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“There is an uneasiness and ambiguity, then, in the very title of this play… this sense of uneasiness ad ambiguity is set forth with great effect in an early exchange between Hamlet and Ghost, “Remember me,” cries the ghost of old Hamlet, and then Hamlet replies, “Remember thee? / Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat/ In this distracted globe’ (1.5.91, 95-97). What is the ‘distracted globe’ of which he speaks? The primary sense of his metaphor refers to his head, his troubled mind. As long as I have a memory, he says--as long as I live--I will remember you, and what you have told me. But the literal sense of “globe” is not absent here. The world of the play is itself “distracted”, maddened, diseased. Old Hamlet has been poisoned, and the poison affects not only the King, but the State. ...when the king is weak, so is the Kingdom. When there is corruption at the top, the land and its people are likewise corrupted and infected. Thus in this play the madness that Hamlet assumes is a madness already present int he state, for the king is the state. Hamlet’s “antic disposition”, and his feigned temperament of the fool and madman, is an objective correlative for the condition of his country and its rule. The world, or “globe”, of Hamlet the play is deliberately and insistently paralleled to the mind, or “globe”, of Hamlet the man” (469). 

“There is, then, a strong and deliberate parallelism between the mind of Hamlet and the world of Denmark. But there is also, needless to say, a third important meaning of the phrase “this distracted globe” when uttered in the context of Shakespeare’s company’s history, for The Tragical History of Hamlet, The Prince of Denmark was staged in the new Globe theater the company had built in the Bankside district of London, and the ‘distracted globe’ is also the mysterious world of the theater, in which we sit as spectators… the plays and fictions of Hamlet nest inside one another, until we are no longer sure where to place the boundaries of reality and illusion. Hamlet’s story becomes the story of a confrontation of consciousness, and it is this story that becomes the haunting chronicle Horatio much live to retell” (470). 

“As befits a play about the ‘purpose of playing’ int he widest sense, Hamlet provides an excellent guide to the use of the early modern stage, and to the thematic interchangeability of stage and world” (471). 

“Hamlet warns against overacting, and bellowing, and strutting, and clowns who improvise to get a laugh, and who distract the spectators from the meaning of the play. This is Hamlet’s ‘advice to the players’. What is his advice to himself? We find it, of course, in the extraordinary soliloquies, the internal monologues, the debates and discussions with himself for which this is famous and justly so” (474). 

“These passages, with their rich imagery and their unerring rhythmic ebb and flow, are among the most moving and complex speeches in our literature. But is I the soliloquy in the third act; ‘To be or not to be,’ that has become the hallmark of interiority and consciousness, the speech that--quoted, parodied, parsed, and pondered--has come to define modernity and modern self-consciousness, the birth, in effect, of the modern subject, of modern subjectivity itself…. The diction--the single string of relentless monosyllables, the repition of the infinitive ‘to be’--drawsa verbal picture of the anguish of thought. And this is the most unbearable moment of full consciousness-- too full consciousness-- is what we think of as the condition and the tragedy of modernity” (475-6). 

“The language of acting, and acting is what Hamlet sees all around him--a player king and a player queen, acting at grief, and acting it badly” (478). 

-Hamlet begins the play as audience and critic 

“...this split between words and thought, words and meaning, is essential to the way Hamlet works. When the everyday language of human beings cannot be trusted, the only “safe” language is deliberate fiction, plays and lies. The only safe world is the world of the imagination, not the corrupt and controllable world of politics. And all of this Shakespeare out for us in the architecture of his first act, as we hear the various voices of characters we have not met before, and learn about them thought he plot of language. Thus the third scene of this remarkable first act produces yet another father and another son, this time the old counselor Polonius and his son Laertes, and again, as with Claudius and the reluctant Hamlet, the audience has a chance to hear fatherly advice. Indeed, the whole first act is built on the advice of fathers to sons, fathers to children, and ti culminates with the awful revelations of Hamlet’s father, the Ghost, confirming what we have already begun to suspect: that there is something rotten int he state of Denmark” (483). 

“One of the playwright's most substantial achievements is that, whenever he cites truisms or platitudes, he puts them in the mouths of suspect speakers” (483). 

“What… do we know about old Hamlet as the play beings? The same contrast between old and new, heroic and fallen, manifest in the two kinds of marital combat that frame the play can be discerned in the imagery Hamlet uses to describe his idealized father. He consistently choose the language of heroic myth, so that, comparing old Hamlet to Claudius, he will say, “So excellent a king, that was to this / Hyperion to a satyr” (1.2.139-140). Later he will offer a similar description to his mother: 



Hyperion’s curls, the front of Jove himself, 



An eye like mars, to threaten or command, 



A station like th herald Mercury



New lighted on a heaven-kissing hill… 







3.4. 55- 88

“These are Titans and Olympian gods, classical and pagan, not Christian. They seem to belong in the world of he first speech that Hamlet urges on the traveling players, the world of vengeful Pyrrhus, and of good grandsire Priam and his loyal wife Hecuba, and the fall of the great kingdom of Troy. We will have more to say about this old play, but even from the first is important  to see how King Hamlet I cast from the same ideal and heroic mold. 

“Old Hamlet is the voice of an older age of stable values, his values are ultimately inadmissible in a world not of fathers but of sons. His are the ideals against which the play will measure itself. But it is no accident of theater that the Ghost drops out of the play, leaving the action in the hands and voices of the new men, the political men, Hamlet, Laertes, and Fortinbras, each of whom is in a way more like Octavius Caesar than like Julius Caesar” (487-88). 

“To kill old Hamlet in the garden with poison in his ears. 

“The ears are everywhere. In the advices of fathers to sons that occupy much of the business of the first act; in the ear of Denmark, which is, in the GHost’s phrase, “abused”; and int he whole process of eavesdropping: Polonius dispatching Renaldo to spy on Laertes and uncover information on his reputation; Claudius and Polonius behind the arras, or curtain, listening to Hamlet and Ophelia; Claudius sending for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to eavesdrop on Hamlet’s plans; Polonius again behind an arras, eavesdropping on Hamlet and Gertrude, stabbed to death this time for his pains. The words that enter like daggers into Gertrude’s ears. Hamlet’s question “Will the King hear this piece of work?” (3.241). “List, Hamlet, list, O list!” crises the Ghost-- hear, O hear. And there is a sense in which he himself pours poison into t he ear of Hamlet, inflaming him to agony, soul-searching, and revenge. 

“To kill old Hamlet in the garden with poison in his ears. 

“Poison-- the something rotten int he state of Denmark. The whole chain of disease-and infection imagery that is the most evident of the play’s many verbal themes: “th’impostume of much wealth and peace, / that inward breaks ad shows no cause without / Why the man dies” (4.417-9.19). The contagion that spreads unwholesomely through the night. The ulcers beneath the skin, unhealthily cosmeticked over with lies. The poison, above all, of language--of deceit and unctuous pretense, the language of Claudius in his opening speech, the dangerous poison of words, words, words. The words, often, of poisonous serpents… 

“To kill old Hamlet in the garden with poison in his ears. 

“An edenic garden, a garden to attempted innocence. Adam as the gardener, in the gravedigger’s mordant joke. ...Ophelia becomes a symbolic self-deflowerer, performing ceremonially in the madness what she has been proscribed from doing erotically in her love… these patterns of intertwined language and action seem to flow from the Ghost’s private myth of murder. Like the poison of whicd he speaks, his take, with his call to revenge… the call to revenge is  a call to repetition: to do the act again, to do it back and repay injury with injury. Revenge is repetition. (489-490).” 

“In such a world, what is real, and what is illusory?” (492). 

“If we look closely we will see that the entire play I structured as a series of scenes watch of which is a play-within-the-play. It is no accident that a recognition of the transforming power of fiction and illusion will help Hamlet to solidify his feelings about life, that “fiction” will help him discover “fact”. He is able to move int he course o the play from a melancholy passivity and contemplation.. To something more like action, attaining a sense of crucial detachment that allows him to think, do, and plan as well as feel… 

“Everyone is an actor and a director. Polonius proudly acknowledges that he “played once I’th university (3.289-90)” (496-98). 


-The characters wear costumes (Hamlet’s “inky cloak”) 

“...the progress of the play can be measured in part by the progress of [Hamlet’s] self-recognition in the models he has heretofore seen  indices of his own failure. In using his father's signet ring, as we have seen, he emblematically becomes both King and “Hamlet the Dane.” By the play's last scene he is willing to see correspondences he has long ignored (but which have been evident to the audience):



But I am very sorry, good Horatio,



That to Laertes I forgot myself;



For by the image of my cause I see



The portraiture of his….

                                 


  5.2.76–79

“And Fortinbras the soldier, whose name means “strong-arm,” ordains for Hamlet, as is most fitting, a soldier's burial.

“Hamlet's education in the mutability of roles began with the players, and the First Player's tears, but it ends in the graveyard, with the lesson that all human lives are roles, briefly played...” (503). 

“At the play's close the audience is once again presented with the theatrical metaphor of a dumb show. Hamlet's duel with Laertes, undertaken at the behest of King Claudius, is a staged piece of theater that, like all the other plays-within-the-play, goes tragically wrong. The poisoned cup and the poisoned rapier—again, time-honored sexual symbols in literature, art, and myth—are inadvertently exchanged, so that they wreak their harm on unintended victims. The “union” Claudius ostentatiously drops into the cup of wine (“The King shall drink to Hamlet's better breath, / And in the cup an union shall he throw / Richer than that which four successive kings / In Denmark's crown have worn” [5.2.209–212]) is a jewel—a “union” was a pearl of singular beauty and great value. But the word was also used, in Shakespeare's day as it is now, as a synonym for marriage. Whether or not the poison drunk by Gertrude got into the cup by way of the “union,” as some critics have maintained (“The Queen carouses to thy fortune, Hamlet,” she says gaily, as the appalled Claudius urges, “Gertrude, do not drink,” and then remarks, aside, “It is the poisoned cup; it is too late”), it is the union itself in that other sense, the “o'erhasty marriage” of Claudius and Gertrude, that carries and disperses the poison” (504).


