at the same time as making her their cause; and for Janet Adelman the character of Gertrude as we see her becomes for Hamlet, and for the play Hamlet, the ground for fantasies of maternal power that are quite incongruent with her character. One possible implication is that not only Hamlet, but psychoanalysis, literary criticism, and sometimes even Shakespeare, are complicit in subjective generalization, that is, reading the entire (dramatic world of the) tragedy through the psychological and subjective lens of the ‘melancholy’ of its main character.
We first encounter Hamlet, dressed in black, and mourning the death of his father. Gertrude, his widowed mother, who has joined in wedlock Hamlet’s paternal uncle, Claudius, addresses her son (1.2.68-86):

Good Hamlet, cast thy nightly colour off,

And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.

Do not for ever with thy vailèd lids

Seek for thy noble father in the dust.

Thou know’st ’tis common – all that lives must die,

Passing through nature to eternity.

When Hamlet assents to the closing commonplace religious sentiment, Gertrude asks, ‘If it be, / Why seems it so particular with thee?’ To which, Hamlet replies, ‘Seems, madam? Nay, it is, I know not ‘seems’. / ’Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, / Nor customary suits of solemn black / … / Together with all forms, moods, shows 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.’ This passage can be used as evidence of the 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. 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.

There are two problems with this interpretation. One is that perceived and described by Robert Bridges, in The Testament of Beauty, which is quoted by Ernest Jones in his essay, ‘Hamlet and Oedipus’:

Hamlet himself would never have been aught to us, or we

To Hamlet, wer’t not for the artful balance whereby

Shakespeare so gingerly puts his sanity in doubt

Without the while confounding his Reason.

Which is, in a sense, to say that while Hamlet deeply and inwardly grieves the loss of his father, his melancholy is not such that it corrodes his reason. How then to understand Hamlet’s own puzzling behaviour?

Examine the reasons given or suggested for Hamlet’s ‘melancholy’ by Polonius and by Hamlet himself, in Act 2, Scene 2, lines 1-316. Assess the explanatory power of these reasons. Look at Act 2, Scene 2, lines 537-94, 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 also related to this. Look also at Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ speech (3.1. 57-189) for evidence of whether he is suicidal. In contemplating suicide is Hamlet depressed or philosophically stoical? Look at the passage more generally for evidence of why Hamlet is vicious to Ophelia. Examine also the passage on the subject of acting (3.2.1-85), 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’. Turn to Act 3, Scene 2, lines 371-82, where Hamlet goes to his mother, and finally turn to the closet scene in which Hamlet tries to reform Gertrude (3.4.1-197). What does this scene tell you about Hamlet’s relationship with his mother? What is the function of the imagery of disease and hidden infectious corruption? In light of all these passages consider the question of Hamlet’s reason and scepticism, his morality, his notions of revenge and views on temperance. 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.

There are good practical reasons for his assumption of the ‘antic disposition’. In his General Introduction to the edition of the play in the Oxford World’s Classics series, G.R. Hibbard explains that even before he has done so much as heard of the Ghost, 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.

There is another problem with the interpretation that Hamlet’s melancholy is consequent solely upon an inadequate expression of grief by the court and a curtailed or foreshortened process of mourning. This is that Hamlet’s despondency focuses on his mother’s remarriage more than his uncle’s crime. 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. In Hamlet, we find in images of ‘sickness’ a feeling of horror, disgust and even helplessness. 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 moral condition of Denmark, which obviously draws upon the analogy of the body and the state, is arguably the dominating one. Seeing Shakespeare’s plays as primarily dramatic poems, G. Wilson Knight offered an interpretation of Hamlet in The Wheel of Fire, which attempted to reconstruct the poet’s vision, to find the basic, controlling thematic pattern, its spiritual core. This emerged as disease and death. But his assertion of a healthy positive court and a sick Hamlet was widely attacked, partly because his kind of criticism, which exposited grand themes and sought the soul of Shakespeare, might be seen as a late-Romantic flowering, and some have asserted in response that the best criticism works from the text.
 Further studies of the imagery, however, have also found a dominant disease-motif, a sick Hamlet spreading a kind of contagion.

In response to Eliot, Jacqueline Rose has more recently observed that the excess of affect or emotion produces a problem of interpretation. The ills are shown as exceeding Gertrude at the same time as making her their cause.
 Janet Adelman also points out that Gertrude’s sensuality is less apparent than her conflicted solicitude for both her husband and her son. Adelman suggests that the character of Gertrude as we see her becomes for Hamlet, and for the play Hamlet, the ground for fantasies quite incongruent with her character.

Had Hamlet’s melancholy arisen solely from the loss of his father, then it might follow that the cause of that loss, rather than what happened subsequently or consequently, would be uppermost in his mind. This aspect of the play relates very closely to the question, posed originally by Stubbes, of the prince’s delay in taking revenge for that crime. 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’ (I.5). Had Hamlet done so, the question of delay would never have arisen.
For the eighteenth-century critic in general, this play especially had presented the problem of Hamlet’s apparent procrastination, and the need to find reasons for it. In 1808 Schlegel first developed the idea of the play as a ‘tragedy of thought’ and thereafter nineteenth-century German criticism became philosophical: ‘Hamlet was doubter and sceptic, questioning the value of action, moving from religious confidence to doubt.’
 Thus began the nineteenth-century preoccupation with finding reasons for Hamlet’s delay which tended to be existential, and which focused on the inner state of the prince.
 The doubt came to be thought by other German critics as penetrating the morality of revenge, the morality which turns individuals into a kind of Providence, when they seek what Francis Bacon in an essay on the subject of revenge had called a ‘wild kind of justice’. Such doubt was seen to check Hamlet in his course. The idea of the tragedy as punishment of Prince Hamlet for over-reaching was characteristic of Romantic criticism in England too, and strong in Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Hazlitt. Such criticism led to the ‘familiar figure who is so given to private thought as to be detached from the real world and constitutionally averse to action’, indulging ‘his imagination in reflecting upon the enormity of the crime and refining on his schemes of vengeance’, rather than putting them to immediate practice.
 Coleridge identified himself as having ‘a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so’.
 But rather than a sense of impotence, there is in the estimation that Hamlet’s ruling passion is ‘to think, not to act’, a sense of liberty from the distortions of thought that inevitably occur when thought is turned into action.

The one-and-a-half lectures on Hamlet in A.C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy of 1904 marked the end of the century of criticism when Hamlet’s skeptical, philosophical, and introspective character had been central. ‘After listing examples of Hamlet’s fearless vigour Bradley adds “imagine Coleridge doing any of these things!”’
 Yet Bradley also points out quite correctly, concerning Prince Hamlet, that ‘if we had no knowledge of his character, the story would hardly be intelligible’. His own theory about reasons for delay is Hamlet’s disgust ‘at his uncle’s drunkenness, his loathing of his mother’s sensuality, his astonishment and horror at her shallowness, his contempt for everything pretentious or false, his indifference to everything merely external’. As David Daniell has remarked, this is cause enough for melancholy, and it is all in evidence even before Hamlet has met the Ghost.
 Comparing Hamlet’s behaviour and the evidence of his state of mind with Timothy Bright’s A Treatise of Melancholie (1586), Dover Wilson found support for the idea of Hamlet as a dramatic portrayal or representation of profound melancholy in symptoms of nervous instability, rapid and extreme changes of feeling and mood, absorption in moods, irresolution, and excessive reflection. Following a similar line of inquiry with Robert Burton’s compendious The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) might also yield insight into the mind of the Prince in Shakespeare’s play.
But is Hamlet really melancholy; indeed, is he really mad? ‘The late nineteenth-century obsession with the prince’s real or assumed madness led Oscar Wilde to contemplate writing an essay entitled “Are the Commentators on Hamlet Really Mad, or Only Pretending to be?”’ W.W. Greg developed a highly unusual interpretation of the play based on Hamlet’s morbid or melancholic state of mind being extreme. In an essay written in 1917, he asked the question, ‘How comes it […] that Claudius, who brings the Gonzago play to a sudden end “upon the talk of the poisoning”, sits totally unmoved through the same scene when enacted in dumb show a few minutes earlier?’ He asks also, ‘How was it that the players had in their repertory a drama which was in effect “a minutely applicable representation of the affairs of the Danish court and of the alleged murder of the late King”? To assume that they had such a play was, surely, to make “impossible demands upon the credulity of the audience”.’ Greg drew the following conclusions:
(I) The King does not blench at the dumb-show for the simple reason that he does not recognize his own crime either in that or in the Gonzago play itself, which is a mere verbal repetition of it.

(II) The information which the Ghost gives to Hamlet is, therefore, an incorrect version of what took place.

(III) Consequently the Ghost’s speech must be interpreted as nothing but a figment of Hamlet’s overwrought brain.

(IV) And finally, the essential feature of the story (the poisoning through the ears of the victim) could only have taken root in Hamlet’s mind through a subconscious memory of the very play which he afterwards employed “to catch the conscience of the king”.

It is no wonder in such circumstances that Hamlet is uncertain and suffers the burden of proof. According to Greg, it was Hamlet’s insufferable conduct and not the play at all which left the King so “marvelous distempered”. Needless to say, most critics disagree. But some more recent critics, including Stanley Cavell and David Hillman, have been concerned with related epistemological questions of Hamlet’s burden of proof and his skeptical search after certainty.

Although the philosophical explanation of delay has tended to be existential, and to focus on the inner state of the prince,
 it is perhaps the other, psychological approach to the question which is more commonly known for focusing on Hamlet’s psyche. Freud in 1900, and above all his student Ernest Jones, who wrote an essay entitled Hamlet and Oedipus, attributed Hamlet’s paralysis, his inaction, to an unresolved Oedipus complex, focusing in particular on what Ernest Jones has termed Hamlet’s 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’.
 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. One objection, which Jones foresees and fends off, is that:

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.

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 remorse and lashings of self-reproach 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.

Jones’ psychoanalytic interpretation was persuasive for many because it arguably provides a coherent explanation of Hamlet’s delay. But there are four objections which perhaps Jones did not anticipate:
(i)
Firstly, as Dover Wilson pointed out in What Happens in ‘Hamlet’, ‘there is no Hamlet’; that is, he is fiction.
 The astuteness of Wilson’s apparently self-evident observation did not prevent more psychoanalytic criticism, for as Norman Holland remarked, psychoanalysts continued to take to Hamlet like kittens to a ball of yarn.
 Indeed it may be argued that Wilson’s remark does not sufficiently take account of the ways in which despite their textuality characters are invested with human-like qualities and characteristics. Subsequent more highly developed psychoanalytic criticism by Jacques Lacan, himself a practicing and theoretical academic psychoanalyst, and by Jacqueline Rose, among others, has proved adept at avoiding the accusation of the literary-critical naivety of crudely investing the character Prince Hamlet with a human psychological biography. 

(ii)
Jones’s psychoanalytic interpretation may be accused of subjective generalization, that is, reading the entire (dramatic world of the) tragedy through the psychological and subjective lens of its main character. Bradley himself 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’.
 In an interesting development of the psychoanalytic approach, however, Adelman writes: ‘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.’
 Adelman arguably does not lose sight of the literary specificity of the play when adopting psychological perspectives on its central character.

(iii)
Psychoanalytic criticism of the kind that Jones promulgated makes the assumption that literature is a body of language suitable for interpretation or treatment by a body of knowledge (i.e. psychoanalysis), whose competence is called upon to interpret and treat. Later psychoanalytic critics like Jacqueline Rose recognize that the play is one defined as a ‘problem’, as requiring an interpretation which goes beyond the play’s explicit or manifest content, but rather than apply psychoanalysis to Hamlet, she attempts to show how psychoanalytic and literary criticism of the play, particularly that of T.S. Eliot, share with the literature ‘a terrain of language, fantasy and sexuality’. Jones had argued that once Hamlet’s unconscious fantasy and internal conflict achieves conscious recognition, it never ceases, yet Hamlet himself never penetrates into its essential nature. Possibly uniquely in Hamlet, the audience is never put in the position of having knowledge superior to that of the play’s protagonist, Hamlet himself, and the audience is drawn only into a world of denials and contradictions; therefore it is only by assuming that there is a root, a truth of it all, that the audience can find in Hamlet’s behaviour some coherence. Stephen Booth remarks that ‘the history of criticism makes us think we “behold the frustrated and inarticulate Shakespeare furiously wagging his tail in an effort to tell us something”’. Perhaps we should not permit a desire for certainty and explanatory coherence to lead us to assume or behave critically as though the text were a code to be deciphered: perhaps what that turns out to be is ‘a succession of actions upon the understanding of the audience’. For Booth, ‘Hamlet is the tragedy of an audience that cannot make up its mind’.

(iv)
Psychoanalysis shares with other twentieth-century critical theories the awkward characteristic of having been born too late to have participated in the discourses of early modern literary writing. Nevertheless the question remains for most critics, whether the complexes, processes, and strategies of the psyche in negotiating desire described in psychoanalysis are comparable or compatible with those of early modern subjects. But unless we wish to practice a narrowly circumscribed criticism that attends only to how we, now, might read the text, we should be aware of the need for an historical justification for the use of psychoanalysis in the interpretation of early modern texts. As a result of these problems for psychoanalytic interpretation some later twentieth-century criticism took as its raison d’être the conviction that early modern attitudes to the play are essential for our understanding, and concerned itself with the question of whether or to what extent such attitudes are recoverable.
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