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ther. Thus Hamlet’s hesitancy may have been due to
an internal conflict between the impulse to fulfil his
task on the one hand and some special cause of
repugnance to it on the other; further, the explana-
tion of his not disclosing this cause of repugnance
may be that he was not conscious of its nature; and
yet the cause may be one that doesn’t happen to have
been considered by any of the upholders of this
hypothesis. In other words, the first two stages in the
argument may be correct, but not the third. This is
the view that will now be developed, but before deal-
ing with the third stage of the argument it is first
necessary to establish the probability of the first two
—namely, that Hamlet’s hesitancy was due to some
special cause of repugnance for his task and that he
was unaware of the nature of this repugnance.

A preliminary obstruction to this line of thought,
based on some common prejudices on the subject of
mental dynamics, may first be considered. If Hamlet
was not aware of the nature of his inhibition, doubt
may be felt concemning the possibility of our pene-
trating to it. This pessimistic thought was expressed
by Baumgart® as follows: “What hinders Hamlet in
his revenge is for him himself a problem and there-
fore it must remain a problem for us all.” Fortunately
for our investigation, however, psycho-analytic studies
have demonstrated beyond doubt that mental trends
hidden from the subject himself may come to exter-
nal expression in ways that reveal their nature to a
trained observer, so that the possibility of success is
not to be thus excluded. Loening” has further ob-
jected to this hypothesis that the poet himself has

% Baumgart: op. cit., S. 48.
% Loening: op. cit., S. 78, 79.
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not disclosed this hidden mental trend, or even given
any indication of it. The first part of his objection is
certainly true—otherwise there would be no problem
to discuss, but we shall presently see that the second
is by no means true. It may be asked: why has the
poet not put in a clearer light the mental trend we
are trying to discover? Strange as it may appear, the
answer is probably the same as with Hamlet himself
—namely, he could not because he was unaware of
its nature, We shall later deal with this question in
connection with the relation of the poet to the play.

As Trench well says:® “We find it hard, with
Shakespeare’s help, to understand Hamlet: even
Shakespeare, perhaps, found it hard to understand
him: Hamlet himself finds it impossible to under-
stand himself. Better able than other men to read
the hearts and motives of others, he is yet quite un-
able to read his own.” I know of no more authentic
statement than this in the whole literature on the
Hamlet problem. But, if the motive of the play is so
obscure, to what can we attribute its powerful effect
on the audience, since, as Kohler® asks, “Who has
ever seen Hamlet and not felt the fearful conflict that
moves the soul of the hero?”” This can only be be-
cause the hero’s conflict finds its echo in a similar
inner conflict in the mind of the hearer, and the
more intense is this already present conflict the
greater is the effect of the drama® Again, it is cer-

% Trench: op. cit., p. 115.

2% Kohler: Shakespeare vor dem Forum der Jurispru-
denz, 1883, S. 195.

%0 It need hardly be said that the play, like most others,
appeals to its audience in a number of different respects.
We are here considering only the main appeal, the cen-
tral conflict in the tragedy.
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tain that the hearer himself does not know the inner
cause of the conflict in his own mind, but experiences
only the outer manifestations of it, So we reach the
apparent paradox that the hero, the poet, and the
audience are all profoundly moved by feelings due
to a conflict of the source of which they are unaware.

The fact, however, that such a conclusion should
appear paradoxical is in itself a censure on popular
ignorance of the actual workings of the human mind,
and before undertaking to sustain the assertions made

in the preceding paragraph it will first be necessary -

to make a few observations on the prevailing views
of motive and conduct in general. The new science
of clinical psychology stands nowhere in sharper con-
trast to the older attitudes towards mental function-
ing than on this very. matter. Whereas the - generally
accepted view of man’s mind, usually implicit and
frequently explicit in psychological writings and else-
where, regards it as an interplay of various processes
that are for the most part known to the subject, or
are at all events accessible to careful introspection on
his part, the analytic methods of clinical psychology
have on the contrary decisively proved that a far
greater number of these processes than is commonly
surmised arises from origins that he never even sus-
pects. Man’s belief that he is a self-conscious animal,
alive to the desires that impel or inhibit his actions,
is the lost stronghold of that anthropomorphic and
anthropocentric outlook on life which has so long
dominated his philosophy, his theology, and, above
all, his psychology. In other words, the tendency to
take man at his own valuation is rarely resisted, and
we assume that the surest way of finding out why a
person commits a given act is simply to ask him,
relying on the knowledge that he, as we ourselves
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would in a like circumstance, will feel certain of the
answer and will almost infallibly provide a plausible
reason for his conduct. Special objective methods of
penetrating into the more obscure mental processes,
however, disclose the most formidable obstacles in
the way of this direct introspective route, and reveal
powers of self-deception in the human mind to which
a limit has yet to be found. If I may quote from a
former paper:* “We are beginning to see man not
as the smooth, self-acting agent he pretends to be,
but as he really is, a creature only dimly conscious of
the various influences that mould his thought and
action, and blindly resisting with all the means at his
command the forces that are making for a higher and
fuller consciousness.”

That Hamlet is suffering from an internal conflict
the essential nature of which is inaccessible to his
introspection is evidenced by the following consider-
ations. Throughout the play we have the clearest pic-
ture of a man who sees his duty plain before him, but
who shirks it at every opportunity and suffers in con-
sequence the most intense remorse. To paraphrase
Sir James Paget’s well-known description of hysterical
paralysis: Hamlet’s advocates say he cannot do his
duty, his detractors say he will not, whereas the truth
is that he cannot will. Further than this, the deficient
will-power is localized to the one question of killing
his uncle; it is what may be termed a specific aboulia.
Now instances of such specific aboulias in real life
invariably prove, when analysed, to be due to an un-
conscious repulsion against the act that cannot be
performed (or else against something closely asso-
ciated with the act, so that the idea of the act be-

81 “Rationalization in Every Day Life,” Journal of Ab-
normal Psychology, 1908, p. 168.
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comes also involved in the repulsion). In other
words, whenever a person cannot bring himself to do
something that every conscious consideration tells
him he should do—and which he may have the
strongest conscious desire to do—it is always because
there is some hidden reason why a part of him
doesn’t want to do it; this reason he will not own to
himself and is only dimly if at all aware of. That is
exactly the case with Hamlet. Time and again he
works himself up, points out to himself his obvious
duty, with the cruellest self-reproaches lashes himself
to agonies of remorse—and once more falls away into
inaction. He eagerly seizes at every excuse for occupy-
ing himself with any other matter than the perform-
ance of his duty—even in the last scene of the last
act entering on the distraction of a quite irrelevant
fencing-match with a2 man who he must know wants
to kill him, an eventuality that would put an end to
all hope of fulfilling his task: just as on a lesser plane
a person faced with a distasteful task, e.g. writing a
difficult letter, will whittle away his time in arranging,
tidying, and fidgeting with any little occupation that
may serve as a pretext for procrastination. Bradley®
even goes as far as to make out a case for the view
that Hamlet’s self-accusation of “bestial oblivion” is
to be taken in a literal sense, his unconscious detesta-
tion of his task being so intense as to enable him
actually to forget it for periods.

Highly significant is the fact that the grounds
Hamlet gives for his hesitancy are grounds none of
which will stand any serious consideration, and which
continually change from one time to another. One
moment he pretends he is too cowardly to perform

%2 Bradley: op. cit., PP- 125, 126, 410, 411.
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the deed, at another he questions the truthfulness of
the ghost, at another—when the opportunity presents
itself in its naked form—he thinks the time is un-
suited, it would be better to wait till the King was at
some evil act and then to kill him, and so on. They
have each of them, it is true, a certain plausibility—
so much so that some writers have accepted them at
face value; but surely no pretext would be of any use
if it were not plausible. As Madariaga® truly says:
“The argument that the reasons given by Hamlet not
to kill the king at prayers are cogent is irrelevant. For
the man who wants to procrastinate cogent argu-
ments are more valuable than mere pretexts.” Take,

for instance, the matter of the credibility of the

ghost. There exists an extensive and very interesting
literature concerning Elizabethan beliefs in superna-
turgl visitation. It was doubtless a burning topic, a
foc%)oint of the controversies about the conflicting
theolbgies of the age, and moreover, affecting. the
practical question of how to treat witches. But there
is no evidence of Hamlet (or Shakespeare!) being
specially interested in theology, and from the mo-
ment when the ghost confirms the slumbering suspi-
cion in his mind (“O, my prophetic soull My
uncle!”) his intuition must indubitably have con-
vinced him of the ghost’s veridical nature. He never
really doubted the villainy of his uncle.

When a man gives at different times a different
reason for his conduct it is safe to infer that, whether
consciously or not, he is concealing the true reason.
Wetz,* discussing a similar problem in reference to
Iago, truly observes: “Nothing proves so well how

% Madariaga: op. cit., p. ¢8.
% Wetz: Shakespeare vom Standpunkt der vergleich-
enden Litteraturgeschichte, 1890, Bd. I, S. 186.
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false are the motives with which Iago tries to per-
suade himself as the constant change in these mo-
tives.” We can therefore safely dismiss all the alleged
motives that Hamlet propounds, as being more or
less successful attempts on his part to blind himself
with self-deception. Loening’s® summh}g—up of them
is not too emphatic when he says: “They are all
mutually contradictory; they are oneand .aH false
pretexts.” The alleged motives excellgntly 1llustfate
the psychological mechanisms of evasion and ration-
alization I have elsewhere described.* It 1s not neces-
sary, however, to discuss them here ind.ividually, fqr
Loening has with the greatest perspicacity done this
in full detail and has effectually demonstrated how
utterly untenable they all are.”

Still, in his moments of self-reproach Hamlet sees
clearly enough the recalcitrancy of his condufzt and
renews his efforts to achieve action. It is noticeable
how his outbursts of remorse are evoked by exterpa]
happenings which bring back to his mind that yvlnch
he would so gladly forget, and which, accordlng'to
Bradley, he does at times forget: particularly eiffectlv'e
in this respect are incidents that contrast with his
own conduct, as when the player is so moved over the
fate of Hecuba (Act 1II, Sc. 2), or when Fortinbras
takes the field and “finds quarrel in a straw when
honour’s at the stake” (Act IV, Sc. 4). On t}}e
former occasion, stung by the monstrous way in
which the player pours out his feeling at the; thought
of Hecuba, he arraigns himself in words which surely

3 Loening: op. cit., S. 245.

3 Op. cit., p. 161.

% See especially his analysis’ of Hamlet’s pretext for
non-action in the prayer scene: op. cit., S. 240-2.
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should effectually dispose of the view that he has any
doubt where his duty lies.

What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba,
That he should weep for her? What would he do,
. Had he the motive and the cue for passion
That I have? He would drown the stage with tears
And cleave the general ear with horrid speech,
Make mad the guilty and appal the free,
Confound the ignorant, and amaze indeed
The very faculties of eyes and ears; yet I,
A dull and muddy-mettled rascal, peak
Like John-a-dreams, unpregnant of my cause,®
And can say nothing; no, not for a king,
Upon whose property and most dear life
A damn’d defeat was made: Am I a coward?
Who calls me villain, breaks my pate across,
Plucks off my beard and blows it in my face,
Tweaks me by the nose, gives me the lie ¥ the throat
As deep as to the lungs? Who does me this?
Ha, ’swounds, I should take it: for it cannot be
But I am pigeon-liver'd, and lack gall
To make oppression bitter, or ere this
I should ha’ fatted all the region kites
With this slave’s offal, Bloody, bawdy villain!
Remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, kindless villain!
O, vengeance!
Why, what an ass am I! This is most brave,
That I, the son of a dear father murder’d,
Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell,
Must like a whore unpack my heart with words,
And fall a-cursing like a very drab,
A scullion!®

¥ How the essence of the situation is conveyed in
these four words.

% Dover Wilson considers this a misprint for “stal-
lion.”
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The readiness with which his guilty conscience is
stirred into activity is again evidenced on the second
appearance of the Ghost, when Hamlet cries,

Do you not come your tardy son to chide,
That lapsed in time and passion lets go by
Th’important acting of your dread command?
O, say!

The Ghost at once confirms this misgiving by an-
swering,

Do not forget! this visitation
Is but to whet thy almost blunted purpose.

In short, the whole picture presented by Hamlet,
his deep depression, the hopeless note in his attitude
towards the world and towards the value of life, his
dread of death,® his repeated reference to bad dreams,
his self-accusations, his desperate efforts to get away
from the thoughts of his duty, and his vain attempts
to find an excuse for his procrastination: all this un-
equivocally points to a tortured conscience, to some
hidden ground for shirking his task, a ground which
he dare not or cannot avow to himself. We have,
therefore, to take up the argument again at this point,
and to seek for some evidence that may serve to bring
to light the hidden counter-motive.

9 Tieck (Dramaturgische Blitter, II, 1826) saw in
Hamlet’s cowardly fear of death a chief reason for his
hesitancy in executing his vengeance. How well Shake-
speare understood what this fear was like may be inferred
from Claudio’s words in “Measure for Measure:”

The weariest and most loathed worldly life
That age, ache, penury and imprisonment
Can lay on nature is a paradise

To what we fear of death.
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The extensive experience of the psycho-analytic re-
searches carried out by Freud and his school during
the past half-century has amply demonstrated that
certain kinds of mental process show a greater tend-
ency to be inaccessible to consciousness (put tech-
nically, to be “repressed”) than others. In other
words, it is harder for a person to realize the existence
in his mind of some mental trends than it is of
others. In order therefore to gain a proper perspec-
tive it is necessary briefly to inquire into the relative
frequency with which various sets of mental processes
are “repressed.” Experience shows that this can be
correlated with the degree of compatibility of these
various sets with the ideals and standards accepted
by the conscious ego; the less compatible they are
with these the more likely are they to be “repressed.”
As the standards acceptable to consciousness are in
considerable measure derived from the immediate
environment, one may formulate the following gen-
eralization: those processes are most likely to be
“repressed” by the individual which are most disap-
proved of by the particular circle of society to whose
influence he has chiefly been subjected during the
period when his character' was being formed. . Bio-
logically stated, this Jaw would run: “That which is
unacceptable to the herd becomes unacceptable to
the individual member,” it being understood that the
term herd is intended here in the sense of the par-
ticular circle defined above, which is by no means
necessarily the community at large. It is for this
reason that moral, social, ethical, or religious tenden-
cies are seldom “repressed,” for, since the individual
originally received them from his herd, they can
hardly ever come into conflict with the dicta of the
latter. This merely says that a man cannot be

it At man
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ashamed of that which he respects; the apparent ex-
ceptions to this rule need not be here explained.
The language used in the previous paragraph will
have indicated that by the term “repression” we de-
note an active dynamic process. Thoughts that are
“repressed” are actively kept from consciousness by a
definite force and with the expenditure of more or
less mental effort, though the person concerned is
rarely aware of this. Further, what is thus kept from
consciousness typically possesses an energy of its
own; hence our frequent use of such expressions as
“¢rend,” “tendency,” etc. A little consideration of the
genetic aspects of the matter will make it compre-
hensible that the trends most likely to be “repressed”
are those belonging to what are called the innate
impulses, as contrasted with secondarily acquired
ones. Loening” seems very discerningly to have
grasped this, for, in commenting on a remark of
Kohler’s to the effect that “where a feeling impels us
to action or to omission, it is replete with a hundred
reasons—with reasons that are as light as soap-
bubbles, but which through self-deception appear to
us as highly respectable and compelling motives, be-
cause they are hugely magnified in the (concave)
mirror of our own feeling,” he writes: “But this does
not hold good, as Kohler and others believe, when
we are impelled by moral feelings of which reason
approves (for these we admit to ourselves, they need
no excuse), only for feelings that arise from our
natural man, those the gratification of which is
opposed by our reason.” It only remains to add the
obvious corollary that, as the herd unquestionably
selects from the “natural” instincts the sexual one on

“ Loening: op. cit.,, S. 245, 246.
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which to lay its heaviest ban, so it is the various
psycho-sexual trends that are most often “repressed”
by the individual. We have here the explanation of
the clinical experience that the more intense and the
more obscute is a given case of deep mental conflict
the more certainly will it be found on adequate
analysis to centre about a sexual problem. On the
surface, of course, this does not appear so, for, by
means of various psychological defensive mecha-
nisms, the depression, doubt, despair, and other mani-
festations of the conflict are transferred on to more
tolerable and permissible topics, such as anxiety
about worldly success or failure, about immortality
and the salvation of the soul, philosophical considera-
tions about the value of life, the future of the world,
and so on.

Bearing these considerations in mind, let us return
to Hamlet. It should now be evident that the conflict
hypotheses discussed above, which see Hamlet’s
conscious impulse towards revenge inhibited by an
unconscious misgiving of a highly ethical kind, are
based on ignorance of what actually happens in real
life, since misgivings of this order belong in fact to
the more conscious layers of the mind rather than to
the deeper, unconscious ones. Hamlet’s intense self-
study would speedily have made him aware of any
such misgivings and, although he might subse-
quently have ignored them, it would almost certainly
have been by the aid of some process of rationaliza-
tion which would have enabled him to deceive him-
self into believing that they were ill-founded; he
would in any case have remained conscious of the
nature of them. We have therefore to invert these
hypotheses and realize—as his words so often indicate
—that the positive striving for vengeance, the pious
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task laid on him by his father, was to him the moral
and social one, the one approved of by his conscious-
ness, and that the “repressed” inhibiting striving
against the act of vengeance arose in some hidden
source connected with his more personal, natural in-
stincts. The former striving has already been con-
sidered, and indeed is manifest in every speech in
which Hamlet debates. the matter: the second is,
from its nature, more obscure and has next to be in-
vestigated.

This is perhaps most easily done by inquiring more
intently into Hamlet's precise attitude towards the
object’ of his vengeance, Claudius, and towards the
crimes that have to be avenged. These are two:
Claudius’ incest with the Queen,* and his murder of
his brother. Now it is of great importance to note the
profound difference in Hamlet's attitude towards

these two crimes. Intellectually of course he abhors °

both, but there can be no question as to which
arouses in him the deeper loathing. Whereas the
murder of his father evokes in himi indignation and a
plain recognition of his obvious duty to avenge it,
his mother’s guilty conduct awakes in him the in-
tensest horror. Furnivall® remarks, in speaking of
the Queen, “Her disgraceful adultery and incest, and
treason to his noble father’s memory, Hamlet has felt
in his inmost soul. Compared to their ingrain die,
Claudius’ murder of his father—notwithstanding 4ll
his protestations—is only a skin-deep stain.”

2 Had this relationship not counted as incestuous,
then Queen Elizabeth would have had no right to the
throne; she would have been a bastard, Katherine of
Aragon being still alive at her birth.

43 Furnivall: Introduction to the “Leopold” Shake-
speare, p. 72. o
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Now, in trying to define Hamlet's attitude towards
his uncle we have to guard against assuming off-hand
that this is a simple one of mere execration, for there
is a possibility of complexity arising in the following
way: The uncle has not merely committed each
crime, he has committed both crimes, a distinction of
considerable importance, since the combination of
crimes allows the admittance of a new factor, pro-
duced by the possible interrelation of the two,
which may prevent the result from being simply one
of summation. In addition, it has to be borne in mind
that the perpetrator of the crimes is a relative, and an
exceedingly near relative. The possible inter-relation-
ship of the crimes, and the fact that the author of
them is an actual member of the family, give scope
for a confusion in their irifluence on Hamlet’s mind
which may be the cause of the very obscurity we are
seeking to clarify.

Let us first pursue further the effect on Hamlet of
his mother’s misconduct. Before he even knows with
any certitude, however much he may suspect it, that
his father has been murdered he is in the deepest de-
pression, and evidently on account of this miscon-
duct. The connection between the two is unmis-
takable in the monologue in Act I, Sc. 2, in reference
to which Furnivall* writes: “One must insist on this,
that before any revelation of his father’s murder is
made to Hamlet, before any burden of revenging that
murder is laid upon him, he thinks of suicide as a
welcome means of escape from this fair world of
God’s, made abominable to his diseased and weak
imagination by his mother’s lust, and the dishonour
done by her to his father’s memory.”

# Furnivall: op. cit., p. 70.
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O that this too too solid® flesh would melt;
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew,

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd

His canon ’gainst self-slaughter, O God, God,
How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world!

Fie on ’t, O fie, 'tis an unweeded garden

That grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature
Possess it merely, that it should come to this,
But two months dead, nay, not so much, not two,
So excellent a king; that was to this

Hyperion to a satyr, so loving to my mother,
That he might not beteem the winds of heaven
Visit her face too roughly—heaven and earth
Must I remember? why, she would hang on him
As if increase of appetite had grown

By what it fed on, and yet within a month,

Let me not think on *t; frailty thy name is woman!
A little month or ere those shoes were old

With which she follow’d my poor father’s body
Like Niobe all tears, why she, even she—

O God, a beast that wants discourse of reason
Would have mourn’d longer—married with my uncle,
My father’s brother, but no more like my father
Than I to Hercules, within a month,

Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears

Had left the flushing in her galled eyes,

She married. O most wicked speed . . . to post
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!

It is not, nor it canmot come to good,

But break my heart, for I must hold my tongue.

According to Bradley, Hamlet's melancholic dis-
gust at life was the cause of his aversion from “any

* Dover Wilson (Times Literary Supplement, May
16, 1918) brings forward excellent reasons for thinking
that this word is a misprint for “sullied.” I use the
Shakespearean punctuation he has restored.

4 Bradley: op. cit., p. 122.
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kind of decided action.” His explanation of the whole
problem of Hamlet is “the moral shock of the sudden
ghastly disclosure of his mother’s true nature,”* and
he regards the effect of this shock, as depicted in the
play, as fully comprehensible. He says:* “Is it pos-
sible to conceive an experience more desolating to a
man such as we have seen Hamlet to be; and is its
result anything but perfectly natural? It brings be-
wildered horror, then loathing, then despair of
human nature. His whole mind is poisoned . . . A
nature morally blunter would have felt even so dread-
ful a revelation less keenly. A slower and more limited
and positive mind might not have extended so widely
through the world the disgust and disbelief that
have entered it.”

But we can test satisfied with this seemingly ade-
quate explanation of Hamlet's weariness of life only
if we accept unquestioningly the conventional stand-
ards of the causes of deep emotion. Many years ago
‘Connolly,® a wellknown psychiatrist, pointed out
the disproportion here existing between cause and
effect, and gave as his opinion that Hamlet's reaction
to his mother’s marriage indicated in itself a mental
instability, “a predisposition to actual unsoundness”;
he writes: “The circumstances are not such as would
at once turn a healthy mind to the contemplation of
suicide, the last resource of those whose reason has
been overwhelmed by calamity and despair.” In T. S.
Eliot's*® opinion, also, Hamlet's emotion is in excess
of the facts as they appear, and he specially contrasts

# Idem: op. cit., p. 117.

%8 Jdem: op. cit., p. 119.

% Connolly: A Study of Hamlet, 1863, pp. 22, 23.
5T, S. Eliot: loc. cit.
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it with Gertrude’s negative and insignificant per-
sonality. Wihan® attributes the exaggerated effect of
his misfortunes to Hamlet's “Masslosigkeit” (lack of
moderation), which is displayed in every direction.
We have unveiled only the exciting cause, not the
predisposing cause. The very fact that Hamlet is
apparently content with the explanation arouses our
misgiving, for, as will presently be expounded, from
the very nature of the emotion he cannot be aware
of the true cause of it. If we ask, not what ought to
produce such soul-paralysing grief and distaste for
life, but what in actual fact does produce it, we are
compelled to go beyond this explanation and seek for
some deeper cause. In real life speedy second mar-
riages occur commonly enough without leading to
any such result as is here depicted, and when we see
them followed by this result we invariably find, if the
opportunity for an analysis of the subject’s mind pre-
sents itself, that there is some other and more hidden
reason why the event is followed by this inordinately
great effect. The reason always is that the event has
awakened to increased activity mental processes that
have been “repressed” from the subject’s conscious-
ness. His mind has been specially prepared for the
catastrophe by previous mental processes with which
those directly resulting from the event have entered
into association. This is perhaps what Furnivall
means when he speaks of the world being made
abominable to Hamlet’s “diseased imagination.” In
short, the special nature of the reaction presupposes
some special feature in the mental predisposition.
Bradley himself has to qualify his hypothesis by in-

51 ], Wihan: “Die Hamletfrage,” in Leipziger Beitrige
zur englischen Philologie, 1921, S. 89.
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serting the words “to a man such as we have seen
Hamlet to be.” :

We come at this point to the vexed question of
Hamlet’s sanity, about which so many controversies
have raged. Dover Wilson® authoritatively writes: “I
agree with Loening, Bradley and others that Shake-
speare meant us to imagine Hamlet as suffering from
some kind of mental disorder throughout the play.”
The question is what kind of mental disorder. and
what is its significance dramatically and psycholo-
gically. The matter is complicated by Hamlet’s fre-
quently displaying simulation (the “Antic Disposi-
tion),”® and it has been" asked whether this is to
conceal his real mental disturbance or cunningly to
conceal his purposes in coping with the practical
problems of this task? This is a topic that presently
will be considered at some length, but there can be
few who regard it as a comprehensive statement of
‘Hamlet’s mental state. As T. S. Eliot™ has neatly ex-
pressed it, “Hamlet’s ‘madness’ is less than madness
and more than feigned.” _

But what of the mental disorder itself? In the past
this little problem in clinical diagnesis seems to have
greatly exercised psychiatrists. Some of them, e.g.
Thierisch,® Sigismund,*® Stenger,” and many others,

52 Dover Wilson: What Happens etc., p. 217.

58 Cp. R. Alexander: “Hamlet, the Classical Malin-
gerer,” Medical Journal and Record, Sept. 4, 1929, P-
287.

5T, S. Eliot: Selected Essays, 1932, p. 146.

% Thierisch: Nord und Siid, 1878, Bd. V1.

% Sigismund: Jahrbuch der Deutschen Shakespeare-
Gesellschaft, 1879, Jahig. XV1.

57 . Stenger: Der Hamlet Charakter. Eine psychia-
trische Shakespeare-Studie, 1883.
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have simply held that Hamlet was insane, without
particularizing the form of insanity. Rosner®® labelled
Hamlet as a hystero-neurasthenic, an opinion contra-
dicted by Rubinstein®® and Landmann.% Most, how-
ever,- including Kellog,”® de Boismon,”? Heuse,®
Nicholson,™ and others, have committed themselves
to the view that Hamlet was suffering from melan-
cholia, though there are not failing psychiatrists, e.g.
Ominus,” who reject this. Schiicking® attributes the
delay in his action to Hamlet's being paralysed by
melancholia. Laehr® has a particularly ingenious
hypothesis which maintains that Shakespeare, having
taken over the Ghost episode from the earlier play,

was obliged to depict Hamlet as a melancholiac be--

cause this was theatrically the most presentable form
of insanity in which hallucinations occur. Long ago

% Rosner: Shakespeare’s Hamlet im Lichte der Neuro-
pathologie, 18¢5.

% Rubinstein: op. cit.
X % Landmann: Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie, 1896, Bd.

L.

% Kellog: Shakespeare’s Delineation of Insanity, 1868.

% De Boismon: Annales médico-psychologiques, 1868,
4e série, 12¢ fasc.

% Heuse: Jahrbuch der deutschen Shakespeare-Gesell-
schaft, 1876, Jahrg, XIII. ,

% Nicholson: Transactions of the New Shakespeare
Society, 1880~s, Part II.

% Ominus: Revue des Deux Mondes, 1876, 3e sér.,
14e fasc.

5 Schiicking: Character Problems in Shakespeare’s
Plays, 1922, p. 162.

% Laehr: Die Darstellung krankhafter Geisteszustinde
in Shakespeare’s Dramas, 1898, S. 179, etc.
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Dowden made it seem probable that Shakespeare had
made use of an important study of melancholia by
Timothe Bright,*® but, although he may have adapted
a few phrases to his own use, the clinical picture -of
Hamlet . differs notably from that delineated by
Bright. o
More to the point is the actual account given in
the play by the King, the Queen, Ophelia, and above
all, Polonius.®® In his description, for example, we
note—if the Elizabethan language is translated into
modein English—the symptoms of dejection, r.ef‘usal
of food, insomnia, crazy behaviour, fits of del_l,num,
and finally of raving madness; Hamlet’s. pcz’lgnant
parting words to Polonius (“except my life,” etc.)
cannot mean other than a craving for death. These
are undoubtedly suggestive of certain forms of mel:(m;,
cholia, and the likeness to manic-depressive insanity,
of which melancholia is now known to be but a part,
is completed by the occurrence of attacks of great
excitement that would nowadays be called “hypo-
manic,” of which Dover Wilson” counts no fewer
than eight. This modern diagnosis has indeed been
suggested, eg. by Brock,” Somerville,” and. others.
Nevertheless, the rapid and startling oscillations be-
tween intense excitement and profound depression
do not accord with the accepted picture of this dis-

% Timothe Bright: A Treatise of Melancholia, 1586.
8 Act 2, Sc. 2. “Fell into a sadness,” etc.
" Dover Wilson: op. cit., p. 213. :

"]. H. E. Brock: The Dramatic Purpose of Hamlet,

1935-
2H. Somerville: Madness in Shakespearean Tragedy,

1929.
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order, and if I had to describe such a condition as
Hamlet’s in clinical terms—which I am not particu-
larly inclined to—it would have to be as a severe case
of hysteria on a cyclothymic basis.

All this, however, is of academic interest only.
What we are essentially concerned with is the psy-
chological understanding of the dramatic effect pro-
duced by Hamlet’s personality and behaviour. That
effect would be quite other were the central figure in
the play to represent merely a “case of insanity.”
When that happens, as with Ophelia, such a person
passes beyond our ken, is in a sense no more human,
whereas Hamlet successfully claims our interest and
sympathy to the very end. Shakespeare . certainly
never intended us to regard Hamlet as insane, so that
ic “mind o'erthrown” must have some other mean-
ing than its literal one. Robert Bridges™ has described
the matter with exquisite delicacy:

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

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

Shakespeare so gingerly put his sanity in doubt

Without the while confounding his Reason.

I'would suggest that in this Shakespeare’s extraor-
d{nary powers of observation and penetration granted
him a degree of insight that it has taken the world
three subsequent centuries to reach. Until our gen-
f:ration (and even now in the juristic sphere) a divid-
ing line separated the sane and responsible from the
irresponsible insane. It is now becoming more and
more widely recognized that much of mankind lives
in an intermediate and unhappy state charged with

™ Robert Bridges: The Testament of Beauty, I, 577.
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what Dover Wilson® well calls “that sense of frustra-
tion, futility and human inadequacy which is the bur-
den of the whole symphony” and of which Hamlet is
the supreme example in literature. This intermediate
plight, in the toils of which perhaps the greater part
of mankind struggles and suffers, is given the name of
psychoneurosis, and long ago the genius of Shake-
speare depicted it for us with faultless insight.
Extensive studies of the past half century, inspired
by Freud, have taught us thata psychoneurosis means
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. It signifies internal
mental conflict. We have. here the reason why it is
impossible to discuss intelligently the state of mind
of anyone suffering from a psychoneurosis, whether
the description is of a living person Or an imagined
one, without correlating the manifestations with
what-must have operated in his infancy and is still
operating. That is what. 1 propose to attempt here.
- For some deep-seated reason, which is to him un-
acceptable, Hamlet is plunged into anguish at the
thought of his father being replaced.in his mother’s
affections by someone else. It is as if his 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. Against this thought, however,
suggestive as it is, may be urged three objections.
First, if it were in itself a full statement of the matter,

4 Dover Wilson: op. cit., p. 261.
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Hamlet would have been aware of the jealousy,
whereas we have concluded that the mental process
we are seeking is hidden from him. Secondly, we see
in it no evidence of the arousing of an old and forgot-
ten memory. And, thirdly, Hamlet is being deprived
by Claudius of no greater share in the Queen’s affec-
tion 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 situa-
tion. How 1if, 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 re-
garded 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. This is at all events the mechanism that is
actually found in the real Hamlets who are investi-
gated psychologically.’™

The explanation, therefore, of the delay and self-
frustration exhibited in the endeavour to fulfil his
father's demand for vengeance is that to Hamlet the
thought of incest and parricide combined is too in-
tolerable to be borne. One part of him ‘tries to carry

™5 See, for instance, Wulf Sachs: Black Hamlet, 1937.
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out the task, the other flinches inexorably from the
thought of it. How fain would he blot it out in that
“bestial oblivion” which unfortunately for him his
conscience contemns. He is torn and tortured in an
insoluble inner conflict.



