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INTRODUCTION

HAMLET’S QUESTIONS

The mood of Hamlet is set by its opening exchange: “Who’s there?” “Nay, answer me.…” The play creates the illusion of asking as many questions of its audience and interpreters as we may ask of it. Shakespeare won’t tell us who he is or where he stands. Instead, he makes us—and our culture—reveal ourselves. That is the source of his endurance and one of the reasons why Hamlet has long been regarded as his greatest, or at least his most characteristic, play.

The Prince of Denmark himself is the most famously interrogative of all dramatic characters. He is Shakespeare’s ultimate man of words. The actor who plays him has to learn over 340 speeches; the role has a higher proportion of its play’s words (nearly 40 percent) than any other in Shakespeare. Hamlet’s favorite intellectual move is to make an action that he witnesses—a player weeping, a skull tossed from an old grave—into the occasion for speculation: “What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, / That he should weep for her?,” “Where be your gibes now, your gambols, your songs, your flashes of merriment that were wont to set the table on a roar?” In watching or reading the play, we are moved, like Hamlet, to ask the big questions: What should we believe? How should we act? What happens after death? In whose version of the truth should we have faith?

Horatio, the commentator who comes closest to being the voice of the audience, says that he “in part” believes stories about ghosts and portents. His qualifier is a watchword for the whole play. Humankind is in part a godlike creature, full of mental and verbal powers, “The beauty of the world, the paragon of animals.” But, to take the other part, we are also “quintessence of dust”—the politician, the lawyer, the heroic man of action (Alexander the Great), and the humble clown (Yorick) all end up in the same place.

Like the wood in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but with tragic as opposed to comic consequences, Elsinore is a place where “everything seems double.” Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are a double act engaged to spy on Hamlet, with the result that he has “at each ear a hearer.” Hardly anyone in the play seems able to speak without producing a double epithet: “the sensible and true avouch / Of mine own eyes,” “the gross and scope of my opinion,” “post-haste and rummage in the land,” “the grace and blush of modesty,” and so on. Stage props also come in pairs: two contrasting portraits of two brothers, a pair of rapiers (one of which is sharpened and anointed for the kill), two skulls. Entrances seem to repeat themselves: the appearances of the Ghost; Hamlet overheard in meditation, first with a book, later with his reflections on being and not being; the king and Gertrude in their respective private rooms after the trauma of the Mousetrap play; Ophelia’s two mad scenes.

The story of a son seeking vengeance for his father’s death is doubled after Hamlet kills Polonius: “by the image of my cause I see / The portraiture of his,” remarks Hamlet of Laertes. The motif is redoubled in the figure of Young Fortinbras out to avenge the defeat of Old Fortinbras. A further commentary is provided by the Player’s speech about Pyrrhus, son of Achilles, furiously seeking atonement for his father’s loss by slaughtering old King Priam. But this might be construed as a negative example: Priam himself is an “unnervèd father” and his slaughter moves a wife and mother, Hecuba, to distraction. If Hamlet were to become a killing machine like Pyrrhus, he would be diminishing himself to the inhumanity of his adversary, besides emotionally destroying his mother: that is his dilemma “bounded in a nutshell.”

Hamlet is a student, a model for the perpetual students and idealists who populate later literature, especially in Germany and Russia. Like Shakespeare’s other highly intellectual drama, Troilus and Cressida, this is a play that debates the great questions of epistemology, ethics, and metaphysics. “Humanism,” the dominant educational theory of the sixteenth century, proposed that wisdom was to be derived from book learning. The student developed the arts of language through his rhetorical training, while collecting the wisdom of the ancients in the form of citations and sententiae copied into a commonplace book. Polonius’ maxims on how Laertes should behave when away from home, climaxing in the cliché “to thine own self be true,” are classic examples. The art of “reason” was refined through the study of “common themes,” one of which was “death of fathers.” Reason and judgment were supposed to prevail over will and passion. The Stoicism of Seneca provided a model for the use of “philosophy” as protection against the fickleness of fortune and the vicissitudes of court politics.

Hamlet’s uncle must once have been a good student. He is a master of balanced rhetoric, the measure and decorum of his verse belying his crime against the order of nature and state:


 … as ’twere with a defeated joy,

With one auspicious and one dropping eye,

With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,

In equal scale weighing delight and dole.



He thinks he knows, and that everyone in the court will accept, what is the appropriate length of time to mourn the death of a brother, husband, father.

Hamlet despises such propriety. He is not interested in the “common” way of behaving. He speaks for the “particular,” the individual. “Mourning duties,” maintained for a set period, are to him mere outward show, the signs of a “seeming” with which he refuses to play along. He has “that within which passeth show”: the solitary self is set against social custom. He has returned from university determined to “wipe away” all the customary wisdom of Stoic decorum, all that “discourse of reason” which humanist theorists regarded as the gift that set men above the beasts. He will have nothing to do with “saws of books” or the codes of behavior that “youth and observation” are supposed to copy from their humanist texts. After encountering the ghost, he vows to fill his commonplace book (“my tables”) from experience instead of books.

This new way of seeing is initially regarded by his fellow students Horatio and Marcellus as no more than “wild and whirling words,” madness brought on by an encounter with an evil spirit. But Hamlet knows what he is doing. He tries on his “antic disposition” as a way of testing the limits of the rational “philosophy” embodied by Horatio. Ophelia tells of how she witnessed Hamlet utter a sigh that seemed to “end his being.” That end is also a beginning: the birth of a new man dedicated to the proposition that the opposite of reason is not madness, but true feeling. Later, when Ophelia is mad, she is described as “Divided from herself and her fair judgement, / Without the which we are pictures or mere beasts.” When Hamlet feigns madness, by contrast, he speaks with true judgment, as even Polonius half recognizes: “A happiness that often madness hits on, which reason and sanity could not so prosperously be delivered of.”

REVENGE

Hamlet is a political drama as well as a play about the journey of an individual self. It begins with portents betokening “some strange eruption to our state.” It holds up a mirror to a world of royalty, courtiers, politicians, and ambassadors, but also ordinary people: students, actors, gravediggers, even (on the margins) an underclass of “lawless resolutes” following Fortinbras and a “rabble” who want Laertes to be king.

“Denmark’s a prison”: Hamlet is cabined, cribbed and confined by his princely birth, by the machinations of statecraft, and by the limitations of the material world. In his melancholy, when he complains that he has lost interest in all gentlemanly pursuits (“custom of exercise”), he points to the “canopy” over the stage. The self-conscious allusion to the architecture of the Globe Theatre hints at how he finds his freedom: in play, first by pretending to be mad, then through theater. It is the arrival of the actors that reinvigorates him. Hamlet loves plays and the players because he recognizes the power of acting to expose the feigning of public life, the fact that courtiership and rhetorical decorum are themselves but performances. He comes to the truth through “a fiction” and “a dream of passion.” In this he can only be regarded as an apologist for the art of his creator.

The play was registered in 1602 “as it was lately acted by the Lord Chamberlain his servants” (Shakespeare’s theater company), but a book published in 1596 refers to a ghost in a play crying “Hamlet, revenge!,” and as early as 1589 Thomas Nashe mentioned “whole Hamlets—I should say handfuls—of tragical speeches.” Scholars therefore suppose that Shakespeare’s play was written in about 1600, but that it was a reworking of an older, now lost play, just as King Lear was a reworking of the anonymous History of King Leir, which does survive. The old Hamlet is sometimes speculatively attributed to Thomas Kyd, whose Spanish Tragedy established the late-Elizabethan vogue for blood-and-guts revenge drama. A few scholars suppose that Shakespeare himself wrote the early version and a tiny minority that the poorly printed First Quarto text of 1603 may in some way derive from it. Though there is no firm evidence as to authorship or content, we may safely assume that the old Hamlet play (sometimes known as the Ur-Hamlet) was broadly similar to The Spanish Tragedy and Shakespeare’s early assay in this genre, Titus Andronicus, both of which achieved immense popularity with their plotting of revenge by means of feigned madness, their spectacular multiple murders, and the revenger’s elaborately rhetorical outbursts of tragic passion. Hamlet’s shortest soliloquy, after he has been fired up by the play-within-the-play, is very much in this style: “Now could I drink hot blood / And do such bitter business as the day / Would quake to look on.”

Hamlet is as capable of violent action as any other revenger—witness his cruel rejection of Ophelia and his casual lugging of Polonius’ guts into the neighboring room. Nor does he delay nearly so much as he tells us he is delaying: he has to establish the authenticity of the Ghost, to ensure that it is not a devil sent to tempt him into evil action, and as soon as he has done this by watching Claudius’ reaction to the play he goes off to kill him. He doesn’t kill him at prayer because that would be “hire and salary, not revenge,” would send him to heaven not to hell. He then thinks that he has killed him in Gertrude’s closet, though it turns out that he has killed Polonius instead and as a result he is packed off to England. As soon as he has tricked and dispatched Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, effected his daring escape via the pirate ship and returned to Denmark, he is in a state of “readiness” and the revenge then takes place during the duel. Looked at this way, where is the delay?

But the style of the “hot blood” soliloquy is completely unlike that of the other solo speeches, which are all much longer and more introspective. It is from them that we derive our image of the character of Hamlet. In the first act, he is so disgusted by his mother’s hasty remarriage that he wishes he were dead. In the second, he is moved to self-disgust by the way in which the player can work himself into a frenzy for the fictional sorrows of Hecuba, while he himself has not yet done anything about his father’s murder. In the third, he meditates on the pros and cons of suicide and in the Quarto text of the fourth, he is still chiding himself when he compares his own inaction with the military activity of Fortinbras and his army (“How all occasions do inform against me / And spur my dull revenge!”). Hamlet’s self-analysis has led some commentators to wonder whether his failure to kill the praying usurper might be the result of procrastination, not calculation about whether he would be sending him to heaven or hell. The soliloquies present such a convincing picture of irresolution and inaction that even when it comes to the final scene it may occur to us that the killing of the king seems to be not so much the climax of Hamlet’s plans as an incidental consequence of Laertes’ quest for revenge for the deaths of his father and sister.

For the Romantics such as Goethe and Coleridge, Hamlet was the archetype of the sensitive man paralized into inaction by his sheer capacity for thought—which is to say an image of themselves as poets uneasily inhabiting the public sphere. Debatable as this reading is, there can be little doubt that Shakespeare’s innovation in Hamlet was to take the figure of the revenger from the old play and turn him into an intellectual, so making revenge into a moral dilemma as opposed to a practical task to be carried out through effective plotting. Hamlet’s problem is that his intelligence makes him see both sides of every question, whereas in the drama of revenge there is no place for debate and half measure. The lesson from both the Old Testament and Greek tragedy, which was mediated to Shakespeare via Seneca’s Latin plays, was that action requires reactions: a crime in one generation demands the meting out of punishment in the next, an eye for an eye. Requital must be exact and complete. The code of revenge requires Hamlet not to kill the king while he is praying because that would send him straight to heaven, which does not correspond to the fate of Old Hamlet, who was murdered “grossly, full of bread, / With all his crimes broad blown.” It is one of the play’s many ironies that, immediately on Hamlet’s departure, the king acknowledges that his prayer for forgiveness is not working—if Hamlet had struck, he would have damned his enemy.

CONSCIENCE AND RESOLUTION

One of the paradoxes of the play is that the Ghost of Old Hamlet comes from Purgatory, where he is confined in fire “Till the foul crimes done in [his] days of nature / Are burnt and purged away,” while Hamlet’s speech giving his reasons for not plunging his sword into his praying uncle implies that the act of penitence can instantly purge sin away and allow even a man who has committed the most terrible crime immediate access to heaven on his death. Purgatory is a Roman Catholic doctrine, the leap to grace supposed by Hamlet a Protestant one. At several points, the play engages with the great doctrinal disputes of the Reformation and counter-Reformation. There appear, for instance, to be passing allusions to the nature of the sacrament of Holy Communion, the question of whether the bread and wine at the altar is literally or only symbolically transubstantiated into the body and blood of Christ.

Hamlet longs to be back at Wittenberg, the university of Martin Luther, architect of the Reformation. Wittenberg was the intellectual home of the Protestant revolution, in which the individual’s relationship with God matters more than the intercession of priests, saints, and the Church. In Protestantism, authenticity of feeling is paramount and a key term is “conscience.” As Hamlet says at the end of “To be, or not to be”:


Thus conscience does make cowards of us all:

And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought,

And enterprises of great pith and moment

With this regard their currents turn away,

And lose the name of action.…



In Elizabethan English “conscience” meant not only moral scruple but also “consciousness.” A polyglot dictionary of the period glossed the word as “witness of one’s own mind, knowledge, remorse.” It is Hamlet’s extreme self-consciousness that sets him apart from the traditional revenger. When alone on stage, reflecting on his own situation, he seems to embody the very nature of human being. It is “conscience” in its multiple senses that forms his self-image, his “character,” and in so doing makes it agonizingly difficult for him to perform the action that is demanded of him. Yet when he does come to act, he is decisive and ruthless. He reaches the point of “readiness” when he accepts—never easy for an intellectual—that what will be will be. Thereafter, he considers it “perfect conscience” to kill the king and has no compunction about his treatment of the former schoolfellows who have betrayed not only him but the precious virtue of friendship: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, he says, “are not near my conscience.”

[image: ]

1. “Rapier and dagger”: on-guard position, as illustrated in Vincentio Saviolo’s English fencing treatise of 1595. There were strong links between the actors and Saviolo’s fencing school in Ludgate.

It is sometimes said that chance, not Hamlet, brings the plot to a resolution. Hamlet certainly believes that Providence is operating on his behalf, as witnessed by the good fortune of his having the means to seal Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s fate. But the exchange of rapiers during the fencing match with Laertes is not a matter of chance, as is sometimes suggested. Many modern productions use the épée that had not been invented in Shakespeare’s time—a flexible foil that may be knocked from the hand, leading to the possibility of an accidental exchange of weapons. But Hamlet and Laertes would originally have dueled with “rapier and dagger,” the commonest weapons for such an encounter, as illustrated in Vincentio Saviolo’s treatise on fencing skills, The Art of Practice (1595).

[image: ]

2. They change rapiers: disarm and exchange by left-hand seizure, as illustrated in Henri de Saint-Didier’s French fencing treatise of 1573.

The grip used for the rapier meant that it was very hard to remove it from the opponent’s hand save by an advanced maneuver known as the “left-hand seizure.” Hamlet would have dropped his dagger to the ground and grabbed the hilt of Laertes’ rapier with his left hand, twisting it out of his grip. Laertes would have responded with the same action, resulting in the switch of weapons.

The move, which is illustrated in continental fencing handbooks of the period, is so skillful that Hamlet’s action must have been purposeful. He would not initially have seen that Laertes’ rapier was “unbated” (not blunted in the way that was customary to prevent the injury of gentlemen participating in sporting fights), but on receiving a “hit” his skin would have been pierced by the point. Realizing that Laertes is in earnest, not play, he instantly responds with the maneuver that makes the switch. Now he is in deadly earnest himself. Deeds take over from words, revenge is performed without further compunctious visitings of nature, and “the rest is silence.”

HOW MANY HAMLETS?

Shakespeare couldn’t decide what to do with his most famous speech. The earliest surviving text of Hamlet* is highly inaccurate in many of its particulars, but there is little doubt that its shape reflects that of the play as performed early in its stage history. In that text (known as the “First Quarto”), Hamlet enters “reading on a book” and launches into his soliloquy “To be or not to be there, ay, there’s the point.” His famous question is asked as if in response to something in the book he is reading. The soliloquy is followed by the “get thee to a nunnery” dialogue with Ophelia and then the “Fishmonger” sequence with her father.

But in the Second Quarto and First Folio texts—published later, but considerably longer and more accurately printed than the First Quarto—Hamlet’s entrance with the book leads straight to the “Fishmonger” dialogue (this page–this page). “To be or not to be, that is the question” and the “nunnery” scene are held back until after the arrival of the players (this page–this page). This is only the most striking of the many textual variants between the early versions of Hamlet. Is the flesh that Hamlet wishes would melt too “sullied” or too “solid”? Did Old Hamlet smite a leaded or a steeled poleaxe on the ice or did he smite the Polack from a sledge on the ice? So much depends on whether you favor Quarto or Folio.

Scholars traditionally prefer the Second Quarto because it is the fullest text and apparently the one closest to Shakespeare’s original manuscript. But it may represent a “reading text” as opposed to a “performance” one. Coming in at around four thousand lines, Second Quarto Hamlet could never have been played in full within the 160 or so minutes that was the legal maximum for an Elizabethan play (shows began at 2 p.m., there was always a closing comedy and dance routine known as a jig, and then the theater had to be cleared by 5 p.m.). The full flow of Shakespeare’s tragic vein must be reined in and cut for performance, and with a play as long as Hamlet he must have known that this would be the case.

Every modern production makes its own choice of cuts, of textual variants, and of innovative business. In working on his text for the Royal Shakespeare Company production of 2004, director Michael Boyd* considered not only the three versions that emerged from Shakespeare’s own acting company but also the so-called Players’ Quarto that was handed down—with cuts marked up—to their Restoration successors, the acting company of Shakespeare’s godson William Davenant. Both the First Quarto and the Players’ Quarto offer striking suggestions as to how the play may have been cut in Shakespeare’s own time. The cuts are not always the most obvious ones: Reynaldo, whom Polonius commissions to spy on Laertes in Paris, might seem an obvious candidate for the ax, but in the Players’ Quarto he remains, probably in order to highlight the way in which the world of Elsinore—like that of Elizabethan England—was one of pervasive spying.

Like most modern directors, Boyd was eclectic in his choices, weighing each textual variant according to its merits, moving freely between the early texts and opting for rigorous pruning rather than reckless lopping. So, for instance, the First Folio cuts the whole of Hamlet’s last soliloquy, “How all occasions do inform against me,” delivered after witnessing the army of Fortinbras on the march, whereas Boyd retained an abbreviated version of it that makes the key distinction between acting upon “great argument” and finding “quarrel in a straw.”

The Reynaldo role was also retained, but the character was merged with Osric. Since one of them only appears near the beginning of the play and the other only near the end, the roles may well have been doubled in the original production. To make them into the same character is both an elegant economy and a device to highlight the role of Polonius as spymaster-general. Most boldly, the nunnery scene was placed early, as in the First Quarto, while—as Boyd explains in his interview about the production—a radical new position for “To be or not to be” was seriously considered, but ultimately rejected. The process of thinking through production choices of this sort is what enables directors and actors to defamiliarize and remint the language and action of the best-known play in the history of world drama, and so to keep it alive. The progressive alterations through the early texts are of a piece with the process of remaking in the play’s subsequent theatrical life.

TALKING ABOUT HAMLET

Hamlet is not only the pre-eminent talker in Shakespeare. He is also the most talked-about character in western literature. Because he is both poet and philosopher himself, poets and philosophers have been particularly enamored of him. Hamlet-mania reached its zenith with the self-consciously troubled musings on art and life of the nineteenth-century Romantics. One of their favored literary devices was the “imaginary conversation,” in which their cultural heroes gathered round a table and talked about a topic of absorbing interest. It was in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Table Talk that he said “I have a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so.” Hamlet is a play that provokes so many opinions, animates so many energetic voices, that the best way to conclude an introduction to it is simply to bring together some of the play’s most impassioned readers in an “imaginary conversation.”

Let them begin from that key moment when Hamlet decides not to kill King Claudius while he is praying, since that would be to send him to heaven, not hell:


Up, sword, and know thou a more horrid hent:

When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,

Or in th’incestuous pleasure of his bed,

At gaming, swearing, or about some act

That has no relish of salvation in’t,

Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven.

And that his soul may be as damned and black

As hell, whereto it goes.…



Dr. Samuel Johnson, eighteenth-century Christian of high moral sensitivity: “This speech, in which Hamlet, represented as a virtuous character, is not content with taking blood for blood, but contrives damnation for the man that he would punish, is too horrible to be read or to be uttered.”

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Romantic poet with a smack of Hamlet himself, if he may say so: “Dr. Johnson’s mistaking of the marks of reluctance and procrastination for impetuous, horror-striking fiendishness!—Of such importance is it to understand the germ of a character.”

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, in the voice of Wilhelm Meister, hero of the archetypal Romantic Bildungsroman, the novel in which a young man or woman grows to emotional maturity (a genre for which Hamlet itself was a key model): “ ‘The time is out of joint: O, cursèd spite / That ever I was born to set it right!’ In these words, I imagine, will be found the key to Hamlet’s whole procedure. To me it is clear that Shakespeare meant, in the present case, to represent the effects of a great action laid upon a soul unfit for the performance of it. In this view the whole piece seems to me to be composed.”

August Wilhelm von Schlegel, Romantic critic: “Hamlet is singular in its kind: a tragedy of thought inspired by continual and never-satisfied meditation on human destiny and the dark perplexity of the events of this world, and calculated to call forth the very same meditation in the minds of the spectators.”

Lord Byron, always glad to play the devil’s advocate:


Who can read this wonderful play without the profoundest emotion? And yet what is it but a colossal enigma? We love Hamlet even as we love ourselves. Yet consider his character, and where is either goodness or greatness? He betrays Ophelia’s gentlest love; he repulses her in a cruel manner; and when in the most touching way, she speaks to him, and returns his presents, he laughs her off like a man of the town. At her grave, at the new-made grave of Ophelia his first love, whom his unkindness had blasted in the very bud of her beauty, in the morn and liquid dew of youth, what is the behaviour of Hamlet? A blank—worse than a blank; a few ranting lines, instead of true feeling, that prove him perfectly heartless. Then his behaviour in the grave, and his insult to Laertes, why the gentlest verdict one can give is insanity. But he seems by nature, and in his soberest moods, fiend-like in cruelty. His old companions, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, he murders without the least compunction; he desires them to be put to sudden death, “not shriving-time allowed” … Polonius, father of Ophelia, he does actually kill; and for this does he lament or atone for what he has done, by any regret or remorse? “I’ll lug the guts into the neighbor room”—“You nose him as you go up the stairs into the lobby!” But suppose him heartless, though he is for ever lamenting, and complaining, and declaiming about the false-heartedness of every one else; Richard III is heartless—Iago—Edmund. The tragic poet of course deals not in your good-boy characters. But neither is he, as Richard is, a hero, a man of mighty strength of mind. He is, according to his own admission, as “unlike Hercules” as possible. He does not, as a great and energetic mind does, exult under the greatness of a grand object. He is weak, so miserably weak as even to complain of his own weakness.



Elaine Showalter, turn-of-the-millennium feminist, as if responding to Byron’s remarks about Ophelia:


When Ophelia is mad, Gertrude says that “Her speech is nothing,” mere “unshaped use.” Ophelia’s speech thus represents the horror of having nothing to say in the public terms defined by the court. Deprived of thought, sexuality, language, Ophelia’s story becomes the Story of O—the zero, the empty circle or mystery of feminine difference, the cipher of female sexuality … we could provide a manual of female insanity by chronicling the illustrations of Ophelia; this is so because the illustrations of Ophelia have played a major role in the theoretical construction of female insanity.



Søren Kierkegaard, melancholy Danish philosopher, himself a Hamlet wracked by sexual guilt, coming perhaps to the heart of the mystery: “Hamlet is deeply tragic because he suspects his mother’s guilt.”

Sigmund Freud, inaugurating the language of psychoanalytic criticism which Showalter has been employing and Kierkegaard subtly anticipating: “In Sophocles’ Oedipus the child’s wishful fantasy that underlies it is brought out into the open and realized as it would be in a dream. In Hamlet it remains repressed; and just as in the case of a neurosis, we only learn of its existence from its inhibiting consequences … Hamlet is able to do anything—except take vengeance on the man who did away with his father and took that father’s place with his mother, the man who shows him the repressed wishes of his childhood realized.”

James Joyce, Shakespeare-soaked Irish novelist, in the voice of Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses, weaving a somewhat Freudian reading into a biographical fantasy:


The play begins. A player comes on under the shadow, made up in the cast-off mail of a court buck, a well-set man with a bass voice. It is the ghost, the king, a king and no king, and the player is Shakespeare who has studied Hamlet all the years of his life which were not vanity in order to play the part of the spectre. He speaks the words to Burbage, the young player who stands before him beyond the rack of cerecloth, calling him by a name: “Hamlet, I am thy father’s spirit,” bidding him list. To a son he speaks, the son of his soul, the prince, young Hamlet and to the son of his body, Hamnet Shakespeare, who has died in Stratford that his namesake may live for ever. Is it possible that that player Shakespeare, a ghost by absence, and in the vesture of buried Denmark, a ghost by death, speaking his own words to his own son’s name (had Hamnet Shakespeare lived he would have been prince Hamlet’s twin), is it possible, I want to know, or probable that he did not draw or foresee the logical conclusion of those premises: you are the dispossessed son: I am the murdered father: your mother is the guilty queen. Ann Shakespeare, born Hathaway?



T. S. Eliot, poet and stern critic, dissatisfied with the Freudian solution, but agreeing that there is a problem: “Shakespeare’s Hamlet, so far as it is Shakespeare’s, is a play dealing with the effect of a mother’s guilt upon her son, and … Shakespeare was unable to impose this motive successfully upon the ‘intractable’ material of the old play.… So far from being Shakespeare’s masterpiece, the play is most certainly an artistic failure.”

Jan Kott, Polish critic, writing under tyranny, swinging away from psychology to politics: his Hamlet is not “the moralist, unable to draw a clear-cut line between good and evil” or “the intellectual, unable to find a sufficient reason for action” or “the philosopher, to whom the world’s existence is a matter of doubt,” but rather “the youth, deeply involved in politics, rid of illusions, sarcastic, passionate and brutal … a born conspirator … a young rebel who has about him something of the charm of James Dean.”

From Wilhelm Meister to Stephen Dedalus to James Dean and beyond, Hamlet is always our contemporary. To be or not to be Hamlet? That is the question for every young aspiring intellectual or actor. Or indeed actress: of all Shakespeare’s major male roles, it is the one that has most often and most effectively been played by women. In Renaissance terms, action was the prerogative of the male and feeling of the female, so perhaps Hamlet’s intense gift of feeling, and talking about his feelings, makes him a “feminine” character.

For those who do not get to play the part itself, there is the compensation of imagining themselves in a supporting role. Tom Stoppard’s razor-sharp existential tragicomedy Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (1966) rewrites the drama from the point of view of the two men on the margins who are cogs in the wheel, and in the cult film Withnail & I (1986), an old actor (Uncle Monty, played by Richard Griffiths) is broken by the realization that he will never “play the Dane” (he has only managed to secure the tiny part of Marcellus the nightwatchman) and a young unemployed actor (Withnail, played by Richard E. Grant) ends up in London Zoo reciting Hamlet’s great prose discourse “I have of late—but wherefore I know not—lost all my mirth” (2.2.296–311) to an enclosure of bedraggled wolves. Hardly the “paragon of animals” and yet, because of Hamlet, still he can dream.*


*For further discussion of the play’s complicated textual history, see “Text,” this page–this page.

*See further the interview with Michael Boyd about his production in “The Director’s Cut.”

*Further selections from critical commentaries on the play, with linking narrative, are available on the edition website, www.therscshakespeare.com.




ABOUT THE TEXT

Shakespeare endures through history. He illuminates later times as well as his own. He helps us to understand the human condition. But he cannot do this without a good text of the plays. Without editions there would be no Shakespeare. That is why every twenty years or so throughout the last three centuries there has been a major new edition of his complete works. One aspect of editing is the process of keeping the texts up to date—modernizing the spelling, punctuation, and typography (though not, of course, the actual words), providing explanatory notes in the light of changing educational practices (a generation ago, most of Shakespeare’s classical and biblical allusions could be assumed to be generally understood, but now they can’t).

But because Shakespeare did not personally oversee the publication of his plays, editors also have to make decisions about the relative authority of the early printed editions. Half of the sum of his plays only appeared posthumously, in the elaborately produced First Folio text of 1623, the original “Complete Works” prepared for the press by Shakespeare’s fellow actors, the people who knew the plays better than anyone else. The other half had appeared in print in his lifetime, in the more compact and cheaper form of “Quarto” editions, some of which reproduced good quality texts, others of which were to a greater or lesser degree garbled and error-strewn. In the case of Hamlet, there are hundreds of differences between each of the three early editions: two Quartos (one short and frequently corrupt, the other very long and generally well printed) and the Folio. As explained above in the discussion of “How Many Hamlets?,” some of the differences are far from trivial.

Generations of editors have adopted a “pick and mix” approach, moving between Quarto and Folio readings, making choices on either aesthetic or bibliographic grounds, and creating a composite text that Shakespeare never actually wrote. Not until the 1980s did editors follow the logic of what ought to have been obvious to anyone who works in the theater: that the two Quarto and the Folio texts represent three discrete moments in the life of Hamlet, that plays change in the course of rehearsal, production, and revival, and that the major variants between the early printed versions almost certainly reflect this process.

If you look at printers’ handbooks from the age of Shakespeare, you quickly discover that one of the first rules was that, whenever possible, compositors were recommended to set their type from existing printed books rather than manuscripts. This was the age before mechanical typesetting, where each individual letter had to be picked out by hand from the compositor’s case and placed on a stick (upside down and back to front) before being laid on the press. It was an age of murky rush-light and of manuscripts written in a secretary hand which had dozens of different, hard-to-decipher forms. Printers’ lives were a lot easier when they were reprinting existing books rather than struggling with handwritten copy. Easily the quickest way to have created the First Folio would have been simply to reprint those eighteen plays that had already appeared in Quarto and only work from manuscript on the other eighteen.

But that is not what happened. Whenever Quartos were used, playhouse “promptbooks” were also consulted and stage directions copied in from them. And in the case of several major plays where a well-printed Quarto was available, Hamlet notable among them, the Folio printers were instructed to work from an alternative, playhouse-derived manuscript. This meant that the whole process of producing the first complete Shakespeare took months, even years, longer than it might have done. But for the men overseeing the project, John Hemings and Henry Condell, friends and fellow actors who had been remembered in Shakespeare’s will, the additional labor and cost were worth the effort for the sake of producing an edition that was close to the practice of the theater. They wanted all the plays in print so that people could, as they wrote in their prefatory address to the reader, “read him and again and again,” but they also wanted “the great variety of readers” to work from texts that were close to the theater-life for which Shakespeare originally intended them. For this reason, the RSC Shakespeare, in both Complete Works and individual volumes, uses the Folio as base text wherever possible. Significant Quarto variants are, however, noted in the Textual Notes and Quarto-only passages are appended after the text of Hamlet.

The following notes highlight various aspects of the editorial process and indicate conventions used in the text of this edition:

Lists of Parts are supplied in the First Folio for only six plays, not including Hamlet, so the list at the beginning of the play is provided by the editors, arranged by groups of characters. Capitals indicate that part of the name which is used for speech headings in the script (thus “HAMLET, Prince of Denmark”).

Locations are provided by the Folio for only two plays. Eighteenth-century editors, working in an age of elaborately realistic stage sets, were the first to provide detailed locations. Given that Shakespeare wrote for a bare stage and often an imprecise sense of place, we have relegated locations to the explanatory notes, where they are given at the beginning of each scene where the imaginary location is different from the one before. We have emphasized broad geographical settings rather than specifics of the kind that suggest anachronistically realistic staging. We have therefore avoided such niceties as “another room in the palace.”

Act and Scene Divisions were provided in the Folio in a much more thoroughgoing way than in the Quartos. Sometimes, however, they were erroneous or omitted; corrections and additions supplied by editorial tradition are indicated by square brackets. Five-act division is based on a classical model, and act breaks provided the opportunity to replace the candles in the indoor Blackfriars playhouse which the King’s Men used after 1608, but Shakespeare did not necessarily think in terms of a five-part structure of dramatic composition. The Folio convention is that a scene ends when the stage is empty. Nowadays, partly under the influence of film, we tend to consider a scene to be a dramatic unit that ends with either a change of imaginary location or a significant passage of time within the narrative. Shakespeare’s fluidity of composition accords well with this convention, so in addition to act and scene numbers we provide a running scene count in the right margin at the beginning of each new scene, in the typeface used for editorial directions. Where there is a scene break caused by a momentary bare stage, but the location does not change and extra time does not pass, we use the convention running scene continues. There is inevitably a degree of editorial judgment in making such calls, but the system is very valuable in suggesting the pace of the plays.

Speakers’ Names are often inconsistent in Folio. We have regularized speech headings, but retained an element of deliberate inconsistency in entry directions, in order to give the flavor of Folio.

Verse is indicated by lines that do not run to the right margin and by capitalization of each line. The Folio printers sometimes set verse as prose, and vice versa (either out of misunderstanding or for reasons of space). We have silently corrected in such cases, although in some instances there is ambiguity, in which case we have leaned toward the preservation of Folio layout. Folio sometimes uses contraction (“turnd” rather than “turned”) to indicate whether or not the final “-ed” of a past participle is sounded, an area where there is variation for the sake of the five-beat iambic pentameter rhythm. We use the convention of a grave accent to indicate sounding (thus “turnèd” would be two syllables), but would urge actors not to overstress. In cases where one speaker ends with a verse half line and the next begins with the other half of the pentameter, editors since the late eighteenth century have indented the second line. We have abandoned this convention, since the Folio does not use it, and nor did actors’ cues in the Shakespearean theater. An exception is made when the second speaker actively interrupts or completes the first speaker’s sentence.

Spelling is modernized, but older forms are occasionally maintained where necessary for rhythm or aural effect.

Punctuation in Shakespeare’s time was as much rhetorical as grammatical. “Colon” was originally a term for a unit of thought in an argument. The semicolon was a new unit of punctuation (some of the Quartos lack them altogether). We have modernized punctuation throughout, but have given more weight to Folio punctuation than many editors, since, though not Shakespearean, it reflects the usage of his period. In particular, we have used the colon far more than many editors: it is exceptionally useful as a way of indicating how many Shakespearean speeches unfold clause by clause in a developing argument that gives the illusion of enacting the process of thinking in the moment. We have also kept in mind the origin of punctuation in classical times as a way of assisting the actor and orator: the comma suggests the briefest of pauses for breath, the colon a middling one, and a full stop or period a longer pause. Semicolons, by contrast, belong to an era of punctuation that was only just coming in during Shakespeare’s time and that is coming to an end now: we have accordingly used them only where they occur in our copy-texts (and not always then). Dashes are sometimes used for parenthetical interjections where the Folio has brackets. They are also used for interruptions and changes in train of thought. Where a change of addressee occurs within a speech, we have used a dash preceded by a full stop (or occasionally another form of punctuation). Often the identity of the respective addressees is obvious from the context. When it is not, this has been indicated in a marginal stage direction.

Entrances and Exits are fairly thorough in Folio, which has accordingly been followed as faithfully as possible. Where characters are omitted or corrections are necessary, this is indicated by square brackets (e.g. “[and Attendants]”). Exit is sometimes silently normalized to Exeunt and Manet anglicized to “remains.” We trust Folio positioning of entrances and exits to a greater degree than most editors.

Editorial Stage Directions such as stage business, asides, indications of addressee and of characters’ position on the gallery stage are used only sparingly in Folio. Other editions mingle directions of this kind with original Folio and Quarto directions, sometimes marking them by means of square brackets. We have sought to distinguish what could be described as directorial interventions of this kind from Folio-style directions (either original or supplied) by placing them in the right margin in a smaller typeface. There is a degree of subjectivity about which directions are of which kind, but the procedure is intended as a reminder to the reader and the actor that Shakespearean stage directions are often dependent upon editorial inference alone and are not set in stone. We also depart from editorial tradition in sometimes admitting uncertainty and thus printing permissive stage directions, such as an Aside? (often a line may be equally effective as an aside or a direct address—it is for each production or reading to make its own decision) or a may exit or a piece of business placed between arrows to indicate that it may occur at various different moments within a scene.

Line Numbers are editorial, for reference and to key the explanatory and textual notes.

Explanatory Notes explain allusions and gloss obsolete and difficult words, confusing phraseology, occasional major textual cruxes, and so on. Particular attention is given to non-standard usage, bawdy innuendo, and technical terms (e.g. legal and military language). Where more than one sense is given, commas indicate shades of related meaning, slashes alternative or double meanings.

Textual Notes at the end of the play indicate major departures from the Folio. They take the following form: the reading of our text is given in bold and its source given after an equals sign, with “Q” indicating that it derives from the principal Quarto (Q2 in the case of Hamlet, though we also record some significant Q1 readings) and “Ed” that it derives from the editorial tradition. The rejected Folio (“F”) reading is then given. A selection of Quarto variants and plausible unadopted editorial readings are also included. Thus, for example, “3.4.181 bloat = Ed. F = blunt. Q = blowt,” indicates that we have adopted the editorial reading “bloat” where Folio has “blunt” and Quarto “blowt.”


KEY FACTS

MAJOR PARTS: (with percentage of lines/number of speeches/scenes on stage) Hamlet (37%/341/12), King (14%/100/11), Polonius (9%/86/8), Horatio (7%/105/9), Laertes (5%/60/6), Ophelia (4%/58/5), Gertrude (4%/70/10), Rosencrantz (2%/44/6), First Player (2%/8/2), Ghost (2%/15/2), First Clown (2%/34/1), Marcellus (2%/34/4), Guildenstern (1%/29/5), Osric (1%/19/1).

LINGUISTIC MEDIUM: 75% verse, 25% prose.

DATE: 1600? Not mentioned by Meres in 1598; registered for publication in summer 1602. Allusions to Julius Caesar (1599) in the dialogue suggest that it was performed after that play; a reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet by the Cambridge academic Gabriel Harvey seems to date from before February 1601. The exchange concerning boy actors alludes to rivalries in the London theaters during 1600 and 1601, but it may have been inserted in the play sometime after its original composition (the passage is absent from the Second Quarto text). An old Hamlet play, of unknown authorship and now lost, was extant in the late 1580s to mid-1590s; it is not known whether Shakespeare had any direct involvement with it.

SOURCES: Given the frequency with which Shakespeare reworked old plays, it may be assumed that the old Hamlet play was his chief source. The Danish prince Amleth is a revenger in the twelfth-century Historiae Danicae of Saxo Grammaticus, familiar to Elizabethan readers via a retelling in François de Belleforest’s Histoires tragiques (1570). In Belleforest, the Gertrude figure definitely begins her affair with her husband’s brother before the murder, in which she is suspected of complicity. The Player’s speech on the fall of Troy is influenced by the language of Christopher Marlowe’s Dido Queen of Carthage; Hamlet’s philosophizing sometimes resembles the tone of Michel de Montaigne’s Essais, but a direct link has not been proved.

TEXT: The First Quarto was published in 1603 under the title The Tragicall Historie of HAMLET Prince of Denmarke by William Shakespeare. As it hath beene diuerse times acted by his Highnesse seruants in the Cittie of London: as also in the two Vniuersities of Cambridge and Oxford, and else-where. Much shorter than the later texts, and with many garbled lines, it seems to be a reconstruction of an acting version. There are some notable differences from the later texts (e.g. Polonius called Corambis, “To be or not to be” and the “nunnery” dialogue positioned with the “fishmonger” exchange, not after the arrival of the players), but some of the stage directions are valuable (e.g. “Enter Ofelia playing on a Lute, and her haire downe singing” for the mad scene). The Second Quarto, published in 1604/05, was clearly an “authorized” text, intended to displace the First Quarto, as may be seen from its title-page claim, “Newly imprinted and enlarged to almost as much againe as it was, according to the true and perfect Coppie.” Most scholars believe that the text derives from Shakespeare’s manuscript; over 4,000 lines long, it is unlikely to have been staged in full. The text in the 1623 Folio seems to have been set from the theater promptbook or a transcript of it. It has much fuller stage directions than the Second Quarto, and considerable textual variations: about 70 new lines are present, while about 230 Quarto lines are absent, including the whole of Hamlet’s last major soliloquy, “How all occasions do inform against me”—in Folio, he is not there to witness Fortinbras’ army. Hundreds of individual readings differ, strongly suggesting that the Second Quarto and Folio represent different stages in the play’s life. Some scholars regard the revision as systematic (e.g. making subtle changes to Hamlet’s relationship with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern), but it may have been more incremental and haphazard. Given the major differences, the editorial practice of conflation, which began with Nicholas Rowe’s insertion of the Second Quarto’s final soliloquy in his Folio-based text of 1709, has recently fallen into disrepute. We edit the Folio text, but include the Quarto-only passages (edited and annotated) independently at the end. Though Folio seems to have been set from a theatrical manuscript, it was also influenced by the Quarto tradition; so too, a modern edition of Folio can benefit from Quarto readings when the Folio text is manifestly erroneous, as it is on numerous occasions.


THE TRAGEDY
OF HAMLET,
PRINCE OF DENMARK


LIST OF PARTS


HAMLET, Prince of Denmark

KING of Denmark, Hamlet’s uncle

GHOST of old Hamlet, former King of Denmark, Hamlet’s father

GERTRUDE, queen of Denmark, Hamlet’s mother

POLONIUS, councillor to the state of Denmark

LAERTES, Polonius’ son

OPHELIA, Polonius’ daughter

REYNALDO, Polonius’ servant

HORATIO, Hamlet’s friend and fellow student




ROSENCRANTZ and GUILDENSTERN



two courtiers, former schoolfellows of Hamlet


VOLTEMAND and CORNELIUS



ambassadors to Norway


MARCELLUS

BARNARDO



sentinels of the king’s guard, seemingly also friends and fellow students of Hamlet and Horatio


FRANCISCO, another sentinel of the king’s guard

OSRIC, a courtier

PLAYERS, who take the roles of PROLOGUE, PLAYER KING, BAPTISTA and LUCIANUS

FORTINBRAS, Prince of Norway

A CAPTAIN in his army

Two CLOWNS, a gravedigger and his companion

Two MESSENGERS

A SAILOR

A PRIEST

AMBASSADOR from England

Lords, Soldiers, Attendants,

Servants, Followers of Laertes




 

Act 1 Scene 1

running scene 1

Enter Barnardo and Francisco, two sentinels

Meeting


BARNARDO    Who’s there?

FRANCISCO    Nay, answer me: stand and unfold2 yourself.

BARNARDO    Long live the king!

FRANCISCO    Barnardo?

BARNARDO    He.

FRANCISCO    You come most carefully upon your hour6.

BARNARDO    ’Tis now struck twelve: get thee to bed, Francisco.

FRANCISCO    For this relief much thanks: ’tis bitter cold,

And I am sick at heart.

BARNARDO    Have you had quiet guard?

FRANCISCO    Not a mouse stirring.

BARNARDO    Well, goodnight.

If you do meet Horatio and Marcellus,

The rivals14 of my watch, bid them make haste.



Enter Horatio and Marcellus


FRANCISCO    I think I hear them.— Stand! Who’s there?

HORATIO    Friends to this ground16.

MARCELLUS    And liegemen to the Dane17.

FRANCISCO    Give18 you goodnight.

MARCELLUS    O, farewell, honest soldier. Who hath relieved you?

FRANCISCO    Barnardo has my place. Give you goodnight.



Exit Francisco


MARCELLUS    Holla! Barnardo!

BARNARDO    Say, what, is Horatio there?

HORATIO    A piece of him.

BARNARDO    Welcome, Horatio: welcome, good Marcellus.

MARCELLUS    What, has this thing appeared again tonight?

BARNARDO    I have seen nothing.

MARCELLUS    Horatio says ’tis but our fantasy27,

And will not let belief take hold of him

Touching this dreaded sight twice seen of29 us:

Therefore I have entreated him along30

With us to watch31 the minutes of this night,

That if again this apparition come,

He may approve33 our eyes and speak to it.

HORATIO    Tush, tush, ’twill not appear.

BARNARDO    Sit down awhile,

And let us once again assail36 your ears,

That are so fortified against our story,

What we two nights have seen.

HORATIO    Well, sit we down,

And let us hear Barnardo speak of this.

BARNARDO    Last night of all41,

When yond same star that’s westward from the pole42

Had made his course t’illume43 that part of heaven

Where now it burns, Marcellus and myself,

The bell then beating one—

MARCELLUS    Peace, break thee off.



Enter the Ghost


                      Look where it comes again.

BARNARDO    In the same figure47 like the king that’s dead.

MARCELLUS    Thou art a scholar48; speak to it, Horatio.

BARNARDO    Looks it not like the king? Mark it49, Horatio.

HORATIO    Most like: it harrows50 me with fear and wonder.

BARNARDO    It would51 be spoke to.

MARCELLUS    Question it, Horatio.

HORATIO    What art thou that usurp’st53 this time of night,

Together with that fair and warlike form

In which the majesty of buried Denmark55

Did sometimes march? By heaven I charge56 thee speak!

MARCELLUS    It is offended.

BARNARDO    See, it stalks away.

HORATIO    Stay! Speak, speak! I charge thee, speak!

Exit the Ghost

MARCELLUS    ’Tis gone and will not answer.

BARNARDO    How now, Horatio? You tremble and look pale.

Is not this something more than fantasy?

What think you on’t63?

HORATIO    Before my God, I might not this believe

Without the sensible and true avouch65

Of mine own eyes.

MARCELLUS    Is it not like the king?

HORATIO    As thou art to thyself.

Such was the very armour he had on

When he th’ambitious Norway70 combated:

So frowned he once when, in an angry parle71,

He smote the steelèd pole-axe72 on the ice.

’Tis strange.

MARCELLUS    Thus twice before, and just at this dead hour,

With martial stalk hath he gone by our watch.

HORATIO    In what particular thought to work I know not76,

But in the gross and scope77 of my opinion,

This bodes some strange eruption78 to our state.

MARCELLUS    Good now79, sit down and tell me, he that knows,

Why this same strict and most observant watch

So nightly toils the subject81 of the land,

And why such daily cast of brazen82 cannon

And foreign mart83 for implements of war:

Why such impress84 of shipwrights, whose sore task

Does not divide the Sunday from the week85

What might be toward86, that this sweaty haste

Doth make the night joint-labourer with the day:

Who is’t that can inform me?

HORATIO    That can I,

At least, the whisper90 goes so: our last king,

Whose image even but now appeared to us,

Was, as you know, by Fortinbras of Norway,

Thereto pricked on by a most emulate93 pride,

Dared to the combat, in which our valiant Hamlet —

For so this side of our known world esteemed him —

Did slay this Fortinbras, who by a sealed compact96,

Well ratified by law and heraldry,

Did forfeit, with his life, all those his lands

Which he stood seized on99 to the conqueror:

Against the which, a moiety competent100

Was gagèd by our king, which had returned101

To the inheritance of Fortinbras,

Had he been vanquisher, as, by the same cov’nant103,

And carriage of the article designed104,

His fell to Hamlet. Now, sir, young Fortinbras,

Of unimprovèd mettle106 hot and full,

Hath in the skirts107 of Norway here and there

Sharked up a list of landless resolutes108

For food and diet to some enterprise109

That hath a stomach110 in’t, which is no other —

And it doth well appear unto our state111 —

But to recover of us, by strong hand

And terms compulsative113, those foresaid lands

So by his father lost: and this, I take it,

Is the main motive of our preparations,

The source of this our watch and the chief head116

Of this post-haste and rummage117 in the land.



Enter Ghost again


But soft, behold! Lo118, where it comes again!

I’ll cross it, though it blast119 me. Stay, illusion!

If thou hast any sound or use of voice,

Speak to me:

If there be any good thing to be done

That may to thee do ease and grace to me,

Speak to me:

If thou art privy to thy country’s fate —

Which, haply126, foreknowing may avoid — O, speak!

Or if thou hast uphoarded127 in thy life

Extorted128 treasure in the womb of earth —



A cock crows


For which, they say, you spirits oft walk in death —

Speak of it: stay and speak!— Stop it, Marcellus.

MARCELLUS    Shall I strike at it with my partisan131?




HORATIO    Do, if it will not stand132.

They attempt to strike it

BARNARDO    ’Tis here!

HORATIO    ’Tis here!

MARCELLUS    ’Tis gone!



Exit Ghost


We do it wrong, being so majestical,

To offer it the show of violence,

For it is as the air invulnerable,

And our vain blows malicious mockery.

BARNARDO    It was about to speak when the cock crew.

HORATIO    And then it started like a guilty thing

Upon a fearful summons. I have heard

The cock, that is the trumpet to the day,

Doth with his lofty and shrill-sounding throat

Awake the god of day, and at his warning,

Whether in sea or fire, in earth or air,

Th’extravagant and erring spirit hies147

To his confine148: and of the truth herein

This present object made probation149.

MARCELLUS    It faded on the crowing of the cock.

Some say that ever gainst151 that season comes

Wherein our Saviour’s152 birth is celebrated,

The bird of dawning153 singeth all night long,

And then, they say, no spirit can walk abroad:

The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike155,

No fairy talks, nor witch hath power to charm156,

So hallowed and so gracious157 is the time.

HORATIO    So have I heard and do in part believe it.

But, look, the morn in russet159 mantle clad,

Walks o’er the dew of yon high eastern hill.

Break we our watch up, and by my advice,

Let us impart what we have seen tonight

Unto young Hamlet, for upon my life,

This spirit, dumb to us, will speak to him.

Do you consent we shall acquaint him with it,

As needful in our loves, fitting our duty?

MARCELLUS    Let’s do’t, I pray, and I this morning know

Where we shall find him most conveniently.



Exeunt

Act 1 Scene 2

running scene 2

Enter Claudius King of Denmark, Gertrude the Queen, Hamlet, Polonius, Laertes and his sister Ophelia, Lords Attendant


KING    Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s death

The memory be green2, and that it us befitted

To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom

To be contracted4 in one brow of woe,

Yet so far hath discretion5 fought with nature

That we with wisest sorrow think on him

Together with remembrance of ourselves.

Therefore our sometime8 sister, now our queen,

Th’imperial jointress9 of this warlike state,

Have we, as ’twere with a defeated joy,

With one auspicious and one dropping eye11,

With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,

In equal scale weighing delight and dole13,

Taken to wife; nor have we herein barred14

Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone

With this affair along. For all, our thanks.

Now follows that you know17 young Fortinbras,

Holding a weak supposal18 of our worth,

Or thinking by our late dear brother’s death

Our state to be disjoint and out of frame,

Colleaguèd with the dream of his advantage21,

He hath not failed to pester us with message

Importing23 the surrender of those lands

Lost by his father, with all bonds of law,

To our most valiant brother. So much for him.



Enter Voltemand and Cornelius


Now for ourself and for this time of meeting,

Thus much the business is: we have here writ

To Norway, uncle of young Fortinbras —

Who, impotent and bedrid29, scarcely hears

Of this his nephew’s purpose — to suppress

His further gait herein, in that the levies31,

The lists and full proportions, are all made

Out of his subject. And we here dispatch

You, good Cornelius, and you, Voltemand,

For bearing of this greeting to old Norway,

Giving to you no further personal power

To37 business with the king, more than the scope




Of these dilated articles38 allow.

Gives a paper

Farewell, and let your haste commend your duty39.

VOLTEMAND    In that, and all things, will we show our duty.

KING    We doubt it nothing41: heartily farewell.—



Exeunt Voltemand and Cornelius


And now, Laertes, what’s the news with you?

You told us of some suit43: what is’t, Laertes?

You cannot speak of reason to the Dane44

And lose your voice45: what wouldst thou beg, Laertes,

That shall not be my offer, not thy asking46?

The head is not more native47 to the heart,

The hand more instrumental48 to the mouth,

Than is the throne of Denmark to thy father.

What wouldst thou have, Laertes?

LAERTES    Dread my lord51,

Your leave and favour52 to return to France,

From whence though willingly I came to Denmark

To show my duty in your coronation,

Yet now I must confess, that duty done,

My thoughts and wishes bend again towards France

And bow them to your gracious leave and pardon57.

KING    Have you your father’s leave? What says Polonius?

POLONIUS    He hath, my lord:

I do beseech you, give him leave to go.

KING    Take thy fair hour, Laertes: time be thine,

And thy best graces62 spend it at thy will.—

But now, my cousin63 Hamlet, and my son—

HAMLET    A little more than kin and less than kind64.

KING    How is it that the clouds still hang on you?




Aside?

HAMLET    Not so, my lord:— I am too much i’th’sun.

GERTRUDE    Good Hamlet, cast thy nightly colour67 off,

And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.

Do not forever with thy veilèd lids69

Seek for thy noble father in the dust:

Thou know’st ’tis common71, all that lives must die,

Passing through nature to eternity.

HAMLET    Ay, madam, it is common.

GERTRUDE    If it be,

Why seems it so particular75 with thee?

HAMLET    ‘Seems’, madam? Nay it is: I know not ‘seems’.

’Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,

Nor customary78 suits of solemn black,

Nor windy suspiration79 of forced breath,

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,

Nor the dejected ’haviour of the visage81,

Together with all forms, moods82, shows of grief,

That can denote83 me truly: these indeed seem,

For they are actions that a man might play,

But I have that within which passeth85 show;

These but the trappings and the suits of woe.

KING    ’Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet,

To give these mourning duties to your father:

But you must know your father lost a father,

That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound

In filial obligation for some term

To do obsequious sorrow. But to persever92

In obstinate condolement93 is a course

Of impious stubbornness: ’tis unmanly grief:

It shows a will most incorrect95 to heaven,

A heart unfortified, a mind impatient96,

An understanding simple and unschooled.

For what we know must be and is as common

As any the most vulgar thing to sense99,

Why should we in our peevish100 opposition

Take it to heart? Fie101, ’tis a fault to heaven,

A fault against the dead, a fault to nature,

To reason most absurd, whose common theme

Is death of fathers, and who still104 hath cried,

From the first corpse till he that died today,

‘This must be so.’ We pray you throw to earth

This unprevailing107 woe, and think of us

As of a father; for let the world take note,

You are the most immediate109 to our throne,

And with no less nobility of love

Than that which dearest father bears his son,

Do I impart towards you. For112 your intent

In going back to school in Wittenberg113,

It is most retrograde114 to our desire,

And we beseech you bend you115 to remain

Here in the cheer and comfort of our eye,

Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son.

GERTRUDE    Let not thy mother lose her prayers, Hamlet:

I prithee stay with us, go not to Wittenberg.

HAMLET    I shall in all my best obey you, madam.

KING    Why, ’tis a loving and a fair reply.

Be as ourself in Denmark.— Madam, come:

This gentle and unforced accord123 of Hamlet

Sits smiling to my heart, in grace whereof124,

No jocund health that Denmark125 drinks today

But the great cannon to the clouds shall tell126,

And the king’s rouse the heavens shall bruit127 again,

Re-speaking128 earthly thunder. Come away.



Exeunt. Hamlet remains


HAMLET    O, that this too too solid flesh would melt,

Thaw and resolve130 itself into a dew!

Or that the Everlasting131 had not fixed

His canon132 gainst self-slaughter! O God, O God!

How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses134 of this world!

Fie on’t! O, fie, fie! ’Tis an unweeded garden

That grows to seed: things rank and gross136 in nature

Possess it merely137. That it should come to this!

But two months dead: nay, not so much, not two.

So excellent a king, that was to139 this

Hyperion to a satyr140, so loving to my mother

That he might not beteem141 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 ere147 those shoes were old

With which she followed my poor father’s body,

Like Niobe149, all tears: why she, even she —

O, heaven! A beast that wants discourse of reason150

Would have mourned longer — married with mine uncle,

My father’s brother but no more like my father

Than I to Hercules153. Within a month?

Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous154 tears

Had left the flushing of her gallèd155 eyes,

She married. O, most wicked speed, to post156

With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!

It is not nor it cannot come to good:

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



Enter Horatio, Barnardo and Marcellus


HORATIO    Hail to your lordship!

HAMLET    I am glad to see you well:

Recognizes him

Horatio — or I do forget myself.

HORATIO    The same, my lord, and your poor servant ever.

HAMLET    Sir, my good friend, I’ll change that name with you164.

And what make you from165 Wittenberg, Horatio?— Marcellus.

MARCELLUS    My good lord.

To Barnardo

HAMLET    I am very glad to see you.— Good even167, sir.—

To Horatio

But what in faith make you from Wittenberg?




HORATIO    A truant169 disposition, good my lord.

HAMLET    I would not have your enemy say so,

Nor shall you do mine ear that violence,

To make it truster of your own report

Against yourself: I know you are no truant.

But what is your affair in Elsinore?

We’ll teach you to drink deep ere175 you depart.

HORATIO    My lord, I came to see your father’s funeral.

HAMLET    I pray thee do not mock me, fellow student:

I think it was to see my mother’s wedding.

HORATIO    Indeed, my lord, it followed hard179 upon.

HAMLET    Thrift, thrift, Horatio! The funeral baked meats180

Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.

Would I had met my dearest182 foe in heaven

Ere I had ever seen that day, Horatio.

My father, methinks I see my father.

HORATIO    O, where, my lord?

HAMLET    In my mind’s eye, Horatio.

HORATIO    I saw him once; he was a goodly king.

HAMLET    He was a man, take him for all in all:

I shall not look upon his like again.

HORATIO    My lord, I think I saw him yesternight190.

HAMLET    Saw who?

HORATIO    My lord, the king your father.

HAMLET    The king my father?

HORATIO    Season your admiration194 for a while

With an attent ear till I may deliver195,

Upon the witness of these gentlemen,

This marvel to you.

HAMLET    For heaven’s love, let me hear.

HORATIO    Two nights together had these gentlemen,

Marcellus and Barnardo, on their watch,

In the dead waste201 and middle of the night,

Been thus encountered. A figure like your father,

Armed at all points exactly, cap-à-pie203,

Appears before them, and with solemn march

Goes205 slow and stately: by them thrice he walked,

By their oppressed and fear-surprisèd206 eyes

Within his truncheon’s length, whilst they, distilled207

Almost to jelly with the act208 of fear

Stand dumb and speak not to him. This to me

In dreadful210 secrecy impart they did,

And I with them the third night kept the watch,

Where, as they had delivered, both in time,

Form of the thing, each word made true and good,

The apparition comes. I knew your father:

These hands are not more like215.

HAMLET    But where was this?

MARCELLUS    My lord, upon the platform217 where we watched.

HAMLET    Did you not speak to it?

HORATIO    My lord, I did;

But answer made it none. Yet once methought

It lifted up its head and did address221

Itself to motion, like as it would speak:

But even then the morning cock crew loud,

And at the sound it shrunk in haste away

And vanished from our sight.

HAMLET    ’Tis very strange.

HORATIO    As I do live, my honoured lord, ’tis true;

And we did think it writ down in our duty

To let you know of it.

HAMLET    Indeed, indeed, sirs; but this troubles me.

Hold you the watch tonight?

MARCELLUS AND BARNARDO    We do, my lord.

HAMLET    Armed, say you?

MARCELLUS AND BARNARDO    Armed, my lord.

HAMLET    From top to toe?

MARCELLUS AND BARNARDO    My lord, from head to foot.

HAMLET    Then saw you not his face?

HORATIO    O, yes, my lord, he wore his beaver238 up.

HAMLET    What, looked he frowningly?

HORATIO    A countenance240 more in sorrow than in anger.

HAMLET    Pale or red?

HORATIO    Nay, very pale.

HAMLET    And fixed his eyes upon you?

HORATIO    Most constantly.

HAMLET    I would I had been there.

HORATIO    It would have much amazed you.

HAMLET    Very like, very like. Stayed it long?

HORATIO    While one with moderate haste might tell248 a hundred.

MARCELLUS AND BARNARDO    Longer, longer.

HORATIO    Not when I saw’t.

HAMLET    His beard was grizzly251, no?

HORATIO    It was, as I have seen it in his life,

A sable silvered253.

HAMLET    I’ll watch tonight; perchance ’twill walk again.

HORATIO    I warrant255 you it will.

HAMLET    If it assume my noble father’s person,

I’ll speak to it though hell itself should gape

And bid me hold my peace. I pray you all,

If you have hitherto concealed this sight,

Let it be tenable in your silence still260,

And whatsoever else shall hap tonight,

Give it an understanding but no tongue.

I will requite263 your loves. So, fare ye well:

Upon the platform ’twixt eleven and twelve

I’ll visit you.

ALL    Our duty to your honour.



Exeunt [all but Hamlet]


HAMLET    Your love, as mine to you: farewell.—

My father’s spirit in arms? All is not well:

I doubt269 some foul play. Would the night were come.

Till then, sit still my soul: foul deeds will rise,

Though all the earth o’erwhelm them, to men’s eyes.



Exit

Act 1 Scene 3

running scene 3

Enter Laertes and Ophelia


LAERTES    My necessaries are embarked, farewell:

And, sister, as2 the winds give benefit

And convoy is assistant3, do not sleep

But let me hear from you.

OPHELIA    Do you doubt that?

LAERTES    For Hamlet and the trifling of his favours,

Hold it a fashion and a toy in blood7,

A violet in the youth of primy8 nature,

Froward9, not permanent, sweet, not lasting,

The suppliance10 of a minute, no more.

OPHELIA    No more but so11?

LAERTES    Think it no more,

For nature crescent13 does not grow alone

In thews and bulk, but as his temple14 waxes,

The inward service of the mind and soul

Grows wide withal16. Perhaps he loves you now,

And now no soil nor cautel17 doth besmirch

The virtue of his will18: but you must fear,

His greatness weighed19, his will is not his own;

For he himself is subject to his birth:

He may not, as unvalued21 persons do,

Carve22 for himself, for on his choice depends

The sanctity23 and health of the whole state,

And therefore must his choice be circumscribed

Unto the voice and yielding25 of that body

Whereof he is the head. Then if he says he loves you,

It fits your wisdom so far to believe it

As he in his peculiar sect and force28

May give his saying deed, which is no further

Than the main voice of Denmark goes withal30.

Then weigh what loss your honour may sustain

If with too credent ear you list32 his songs,

Or lose your heart, or your chaste treasure33 open

To his unmastered importunity34.

Fear it, Ophelia, fear it, my dear sister,

And keep within the rear36 of your affection,

Out of the shot37 and danger of desire.

The chariest38 maid is prodigal enough

If she unmask her beauty to the moon39:

Virtue itself scapes not calumnious strokes40:

The canker galls the infants of the spring41

Too oft before the buttons be disclosed42,

And in the morn and liquid dew of youth

Contagious blastments44 are most imminent.

Be wary then: best safety lies in fear.

Youth to46 itself rebels, though none else near.

OPHELIA    I shall th’effect of this good lesson keep

As watchman to my heart. But, good my brother,

Do not, as some ungracious49 pastors do,

Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven,

Whilst, like a puffed51 and reckless libertine

Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads,

And recks not his own rede53.

LAERTES    O, fear me not54.



Enter Polonius


I stay55 too long. But here my father comes.

A double blessing56 is a double grace;

Occasion smiles upon a second leave57.

POLONIUS    Yet here, Laertes? Aboard, aboard, for shame!

The wind sits in the shoulder of your sail,

And you are stayed60 for there. My blessing with you!

And these few precepts in thy memory

See thou character62. Give thy thoughts no tongue,

Nor any unproportioned thought his63 act.

Be thou familiar64, but by no means vulgar.

The friends thou hast, and their adoption tried65,

Grapple66 them to thy soul with hoops of steel,

But do not dull thy palm67 with entertainment

Of each new-hatched, unfledged68 comrade: beware

Of entrance to a quarrel, but being in,

Bear’t that th’opposèd70 may beware of thee.

Give every man thine ear, but few thy voice:

Take each man’s censure72, but reserve thy judgement:

Costly thy habit73 as thy purse can buy,

But not expressed in fancy74; rich, not gaudy:

For the apparel oft proclaims the man,

And they in France of the best rank and station

Are of a most select and generous chief in that77.

Neither a borrower nor a lender be,

For loan oft loses both itself and friend,

And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry80.

This above all: to thine own self be true,

And it must follow, as the night the day,

Thou canst not then be false83 to any man.

Farewell: my blessing season this84 in thee!

LAERTES    Most humbly do I take my leave, my lord.

POLONIUS    The time invites you. Go, your servants tend86.

LAERTES    Farewell, Ophelia, and remember well

What I have said to you.

OPHELIA    ’Tis in my memory locked,

And you yourself shall keep the key of it.

LAERTES    Farewell.



Exit Laertes


POLONIUS    What is’t, Ophelia, he hath said to you?

OPHELIA    So please you, something touching93 the lord Hamlet.

POLONIUS    Marry, well bethought94.

’Tis told me, he hath very oft of late

Given private time to you; and you yourself

Have of your audience97 been most free and bounteous:

If it be so, as so ’tis put on98 me,

And that in way of caution, I must tell you

You do not understand yourself so clearly

As it behoves101 my daughter and your honour.

What is between you? Give me up the truth.

OPHELIA    He hath, my lord, of late made many tenders103

Of his affection to me.

POLONIUS    Affection? Puh! You speak like a green105 girl,

Unsifted106 in such perilous circumstance.

Do you believe his tenders, as you call them?

OPHELIA    I do not know, my lord, what I should think.

POLONIUS    Marry, I’ll teach you: think yourself a baby

That you have ta’en his tenders for true pay

Which are not sterling. Tender yourself more dearly111;

Or — not to crack the wind of112 the poor phrase,

Running it thus — you’ll tender me a fool113.

OPHELIA    My lord, he hath importuned114 me with love

In honourable fashion.

POLONIUS    Ay, fashion you may call it. Go to116, go to.

OPHELIA    And hath given countenance117 to his speech,

My lord, with all the vows of heaven.

POLONIUS    Ay, springes to catch woodcocks119. I do know,

When the blood burns, how prodigal120 the soul

Lends the tongue vows: these blazes, daughter,

Giving more light than heat, extinct in both122

Even in their promise, as it is a-making,

You must not take for fire. For this time124, daughter,

Be somewhat scanter125 of your maiden presence;

Set your entreatments126 at a higher rate

Than a command to parley127. For Lord Hamlet,

Believe so much in him that he is young

And with a larger tether may he walk

Than may be given you: in few130, Ophelia,

Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers131,

Not of the dye which their investments132 show,

But mere implorators of unholy suits133,

Breathing like sanctified and pious bawds134,

The better to beguile. This is for all135:

I would not, in plain terms, from this time forth,

Have you so slander any moment137 leisure,

As to give words or talk with the Lord Hamlet.

Look to’t, I charge you. Come your ways139.

OPHELIA    I shall obey, my lord.



Exeunt

[Act 1 Scene 4]

running scene 4

Enter Hamlet, Horatio, Marcellus


HAMLET    The air bites shrewdly1: is it very cold?

HORATIO    It is a nipping and an eager2 air.

HAMLET    What hour now?

HORATIO    I think it lacks of4 twelve.

HAMLET    No, it is struck.

HORATIO    Indeed? I heard it not: then it draws near the season

Wherein the spirit held his wont7 to walk.

A flourish of trumpets and drums, perhaps also cannon

What does this mean, my lord?




HAMLET    The king doth wake tonight and takes his rouse9,

Keeps wassail, and the swaggering upspring reels10:

And as he drains his draughts of Rhenish11 down,

The kettledrum and trumpet thus bray out12

The triumph of his pledge.

HORATIO    Is it a custom?

HAMLET    Ay, marry, is’t:

And to my mind, though I am native here

And to the manner17 born, it is a custom

More honoured in the breach than the observance18.



Enter Ghost


HORATIO    Look, my lord, it comes!

HAMLET    Angels and ministers of grace20 defend us!

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin21 damned,

Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell,

Be thy intents wicked or charitable,

Thou com’st in such a questionable shape24

That I will speak to thee: I’ll call thee Hamlet,

King, father, royal Dane. O, O, answer me!

Let me not burst in ignorance, but tell

Why thy canonized bones, hearsèd28 in death,

Have burst their cerements, why the sepulchre29

Wherein we saw thee quietly inurned30,

Hath oped his ponderous31 and marble jaws

To cast32 thee up again. What may this mean,

That thou, dead corpse, again in complete steel33

Revisits thus the glimpses of the moon34,

Making night hideous, and we fools of nature35

So horridly to shake our disposition36

With thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls?

Say, why is this? Wherefore?38 What should we do?



Ghost beckons Hamlet


HORATIO    It beckons you to go away with it,

As if it some impartment40 did desire

To you alone.

MARCELLUS    Look, with what courteous action

It wafts43 you to a more removèd ground:

But do not go with it.

HORATIO    No, by no means.

HAMLET    It will not speak; then will I follow it.

HORATIO    Do not, my lord.

HAMLET    Why, what should be the fear?

I do not set my life at a pin’s fee49;

And for my soul, what can it do to that,

Being a thing immortal as itself?

It waves me forth again: I’ll follow it.

HORATIO    What if it tempt you toward the flood53, my lord,

Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff

That beetles o’er55 his base into the sea,

And there assumes some other horrible form

Which might deprive your sovereignty of reason57

And draw you into madness? Think of it.

HAMLET    It wafts me still.— Go on, I’ll follow thee.




MARCELLUS    You shall not go, my lord.

Holds him back

HAMLET    Hold off your hand.

HORATIO    Be ruled: you shall not go.

HAMLET    My fate cries out,

And makes each petty artery64 in this body

As hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve65.—

Still am I called?— Unhand me, gentlemen.

By heav’n, I’ll make a ghost of him that lets67 me!

I say, away!— Go on, I’ll follow thee.



Exeunt Ghost and Hamlet


HORATIO    He waxes69 desperate with imagination.

MARCELLUS    Let’s follow; ’tis not fit thus to obey him.

HORATIO    Have after. To what issue71 will this come?

MARCELLUS    Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.

HORATIO    Heaven will direct it73.

MARCELLUS    Nay, let’s follow him.



Exeunt

[Act 1 Scene 5]

running scene 4 continues

Enter Ghost and Hamlet


HAMLET    Where wilt thou lead me? Speak; I’ll go no further.

GHOST    Mark2 me.

HAMLET    I will.

GHOST    My hour is almost come,

When I to sulphurous and tormenting flames

Must render up myself.

HAMLET    Alas, poor ghost!

GHOST    Pity me not, but lend thy serious hearing

To what I shall unfold9.

HAMLET    Speak: I am bound10 to hear.

GHOST    So art thou to revenge, when thou shalt hear.

HAMLET    What?

GHOST    I am thy father’s spirit,

Doomed for a certain term to walk the night,

And for the day confined to fast in fires,

Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature

Are burnt and purged away. But17 that I am forbid

To tell the secrets of my prison-house,

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word

Would harrow up20 thy soul, freeze thy young blood,

Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres21,

Thy knotty and combinèd locks22 to part

And each particular hair to stand on end

Like quills upon the fretful porpentine24.

But this eternal blazon25 must not be

To ears of flesh and blood. List26, Hamlet, O, list!

If thou didst ever thy dear father love—

HAMLET    O heaven!

GHOST    Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder.

HAMLET    Murder?

GHOST    Murder most foul, as in the best31 it is,

But this most foul, strange and unnatural.

HAMLET    Haste, haste me to know it, that I with wings as swift

As meditation34 or the thoughts of love

May sweep35 to my revenge.

GHOST    I find thee apt36,

And duller shouldst thou be37 than the fat weed

That roots itself in ease on Lethe wharf38,

Wouldst thou not stir in this. Now, Hamlet, hear:

It’s given out that, sleeping in mine orchard40,

A serpent stung me, so the whole ear of Denmark

Is by a forgèd process42 of my death

Rankly43 abused. But know thou, noble youth,

The serpent that did sting thy father’s life

Now wears his crown.

HAMLET    O, my prophetic soul! Mine uncle!

GHOST    Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate47 beast,

With witchcraft of his wit, with traitorous gifts48 —

O, wicked wit and gifts, that have the power

So to seduce! — won to his shameful lust

The will51 of my most seeming-virtuous queen.

O Hamlet, what a falling-off was there!

From me, whose love was of that dignity53

That it went hand in hand even with the vow

I made to her in marriage, and to decline55

Upon a wretch whose natural gifts were poor

To those of mine!

But virtue, as it58 never will be moved,

Though lewdness court it in a shape of heaven,

So lust, though to a radiant angel linked,

Will sate itself61 in a celestial bed,

And prey on garbage62.

But, soft, methinks I scent the morning’s air;

Brief let me be. Sleeping within mine orchard,

My custom always in the afternoon,

Upon my secure66 hour thy uncle stole,

With juice of cursèd hebenon67 in a vial,

And in the porches of mine ears did pour

The leperous distilment69, whose effect

Holds such an enmity with blood of man

That swift as quicksilver71 it courses through

The natural gates and alleys of the body,

And with a sudden vigour it doth posset73

And curd, like eager74 droppings into milk,

The thin and wholesome blood: so did it mine,

And a most instant tetter barked about76,

Most lazar-like77, with vile and loathsome crust,

All my smooth body.

Thus was I, sleeping, by a brother’s hand

Of life, of crown and queen, at once dispatched80:

Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin,

Unhouseled, disappointed, unaneled82,

No reckoning made, but sent to my account83

With all my imperfections on my head.

O horrible, O horrible, most horrible!

If thou hast nature86 in thee, bear it not;

Let not the royal bed of Denmark be

A couch for luxury88 and damnèd incest.

But, howsoever thou pursuest this act,

Taint90 not thy mind nor let thy soul contrive

Against thy mother aught91; leave her to heaven

And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge,

To prick and sting her. Fare thee well at once;

The glow-worm shows the matin94 to be near,

And ’gins to pale his uneffectual95 fire.

Adieu, adieu, Hamlet: remember me.



Exit


HAMLET    O all you host97 of heaven! O earth! What else?

And shall I couple98 hell? O, fie! Hold, my heart;

And you, my sinews, grow not instant old,

But bear me stiffly up. Remember thee?

Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat

In this distracted globe102. Remember thee?

Yea, from the table103 of my memory

I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records104,

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures105 past

That youth and observation copied there;

And thy commandment all alone shall live

Within the book and volume of my brain,

Unmixed with baser matter: yes, yes, by heaven!

O most pernicious110 woman!

O villain, villain, smiling, damnèd villain!

My tables,

My tables: meet113 it is I set it down

That one may smile and smile and be a villain;

At least I’m sure it may be so in Denmark.



Writes


So, uncle, there you are. Now to my word116:

It is ‘Adieu, adieu, remember me.’

I have sworn’t.

Within

HORATIO AND MARCELLUS    My lord, my lord!



Enter Horatio and Marcellus


MARCELLUS    Lord Hamlet!

HORATIO    Heaven secure him.

HAMLET    So be it.

HORATIO    Hillo, ho, ho, my lord!

HAMLET    Hillo, ho, ho, boy! Come, bird, come124.

MARCELLUS    How is’t125, my noble lord?

HORATIO    What news, my lord?

HAMLET    O, wonderful127!

HORATIO    Good my lord, tell it.

HAMLET    No, you’ll reveal it.

HORATIO    Not I, my lord, by heaven.

MARCELLUS    Nor I, my lord.

HAMLET    How say you, then, would heart of man once132 think it?

But you’ll be secret?

BOTH    Ay, by heaven, my lord.

HAMLET    There’s ne’er a villain dwelling in all Denmark

But he’s an arrant136 knave.

HORATIO    There needs no ghost, my lord, come from the grave

To tell us this.

HAMLET    Why, right, you are i’th’right;

And so, without more circumstance140 at all,

I hold it fit that we shake hands and part:

You, as142 your business and desires shall point you,

For every man has business and desire,

Such as it is: and for mine own poor part,

Look you, I’ll go pray.

HORATIO    These are but wild and whirling words, my lord.

HAMLET    I’m sorry they offend you, heartily:

Yes, faith, heartily.

HORATIO    There’s no offence, my lord.

HAMLET    Yes, by Saint Patrick150, but there is, Horatio,

And much offence too. Touching this vision here,

It is an honest152 ghost, that let me tell you:

For your desire to know what is between us,

O’ermaster’t154 as you may. And now, good friends,

As you are friends, scholars and soldiers,

Give me one poor request.

HORATIO    What is’t, my lord? We will.

HAMLET    Never make known what you have seen tonight.

BOTH    My lord, we will not.

HAMLET    Nay, but swear’t.

HORATIO    In faith, my lord, not I161.

MARCELLUS    Nor I, my lord, in faith.

HAMLET    Upon my sword163.

Holds out his sword

MARCELLUS    We have sworn, my lord, already.

HAMLET    Indeed, upon my sword, indeed.

GHOST    Swear.



Ghost cries under the stage166


HAMLET    Ah ha, boy, say’st thou so? Art thou there,

truepenny168?—

Come on, you hear this fellow in the cellarage169:

Consent to swear.

HORATIO    Propose the oath, my lord.

HAMLET    Never to speak of this that you have seen,

Swear by my sword.




GHOST    Swear.

They swear

HAMLET    Hic et ubique?175 Then we’ll shift our ground.

Moves




Come hither, gentlemen,

And lay your hands again upon my sword:

Never to speak of this that you have heard,

Swear by my sword.

GHOST    Swear.

They swear




HAMLET    Well said, old mole. Canst work i’th’ground so fast?

A worthy pioneer! Once more remove182, good friends.

HORATIO    O, day and night, but this is wondrous strange!

HAMLET    And therefore as a stranger184 give it welcome.



Aside to Horatio?


There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

Than are dreamt of in our philosophy.— But come,

Here, as before, never, so help you mercy187,

How strange or odd soe’er188 I bear myself —

As I perchance hereafter shall think meet

To put an antic190 disposition on —

That you, at such time seeing me, never shall,

With arms encumbered thus, or thus headshake192,

Or by pronouncing of some doubtful193 phrase,

As ‘Well, we know’ or ‘We could, an if194 we would’

Or ‘If we list to speak’ or ‘There be, an if they might’195

Or such ambiguous giving out, to note196

That you know aught of me: this not to do,

So grace and mercy at your most need help you. Swear.

GHOST    Swear.

They swear




HAMLET    Rest, rest, perturbèd spirit!— So, gentlemen,

With all my love I do commend me201 to you:

And what202 so poor a man as Hamlet is

May do t’express his love and friending203 to you,

God willing, shall not lack. Let us go in together:

And still205 your fingers on your lips, I pray.

The time is out of joint206: O, cursèd spite

That ever I was born to set it right!

Nay, come, let’s go together.



Exeunt
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