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Mary Bowen-Perkins (1601141)
Critical and Cultural Theory (CSEN5014)	
25th January 2018
Assignment: Presentation

In Defence of Gertrude: Psychoanalytic and Feminist Interpretations
Slide One: The title of the presentation which I will be giving is ‘In Defence of Gertrude’, which refers to one of the main characters in Shakespeare’s play Hamlet. I wanted to do my presentation on her because to me she is an interesting character to analyse, although admittedly the source text does not give you a lot to go on in terms of her characterization. The defence part of this title refers to the fact that, personally, I feel Gertrude is often either unnecessarily attacked or ignored, both by characters in the play and by readers, and I hope that this presentation might help to put forward a slightly more sympathetic view of her. In the process of this presentation, we will be looking at both elements of both feminist and psychoanalytic theory, particularly the idea of the Madonna-whore complex, then taking these and considering how they can be and have been applied to analysis of Gertrude’s character. The main point that I wish to get across is that much of Hamlet’s negative attitude towards Gertrude stems from her deviation from what he and society see as the ideal, making his criticism of her less specific to her and part of his more general misogynistic thinking.
Slide Two: Before we can get into the theories surrounding her character, we need to look at Gertrude’s role within the play. Because Gertrude is not really given the chance to define herself in the Hamlet, it is through these roles that she is perceived, both by the other characters in the play and by many readers as well. She has a number of positions, being: the queen of Denmark, the widow of old Hamlet, the wife of Claudius, and the mother of young Hamlet. As you can see, all of these roles automatically relate to her identity as a woman. This is obvious in her roles as wife and mother, of course, but even her status as queen is gendered, since as queen consort she only holds the title through marriage. Beyond her being queen, the three remaining roles she plays are all clearly defined by her relationship with men in the play, being widow, wife, and mother. Out of three, two of these are or were sexual – according to some academics, which we will get to later, even the relationship with Hamlet is a sexual one. As a result of this, most analysis of Gertrude is done through the lens of sexuality, as this is how she is perceived in the play. So, how is Gertrude’s sexuality presented in the play and interpreted by academics? Hamlet’s apparent obsession with her sex life (which leads to many angry monologues and comments by him) has not gone unnoticed by writers, and it is from this that has sprung one of the most influential analyses of Gertrude: the Oedipal interpretation.
Slide Three: According to psychoanalysis, the Oedipus complex is when a son feels sexual attraction to his mother and envy for his father. If we apply this to the play, this means that Hamlet feels sexual desire for his mother, which (consciously or otherwise) becomes one of the driving forces behind his actions in the play. According to Ernest Jones, whose writing on the subject was inspired by the thoughts of Freud himself, Hamlet’s procrastination when it comes to murdering his stepfather is due to his own internal conflict about his feelings for his mother, and his guilt at some part of him feeling relieved at his father’s death (because a source of competition for his mother’s love has disappeared). By extension, Hamlet’s apparent obsession with his mother’s sexuality would stem from this complex. His horror at the idea of his mother’s sex life with Claudius would not really come from disapproval of his mother, but rather from his internal disgust at his own sexual feelings for her.[footnoteRef:1] Janet Aldman, author of Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays  wrote that ‘female sexuality in Hamlet is always maternal sexuality: Gertrude’s is the only fully sexualized female body in the play, and we experience her sexuality largely through the imagination of her son.’[footnoteRef:2] I would be inclined to mostly agree with this quote, since it is hard to escape the shadow Gertrude’s sexuality casts over the play, mostly because Hamlet devotes so much time and energy to talking about it. However, I do take issue with looking at Hamlet’s criticism of his mother’s sexuality and immediately linking that to an Oedipus complex. In my mind, there are a number of reasons why Hamlet would be so preoccupied with Gertrude’s sex life, none of which necessarily mean he was attracted to her. [1:  Ernest Jones]  [2:  Janet Aldman, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The Tempest] 

Slide Four: One common element in Oedipus interpretations of Hamlet is to say that Hamlet, the character, sees the image of his mother reflected in all women in the play (which in this case means Ophelia in specific). I would like to propose a counter to that: what if instead of seeing his mother reflected in other women, Hamlet sees other women reflected in her? That is to say, what if his criticism of Gertrude is not specific to her as his mother, but rather part of a broader cultural attitude towards women and sexuality? Society at the time of Shakespeare was a decisively gendered, patriarchal one. Women were expected to be nice, quiet wives and daughters who did as they were told by their husbands or fathers. If you did not particularly feel like conforming to this ideal, then that was simply accepted. As Susan Dwyer Amussen wrote about gender politics in Shakespeare’s period, ‘From the perspective of men, there was great anxiety about women who might not be chaste and silent’.[footnoteRef:3] This anxiety manifested itself in a number of ways, from public shaming to verbal criticism. Behaviour including, but not limited to, being ‘disobedient to their husbands, extravagant, unfaithful, and manipulative’, could earn you the label of ‘unruly’ woman.[footnoteRef:4] There was clearly as sense of a right and wrong way to be a woman at the time. Women who got it right were praised and idealised, while women who got it wrong were punished and shamed. The presence of this dichotomy brings me to another element of both psychoanalytic and feminist theory which is very relevant to analysis of Gertrude: the Madonna-whore complex. [3:  Susan Dwyer Amussen, Companion to Shakespeare]  [4:  Susan Dwyer Amussen, Companion to Shakespeare] 


Slide Five: The Madonna-whore complex is an idea that originated in psychoanalysis, being originally applied to men that could only see women as fitting into one of two mutually exclusive categories: the Madonna (who is chaste, pure, and seen as wife-material) and the whore (who is promiscuous, perceived as dirty and as a sex object).[footnoteRef:5] Beyond psychoanalysis, the idea of the Madonna-whore dichotomy has been adopted by feminist theory, where it is used to refer to the way women are culturally put into one of two mutually exclusive categories according to their sexual behaviour. Naturally, since it comes from Freudian theory, this complex is also connected to the perception of mothers. David D. Gilmore described its origins by saying: ‘The debasement of the sexual function goes hand in hand with an overvaluation - in fact, idolization - of the mother as pure and sexless, and therefore the exact opposite of a sexual woman’. So essentially it is the idolisation of mothers which supposedly causes men to view all other sexual women as whores. This is very relevant to the perception of Gertrude by Hamlet, as he sees her as a sexual being, which no doubt conflicts with his ideas about what a mother is supposed to be. The issue, essentially, is that Gertrude is meant to be a Madonna; however, she is seen as a whore due to her remarrying soon after her first husband’s death and by being seen (at least by Hamlet) to have a sex life with her new husband.  [5:  David D. Gilmore, Misogyny: The Male Malady] 


Slide Six: The academic Kay Stanton agreed with the idea that the Madonna-whore complex applied to Hamlet, writing ‘Women in Hamlet are allowed by the play’s men to have two and only two choices: virgin or whore’.[footnoteRef:6] If you were still not convinced that Gertrude has been placed in the latter category, we have a quote from the ghost of her late husband. He says that ‘[Claudius] won to his shameful lust / The will of my most seeming-virtuous queen. / O Hamlet, what a falling-off was there’.[footnoteRef:7] Here you can see the fall from Madonna to whore. Whereas before Gertrude was the perfect wife and mother, her marriage to Claudius has moved her firmly into whore territory. This is the primary way in which Gertrude is seen as a deviant, ‘unruly’ woman in Hamlet, but it is not the only one. [6:  Kay Stanton, Hamlet’s Whores]  [7:  Hamlet] 


Slide Seven: On top of being a whore, what makes Gertrude’s transgression of being a sexual woman all the worse is that she does it within her second marriage. Susan Dwyer Amussen, who we saw earlier on when looking at the roles of women in Shakespearean society, wrote that ‘Anxiety about unruly women extended not only to those who were married, but perhaps even more to those who were not – single women and widows who were not controlled by any man.’ Certainly Gertrude’s apparent lack of mourning are much commented on by other characters in the play, from characters like Hamlet who go on long rants about it, to side characters such as Horatio who make passing comments on it. Hamlet declares that ‘[A] beast that wants discourse of reason / Would have mourned longer’. If Gertrude’s being a widow was already concerning to Shakespearean society, essentially what she has done by remarrying so soon after is to confirm cultural fears about widowed women. Rather than play the proper role of grieving widow, she has got married to Claudius and is apparently enjoying her marital sex life. This, to both Hamlet and the surrounding culture, is not acceptable.

Slide Eight: Finally, Gertrude transgresses in one more way: by being an aging woman. This is again connected to her sexuality, which in Hamlet’s mind is grotesque when connected with her age. He tells Gertrude that ‘You cannot call [her relationship with Claudius] love; for at your age / The hey-day in the blood is tame’.[footnoteRef:8] He also says that she ‘canst mutine in a matron's bones’.[footnoteRef:9] The reference to her age here is not at all incidental – it is a key part of why her sexuality is so monstrous to Hamlet. Steven Mullaney writes that ‘What distracts Hamlet from his almost blunted purpose is Gertrude’s aging sexuality, conceived at times as a contradiction in terms, at times as a violation of her own body akin in its unnaturalness to a rebellion in the body politic’.[footnoteRef:10] These are strong terms, but they do well to describe just how transgressive and apparently horrific Gertrude’s actions are, at least when seen through the subconsciously misogynistic eyes of Hamlet. In being a sexual, remarried, older woman, Gertrude once more steps outside the realm of what was expected of women, and Hamlet is disgusted by this.  [8:  Hamlet]  [9:  Hamlet]  [10:  Steven Mullaney, Mourning and Misogyny] 

Slide Nine: Hamlet finds his mother’s sexuality abhorrent, and he sees her as a whore as a result. We can tell that this is not simply his condemning his mother, but rather a broader judgement on women as a whole, through his interactions with Ophelia. Hamlet projects his anxieties about Gertrude onto Ophelia – Gertrude is a whore in his mind, but Ophelia remains a Madonna. It seems that after following his mother’s transition into a whore, he fears idealizing any more women. We can see Hamlet’s disillusionment with women when he says to Ophelia, ‘the power of beauty will sooner / transform honesty from what it is to a bawd than the / force of honesty can translate beauty into his / likeness: this was sometime a paradox, but now the / time gives it proof’.[footnoteRef:11] His treatment of Ophelia in this regard is also tinged with Hamlet’s own experience of the Madonna-whore complex with regards to his own sexuality: he cannot view Ophelia as an object of desire, because to do so would be to view her as a whore, which he does not want to do. As Kay Stanton put it, Hamlet fears ‘The world will corrupt Ophelia as it has corrupted Gertrude; Gertrude has become a whore, a fate that Hamlet wishes Ophelia to avoid’.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Hamlet]  [12:  Hamlet’s Whores] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Slide Ten: To conclude the presentation, I would like to make three points. Firstly, that the portrayal and reception of Gertrude in Hamlet is inescapably bound up with the perception of her sexuality, particularly her sexuality as a older, widowed woman. Secondly, Hamlet (and men in the play generally) condemns Gertrude not as a single woman, but as a representative of women more broadly – we can see this in his treatment of Ophelia. Finally, I would like us to ask ourselves, when analysing the character of Gertrude: Is it possible to remove ourselves from Hamlet’s view of Gertrude through the lens of his own patriarchal society and the Madonna-whore complex? If we were able to, would our view of Gertrude be a more sympathetic one?
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