
B ern a  C la a sse n  
U n d e rg ra d u a te  s tu d e n t  o f  E n g lish  

SH A K ESPEA R E AND ST O PPA R D : CHESS AND DIABOLO 

1. In tro d u c tio n

I ( 7i)', /')(d you iioir, how imwortky a thintiyou make o f  me! You would (day upon 
me, you rtmuld seem In km>w my stops, you would pluck out the heart of my 
iiiystei y. } ou would sound me from my lotvest note to the top of my compass -  and 
there is much nmsic, excellent voice, in this little or^an, yet cannot you make it 
sfieak. 'Shlood, do you think I am emier to he played on than a Infie? (iail me what 
insttument you ri'ill, tlioiifih you can fret me, you cannot play upon me fH am lc t ,
/ / / ,  a, 322-328).

M aiii lr t  m ust he g iven  (he  firsl w o rd  in this,  l)ecausc he u n d e rh n e s  th e  
in l r i c a ry  o l t h e  e re a l io n  w id i  w h o m  o n e  is c o n c e rn e d  here ,  i.e. m a n .  I ' r y i n g  
to  o n th n e ,  in te rp re t  a n d  con tra s t  th e  re p re se n ta t iv e  l i te ra ry  works o f  tw o  
vastly  dillerinj); ages m a y  well be  co n s id e re d  (he task o f  a li fetime. 
S h a k e s p e a r e ’s Hamlet m a y  be  co ns id e red  as rep re sen ta t iv e  of th e  d r a m a  o f  
(he I'Lli/.abethan age, w hile  S t o p p a r d ’s Rosencrantz and (iuHdenstern Are Dead 
a n d  I)ogt>'s Hamlet a re  re p resen (a t iv e  o f  eon tem [)o ra ry  d ra m a .

The p ic tu re  w h ic h  is p re s e n te d  h e re  has b ee n  in f luenced  by a  m i i i t i t i id c o l  
im pressions, o p in io n s  a n d  cone.ej)ts, b u t  th e  m a in  goal o f t  he presen t s tud y  is 
th e  b le n d in g  o f  all th e  co lours  a n d  n u a n c e s  in to  a h a rm o n io u s  atid  
c o m p re h e n s ib le  un it .  As a  s ta r t in g -p o in t  th e  w orlds  o f  W il l iam  S liakespea re  
a n d  'I 'oni S t t )p p a rd  have  to be o u t l in ed  a n d  co n tr a s te d  briefly.

S hakes[)eare  be lo ng ed  to  th e  ag<-of th e  R ena issance ,  In  E n g la n d  K lizabe th  I 
reigne<l a n d  (he  E l i z a b e d ia n  e r a  tu r n e d  ou t  to  be a t im e  o f  p rosperity .  
D u r in g  th e  l^ l iz a b e th an  e ra  Knglish l i t e r a tu re  re a c h e d  its u n su rp assed  
/.enith . It w as a t im e  o f  m o v e m e n t  a n d  in vo lvem en t .  I’he  r ig id i ty  o f  the  
M idd le  Ages ha d  tf) m ak e  wav Ibr curiosity  a n d  open-m indedness .  K n ow led ge  
b e cam e  “ c h e a p ” . T h e  e n jo y m e n t  o f  g rea t  l i t e r a tu re  works was no longer  the  
( ) te roga( ive  o l d i e  le a rn e d  u p p e r  classes; th e  Bible was no  longer  u tu le rs lood  
a n d  explain<-d by th e  h ig h e r  c le rgy  only . M a n  b e c a m e  a n  ex p lo re r ,  se t t ing  
out o n  a vo yage  in to  th e  u n k n o w n  rea lm s  o f  the  intellect.

It w as (he ag e  o f  H u m a n is m .  M a n  ceased  (o be a  r a t h e r  d isp en sab le
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co rn p o n cn l  in tlic g e a r in g  of society. H r  lu’c an ie  a  n ia n ip n la lo r  witli the  
responsih i l i ly  to d ev e lo p  all his faculties a n d  skills in o rd c i  to  rullll liis 
inh e ren t  po ten t ia l .  The accen t  sh i l led  from society to  the  ind iv idna l .  The 
in tier  m a n  w hose ex is tence  had  forniei ly been  ign o red  b e c a m e  the  m a jo r  
|>re-occiipalion. M a n  was se t t ing  o u t  to I1nd himself.

'I 'he  m ed iev a l  society c e n tr e d  a ro u n d  th e  R o m a n  ( 'a th o l i c  C’lnn'ch. W ith  
th e  em p h a s is  o n  th e  im p o r la n c e  o f  the  in i i iv idua l th e  R o m a n  C a th o l ic  
C h u r c h  w ith  its system of  in le rm c d ia t io n  b e tw een  ( íod  a n d  m a n  lost g ro u n d  
to th e  P ro te s tan t  a p p r o a c h  o f  in d iv id u a l  justification. The result ol the  
R e fo rm a t io n  c a n ’t be n x lu c e d  to  a  m ere  m ove  to w ard s  P ro tes tan t ism . The 
new  a t t i t u d e s  a n d  o p e n -m in d e d n e s s  also resu lted  in a g r a d u a l  m ov em en t  
a w a y  from  th e  u n q u e s t io n in g  a c cep tan ce  ol' th e  C’hris l ian  faith. The 
h i th e r to  a c c e p te d  s t ru c tu r e  o f  society w h ich  h a d  focused on  th e  C h u n  h 
b eg an  to  erode .  M a n  asked ()uestions a n d  he  d i d n ’t necessarily seek his 
answ ers  w ith  G o d .  Cíod’s ex is tence  was acknow ledge i l  a n d  H is  p o w er  was 
fe a ied  by th e  E l iz a b e th a n s ,  hu t  in th e i r  co n cep t  o f  society m a n  was the  
indispen.sal)lc link be tw een  the  sp i r i tua l  a n d  th e  m a te r ia l  worlds.

T h e  E l iz a b e th a n s  believed th a t  th e re  was a  de fm ite  v e r t ic a l ly -s t ru c tm ed  
o rd e r  in the  univcr.se, viz. a C h a in  o f  Being. Evei y th in g  occup ied  its p io pe i  
p lace  in this ch a in .  A ny d is tu rb a n c e  in o ne  |)art upset th e  rigid o rd e r  an d  
resu lted  in conhis ion  a n d  to ta l  d isorder .  U l t im a te ly ,  th e  c re a to r  ofconliision  
w o u ld  be p im ish ed  a n d  th e  o rd e r  w o u ld  be res to red . ]'his co n cep t  o fo rd e i  
w as no t  re s tr ic ted  to  th e  cosmos. O r d e r  was li terally  an  in trinsic  pai t <il 
m a n ’s exis tence. M a n ’s ideal te m p e ra m e n t  consisted o f  a b a la n c e d  m ix tu re  
of th e  four “ hu tr iou rs” , i.e. cho le i ,  blootl,  p h le g m  aiifl m e lancho ly .  VVhi-n 
th e  b a lan c e  was d is tu rb e d  m a n ’s inh e ren t  p o ten t ia l  lor evil, his vulnei ability, 
b e cam e  |)erce]>tible.

E v e n  | jhys ically  m a n  was cons ide red  an  o rd e re d  being. The thre<’ m a jo r  
o rg a n s  w ere th e  liver, th e  hea r t  a n d  th e  b ra in .  The livei w as believed to 
serve m a n ’s lowest drives,  his h e a r t  w as the  dw e ll in g  o f  his passions, a n d  the  
b r a in  w as th e s e a t  o f  his c a p a c i ty  to learn  (M ask ew  M ille t ,  l ')77, xviii-xxiii).

The I 'Llizabethan Age was a p e r io d  o f  cross-oveis. M a n  was em ei g ing  from 
th e  sm o th e r in g  co coon  o f  the  M id d le  Ages a n d  he was d e l ig h ted  a n d  
e n c h a n t e d  by th e  d iscovery  of a m u l t i -co lo u re d  w orld  a n d  his ow n  m u l t i ­
co lo u re d  wings. H e  was, h ow ever ,  also a p p re h e n s iv e  arvd pet plexcd  by the  
r a d i a n c e  a n d  th e  scope o f  the  w in k in g  w o ild .  I'his co-cxis lence ol 
a p p re h e n s io n  a n d  a rd en t  zest foi lile was the  loot o f  m a n ’s obsession w ith  
o rd e r .  In  his v e r t ic a l ly - s t ru c tm c d  C^hain o f  Being I 'J iz ab e th an  m a n  lound  
his re ( |u ired  s tabil ity ,  an  aii( hoi in an  altei ing world.
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O n  I he one  h a n d  S l ia k i 'sp ra rc ’s w o rld  was a  rea lm  o f  discovery, i l lu m in a t ion  
a n d  n ew  horizons, re ig ned  by th e  ind iv ii lna l .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d  d iscovery  
a n d  i l lu m in a t io n  b ro u g h t  w ith  th e m  responsib i l i ty  a n d  a new  aw aren ess  ol 
m a n ’s p o te n t ia l  (or evil. I .i le  was a g a m e  ofchess .  In te l lec tua l  co n tro l  was 
th e  keystone. M a n  was th e  i t i te l lec tual m a n ip u la to r ,  c a p a b le  ol con tro l ,  
se lf-rea liza tion  a n d ,  idtit tia te ly ,  i l ram a l ic ,  < h iva lrous  victory.

S to p p a r d ’s age  is a  w e ll-k no w n  one. In le l lec tua l ly  m a n  has surpassed  his 
o w n  limits. 'I'his c e n tu ry  has .seen th e  d im in ish in g  o f  th e  physical a n d  
sp ir i tu a l  keystones o f  h u m a n  exis tence. T im e  a n d  space  have  becom e 
o b scu re  c o n cep ts  becatise  o f  th e  inven t io n  o f  space-ships a n d  supersonic  
]>lanes. M a n ’s jo u rn e y  in to  th e  rea lm s  o f  his o w n  intellect w h ich  s ta r te d  w ith  
th e  R ena is san c e  has p ro v e d  to be  a jou rney  w i th o u t  a des t ina t io n .  T h e  
suppo sed  (lest ina tions w ere  just a  “ co nsp i racy  o f c a r to g r a p h e r s ” (Rosenaanlz 
and(niildenstern, p. 81). S o m e w h e re  on  t he w ay  m a n  has lost. I 'w o  w o rld  w ars  
h av e  t r a n s fo rm e d  h u m a n i s m  in to  n ih ilism . D e a th  has b ecom e  a g rey  cross­
over ,  lack ing  all s ign if icance  a n d  m e a n in g .  'I 'he  heroic ,  rc f lem ptive  f l e a th o f  
H a m le t  has  b eco m e  a p a ro d y  in a  c e n tu r y  in w h ic h  th e  n u c le a r  b o m b  
red u c es  the  h u m a n  b e in g  to a n  insect th a t  c a n  be  killed swiftly a n d  c lin ically  
by th e  use o f  th e  n u c le a r  insecticide.

T h e  v e r t ica l  o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  th e  u n iverse  is an n ih i la t e d .  M a n  lives 
h o r izon ta l ly .  H e  is e n t r a p p e d  in a  m c c h a n ic a l  r i te  o f  exis tence. A 
m e ta p h y s ic a l  r e la t io n sh ip  has b eco m e  s o m e th in g  v ag ue ,  u n re a l  a n d  
illusory. Socie ty  has b e co m e  schizoid; m a n  uses his in te llect to  inv en t  new  
m ed ic ines  a n d  invo lved  w ays  o f  p ro lo n g in g  life, bu t t h e s a m e  in tellect is used 
to  design  .sophisticated w e a p o n s  w ith  w h ic h  to des t ro y  life. P a ra d o x e s  a n d  
confusion  a re  th e  s tu l f  th a t  life is m a d e  of.

In th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y  life has b eco m e  a g a m e  o fd i a b o lo ,  a  h a | )h a z a r d  
affair  consis t ing  o fo p p o s i t ig  poles w h ic h  a r e  in close c o n ta c t  w ith  e a c h  o th e r  
w hile  m a n  is d esp e ra te ly  s t ru g g l in g  to  m a in ta in  his p reca r io us  b a la n c e  on  
th e  n a r r o w  h o r in z o n la l  level. H e  is no  lo tiger a m a n i p u la t o r ;  th e  g a m e  is no 
long er  a n  in t r ic a te  one ,  on  th e  c o n t r a ry ,  it is an  overs im plif ied  c h a n c e -p la y  
in w h ich  n e i th e r  v ic tory  n o r  d efea t  is possible.

T h e  K li / .a b e th an  A ge  is th e  f r a m e w o rk  in w h ic h  Hamlet f i t s a n d  th e  m o d e i  n 
a g e  is th e  ab se n c e  ol a  f r a m e w o rk  in w h ich  Hosencrantz and (iu ild fm ln n  Are 
Dead a n d  Harnlet fit.

2. 7  rai’edy and comedy: an internecine inlersfiersinn

' I ' r ag ed y  has its roots in m y th o lo g ica l  t r ad i t io n .  M ost p ro b a b ly ,  t r a g e d y
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cvnlvi'cl ( 'roT T i th e  a n r i r r i t  niytlis d e a l in g  w ith  llie cicalh ol gfxis o r  d r i l l rd  
heroes. T ra g e d y  w as no t o r ig inal ly  con ce rn ed  w ith  th e  h in n a n  p red icam e n t .  
T h e  filth c e n tu ry  BC c a n  he  r e g a rd e d  as th e  c ru c ib le  ol the  lu n dan K 'n ta l  
con cep t  o f  t raged y .  By th e  close o f  th e  fifth c e n t in y  B ( '  th e s n h je c t - m a t te r  o f  
t r ag ed y  was o u t l in e d  as be ing  the  in te rac t io n  be tw een  th e  in d iv idu a l’s 
p e rso na l  res])onsibility (h u m a n  fallibility) a n d  th e  c o n sp iracy  of an  
tu i sy m p a th e l ic  lorce (gods, fe l low -hum ans,  o r  an  u n idcn t i l ied  fate) in 
c a u s in g  th e  do w n fa l l  o f  a  f u n d a m e n ta l ly  hero ic  a n d  p ra isew o r th y  h u tn a n  
being, M a n ’s p o ten t ia l  for evil (w ith in  th e  f ra m ew o rk  o f  th e  concept o f  
t rag ed y )  can  be re d u c e d  to  his cap ac i ty  for m is ju d g em e n t  (h a m a r t ia )  a n d  
his de if ica t ion  o f  his o w n  cap ab i l i ty  (hubris) .  The hub r is  ( a r io g a n c e  anfl 
in l la ted  self-esteem) is usual ly  a n  a t t e m p t  to  u s u rp  th e  role o f  th e  d iv ine 
m a n ip u la to r .

T w o  th o u s a n d  years  a f te r  the  e m e rg en ce  o f  t r a g e d y  an  o rig ina l  a p p r o a c h  to 
t r a g e d y  was in t ro d u c e d  in E n g lan d .  W il l iam  S h ak esp ea re  (I564-16IÍ))  was 
o n e  o f  th e  m a in  e x p o n en ts  o f  th e  n ew  a p p r o a c h  th a t  sh ifted  the  e m p h as is  
Irom  th e  role o f  the  d iv ine  m a n ip u la to r  in th e  dow nfa ll  o f t h e  trag ic  hero  to 
th e  c u lp a b i l i ty  o f t h e  t r a g ic  he ro  h im se l f  H e  becom es the  a rch i tec t  o f  his 
o w n  d es t ru c t ion .  'I'his c an  be re la te d  to  the  h u m an is t  a p p ro a c h  o f  
in d iv id ua l ,  in te llec tua l responsib i li ty  th a t  was re ig ti ing  at th e  t ime. M a n  
becom es so c a r r ie d  aw ay  by his in te llec tua l pow ers  a n d  his role as h im ian  
m a n i p u la t o r  th a t  he forgets th a t  he  c a n  only  re ta in  co n tro l  w hile  su b jec t ing  
h im se lf  to  th e  d iv in e  m a n i p u la t o r  a n d  his p r o p e r  p lace  w ih t in  the  o rd e re d  
system o f t h e  universe.

H a m le t  is a  perfect e x a m p le  o f t h e  trag ic  hero. H e  is a  m a n  o f  nob le  b ir th  
w ith  a s t ro n g  c h a r a c t e r  w ho  is u l t im a te ly  d es t ro yed  l)ecause o f  his hamnrlin 
a n d  his huhns: H a m a r t i a  in d e la y in g  to  rev en ge  th e  m u r d e r  o f  his f a th e r  a n d  
h u rb r is  in t ry in g  to  take  co n tro l  o f t h e  s i tu a t io n  h im self  by dev is ing  his ow n 
m e a n s  o f  co n f i rm a t io n  as far  as th e  g h os t’s s tory  is co n ce rn e d .  H e  reali.ses his 
e r r o r  w h e n  it is loo  late. His re a l iz a t io n  o f  his o w n  c u lp a b i l i ty  a n d  his new 
insight red eem  him. Physically ,  H a m le t  is d es t ro yed  bu t  m o ra l ly  he is 
redeernefl.  His mr)ral r e d e m p t io n  o u tw e igh s  his physica l  des t ru c t ion .  H e 
ack n o w led g es  th e  co n tro l  o f t h e  d iv in e  m a n i p u la t o r  a n d  d e a th  loses its 
th r e a te n in g  aspect.  lOeath bei 'om es th e  c u lm in a n t  o f  redem |) t ion :

... T h e r e  is special p rov id en ce  in th e  fall ol a sparrow . If  it be now, 'tis 
not to  corne. Ff it be not to  com e, it will be  now. If it be not now, yet it 
will com e. T h e  read iness  is all (V, ii, IW)-I92).

' i ’he con cep t  o f  t r ag ed y ,  as it em erges  in Hamlrt, has a  s t ro n g  ironic 
im p lica t io n .  T h is  ironic  im p l ica t io n  is th a t  th e  f t il ly-developed tnan ,  the  
sensitive, cu r ious ,  hero ic  c h a r a c t e r  becom es the  most v u ln e ra b le  targ<-t o f
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evil. H is  ex p lo ra t io n ,  his q u es t  for ins igh t ,  m a y  lead  to  th e  d e te c t io n  a n d  
e x p lo d in g  o f  th e  d a n g e ro u s  zones h id d e n  in himself, w h ile  th e  m a n  w ho  
lacks th e  cu rios ity ,  h ero ism , c o u ra g e  a n d  sensitivity  to  u n d e r t a k e  th e  
jo u rney  to w a rd s  insight a n d  se lf-know ledge m a y  co n t in u e  to exist p e a c e ­
fully. G o o d  qua li t ies  a n d  th e  p o te n t ia l  for evil a re  co-exis tent in  th e  trag ic  
h e ro  as in a n y  o th e r  h u m a n  being . T h e  t r a g ic  h e ro  is no t  w i th o u t  pr inc ip les;  
o n  th e  c o n t r a ry ,  he  m a y  be a  m a n  o f  e x c ep t io n a l ly  s t ro n g  p r inc ip les ,  b u t  his 
in h e r e n t  p o te n t ia l  for evil causes  h im  to o v e r r e a c h  his o w n  a u th o r i t y  a n d  to 
go b ey o n d  his pow ers  a n d  p lace  a h u m a n  m a n i p u la t o r  in  c o p in g  w ith  th e  
p ro b le m s  w ith  w h ic h  he  is faced. T h is  m o ra l  a m b iv a le n c e  ad d s  d im en s io n  to 
th e  iron ic  im p l ica t io n  o f  t r a g e d y  because  th e  fact rem a in s  t h a t  th e  m a n  o f  
im a g in a t io n  m a y  fall in to  th e  p it  o f  evil in his o w n  soul w h ile  th e  dull  
c h a r a c t e r  m a y  n ever  even  know  his o w n  in t r ic a te  com pos it ion .

U l t im a te ly  th e  elTect o f  t r a g e d y  is e x h i la ra t in g .  M a n  d o e sn ’t feel depressed  
becau se  o f  a  fresh aw aren ess  o f  his o w n  p o te n t ia l  for evil a f te r  h a v in g  
w a tc h e d  a  p e r f o rm a n c e  o f  Hamlet. T h e  o p p o s i te  is t ru e ,  Ibr m a n  feels 
c lean sed .  T h is  m a y  seem  like a  p a r a d o x  b u t  in t r u th  th e  eH'cct o f  t r a g e d y  
c o n ta in s  n o th in g  p a ra d o x ic a l .  T h e  in t r in s ic  m o r a l  a n d  sp i r i tu a l  v a lu e  o f  
d e a th  is th e  key to  th e  effect o f  tr ag ed y .  M a n  is physica lly  d es t ro yed  by evil 
b u t  sp i r i tu a l ly  a n d  m o ra l ly  h e  is th e  v ic tor.  H e  c o n q u e re d  th e  p o te n t ia l  for 
evil.  H a m le t  com es to  insight. H e  realizes t h a t  he  has d e la y e d  his task too 
long, a n d  h as  tak en  th e  responsib i l i ty  u p o n  him.self, w h e re a s  he  sh o u ld  have  
been  c o n te n t  to  be  th e  p a w n  o f  th e  d iv ine  m a n ip u la to r .  D u r in g  th e  p lay  he 
has  been  p o n d e r in g  o n  ques t io ns  c o n c e rn in g  th e  s ignificance  o f  life a n d  
d e a th  in s tead  o f  re a l iz in g  th a t  “ th e  read in ess  is a l l”  (V, ii, 192). H a m l e t ’s 
d e a th  is a n  e le v a t in g  ex per ien ce .  (T h e  sp ir i tu a l  a n d  th e  m o ra l  e leva tion  is 
co n c re t iz e d  by th e  ph ys ica l  e le v a t io n  o n  s tage .)  M a n  is e lev a ted  b e y o n d  the  
in s ig n i l lcan ce  th a t  resu lts  f rom  his o w n  re l lec t ions c o n c e rn in g  life a n d  d e a th  
a n d  th r o u g h  his d e a th  he  gains  e te rn a l  s ignificance.

A C  H o r a n  s ta tes t h a t  “ Hamlet is a  p lay  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  ‘e te r n a l ’ 
p ro b le m s  o f  h u m a n  ex is ten ce” (M a sk e w  M ille r ,  1977, X L V ) . I  believe th a t  
th is  s t a te m e n t  c a n  a n d  sh o u ld  be  e la b o r a te d .  Hamlet is c o n c e rn e d  w i th  th e  
“ e t e r n a l ”  p ro b le m s  o f  th e  h u m a n  co n d i t io n  ev o lv in g  from  th e  ju x t a ­
position  o f  th e  te m p o ra l  a n d  t h e e t e r n a l  in h u m a n  exis tence. U l t im a te ly ,  the  
a sce n d a n c y  o f  th e  e te rn a l  co n ta in s  th e  solution.

S t o p p a r d ’s Rnsenaanlz and Guildenstern Are Dead a n d  D oha’s Hamlet d o n ’t fit 
w i th in  th e  fu n t la m e n ta l  f r am ew o rk s  o f  t r a g e d y  a n d  co m edy .  In  these p lays 
an  in te rn ec ine  in terspersion  o f  t r a g e d y  a n d  c o m ed y  is found .  T h e  red em p tiv e  
aspects  o f  t r a g e d y  a n d  th e  positive, co r rec t iv e  q u a l i t ie s  o f  c o m e d y  a ie  
w i th d ra w n .  'I’he  r e m a in d e r s  a re  in te rspersed  in to  a fa talistic  concoc t ion .
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A co n d en sed  co ncep t  ol c o m cd y  is g iven by E V  R oberts :  “ C o m e d y  trea ts  
p eop le  as they  a re ,  la u g h in g  at th e m  o r  s y m p a th iz in g  w ith  th e m  bu t  
show ing  th e m  to be successful nevertheless”  (p. 4).

1 he  on ly  e le m e n t  o f  this def in i t ion  o f  c o m e d y  is fo un d  in these tw o  plays is 
the  s y m p a th y  w h ic h  is insp ired  by th e  purposeless  f loa ting  o f  th e  charac te rs .  
O n e  c a n ' t  b r in g  oneself  to  laug h  because  th e i r  “ h u m o r o u s ” rem ark s  a re  
c h a rg e d  w ith  an  u n d e r ly in g  im p l ica t io n  o f  th e  ins ignificance of bo th  
la u g h te r  a n d  tears.

Rosencrantz and GuildensUrn a n d  Dogg’s Hamlet a re  t r u n c a te d  tragedies .  T h e  
to p  o f  th e  t r ag ed y  is cu t  ofl. The e te rn a l  so lu tion  is non-existent.  In  Dogg’s 
Hamlet th e  w all w h ich  is bu i l t  con t in u es  to  d is in te g ra te  becau se  th e  correc t  
c o m b in a t io n  o f  th e  le tters on  th e  w all c a n n o t  be found. L ike  H a m le t ,  
R o se n c ra n tz  a n d  G u i ld e n s te rn  also p o n d e r  on  c]uestions c o n c e rn in g  life a n d  
d e a th ,  b u t  th e i r  s t rugg le  rem a in s  h o r izon ta l ,  l e a d in g  to  n o  d e s t ina t ion ,  
w h e rea s  H a m le t  finds th e  answ ers  in a  res to red  vert ica l  re la tionsh ip , 
G u i ld e n s te rn  ponders :

D e a th  is no t any th in g . . .  d e a th  is not. . .  I t ’s the  absen ce  o f  presence, 
n o th in g  m ore .. .  th e  endless t im e  o f  n ever  co m in g  back.. .  a  g a p  you 
c a n ’t see, a n d  w h en  th e  w ind  blow s th r o u g h  it, it m akes  no  sound.. .  
(1967, p. 95).

H a m le t  acquicsces:
A n d  th a t  shou ld  lea rn  us
T h e r e ’s a  d iv in ity  th a t  shapes o u r  ends.
R o u g h -h e w  th e m  how  we will (V , i i ,9 -11).

T raged y  a n d  co m e d y  have  been  m u r d e r e d  a n d  m a im e d .  T h e i r  re m a in s  are  
in te rspe rsed .  C 'om edy is c o m in g  u p  o r  t r a g e d y  is g o ing  d o w n  in Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern a n d  Dogg’s Hamlet. T h is  in te rspers ion  results in a  t rag i-com ic  
vision o f  life w h ich  serves its p u rpo se  in c re a t in g  a n  in tense conscioustiess o f  
th e  h u m a n  p re d ic a m e n t  w h e n  m a n  is res tr ic ted  to a  h o r izo n ta l  level o f  
existence.

3. T h e m e s

H a m le t  on  th e  o n e  h a n d  a n d  th e  S to p p a r d  p lays  on  th e  o th e r  h a n d  l i terally  
a n d  f igura tive ly  b e long  to  tw o worlds. Yet, th e  sam e  fu n d a m e n ta l  them es 
o c c u r  in these plays. A ro u n d  these  th em es  th e  i)lays evolve. In  th e  case o( 
Hamlet th e  va r iou s  th em es  a d d  u p  to a  perfectly  synthesizcrl unit  — a 
re v e r b e ra t i n g  sy m p h o n y .  In  th e  case ol' th e  tw o  p lays  by S to p p a r d  the  
syn thes iz ing  o( th e  sam e them es results in confiised tnnelessne.ss.

25



3.1 l.nis of identity

'I'Ik' ihcriK' coiiccriiiiif); tlu '  loss ol iden t i ty  is ol n ia jo r  im p o r t a n c e  in all th ree  
p lays  eo tu  ei lied. In  Hamlet loss o f  iden t i ty  is th ree -d im en s ion a l .  T h is  th ree- 
d im en s io n a l  loss o f  iden t i ty  c a n  be e la b o ra te d :

3 .1 .1 'I 'he  w o rld  s u r ro u n d in g  H a m le t  lias im d e rg o n e  a  su d d e n  d e v as ta t in g  
( han ge .  CMaudius, th e  u su rp e r ,  has upset th e  o rd e r  of (Jod .  'I 'he  la m il ia r  
w ork i lades aw ay  a n d  | )c rp lex i ty  arises. T h e  ghost em bo d ies  th e  d iso rd e red  
s ta te .  H a m le t  is shock ed  by th e  d iso rd e r  a n d  he  is u n w il l in g  to  accep t  the  
responsib i li ty  to  restore  order ;

T h e  t im e  is ou t  o f  joint. ( )  cu rscd  spile
'J 'hat ever  I w as b o rn  to  set it r igh t  (l ,v, 188-189).

3 .1 .2  H a m le t  d o e s n ’t k no w  w h e re  he fits in to  this c h a n g e d  w orld . H e  
s t rugg les  to accep t  th e  a l t e re d  s ta te  o f  society  a n d  his o w n  iden t i ty  is 
th r e a te n e d .  'I’he  o rd e r  w i th in  h im se lf  is upse t ;  he  d eve lops  a n  excess o f  
m elancho ly :

F o r  it c a n n o t  be
But I a m  p igeon- livered ,  a n d  lack gall 
T o  m a k e  oppress ion  b i t te r ,  o r  e re  this 
1 shou ld  h a ’ fa t ted  all th e  reg ion  kites 
W ith  this s lave’s olfal. Bloody, b a w d y  villain,
Remorseless ,  t reach e rou s ,  lecherous, kindless villain!
( ) ,  ven gean ce .
W hy ,  w h a t  an  ass a m  I... (lI,ii, .' jl3-.525).

3.1 .3  Life a n d  d e a th  seem  to H a m le t  to  be losing significance. ' I 'he ir  
id e n t i ty  seems to  be  s l ip p in g  aw ay . H a m le t  p o n d e rs  on  these issues 
obsessively:

To be, o r  no t to  be, th a t  is th e  quest ion ,
W 'hether ,  ’tis n o b le r  in th e  m in d  to  sud'er 
'I 'he  slings a n d  a r ro w s  o f  o u tr a g e o u s  for tune .
O r  to  take  a rm s  agains t  a  .sea o f  troubles .
A n d  by op pos ing ,  e n d  them ?  'Fo die, to sleep.
N o  m ore , a n d  by a s leep to  say we en d  
T h e  h ea r t -a c h e ,  a n d  th e  th o u s a n d  n a tu r a l  shocks 
T h a t  felsh is he ir  to; ’tis a  co n s im u n a t io n  
(U-vontly to  be  wisherl. 'I’o die, to sleep,
To sleep, p e rc h a n c e  to d re a m ,  ay th e re ’s th e  ru b ,

F o r  in th a t  sleep o f  d e a th  w h a t  d r e a m s  m a y  co m e  
W h e n  we h av e  shu llled  off this m o r ta l  coil 
M ust give us pause . 'F h e re ’s th e  ies|K-ct 
Fliat m akes  c a la m ity  o f  so long life (III,i ,.50-69).



Ill llariilet loss ol iih 'ii ti ty is an  all-cii( 'om|)assinK issiir, but il is also a 
Ic m p o ra ry  one. l,oss of idcn i i ty  (locsn'l ( i i l iniiiatc in la( k ol idcniily .  I lie 
sense ol loss o f  iden t i ty  is only  a  phase, a f^iey t ide in w hich  Manilel is 
ten ip o ra i i ly  swejjt astray . The recovery  o l id e n t i ty  in l l a n i l c t  is e n h a n c e d  by 
th e  fact tha t  iden ti ty  hee(jmes elevated .

'I'lie “ d iv in i ty  th a t  shapes  o n r  en d s”  (V,ii ,IO) relieves us ol th e  b u id e n  ol 
seeking o u r  ow n  iden ti ty  a n d  o u r  ow n meanitig .  ’I 'he  th e m e  o lloss o f  ideni ity 
In flrimlel en ds  in a m ajestic ,  victorious, r e s o u n d in g c h o rd  l)eeause m a n  linds 
identity ,  m e a n in g  a n d  purpo se  in sub jec t in g  himscll to divinity .

In Rnsencumh and (iu iU fnstfin  Are Dead th e  loss ol iden t i ty  en cha ins  Tnan’s 
to ta l  exis tence. R o se n e ra n tz  is a lw ays  e m b a r i  assed a n d  ( iu i ld en s te i  ii is 
a lw ay s  w o rr ied .  They lat k an y  sense ol sectn ily. 'J hey a re  lacch ’ss, even to 
them selves.  ' I 'he ir  nam e s  d o n ’t es tab lish  th e i r  identit ies ; they  b ecom e 
confused, even w ith  each  o th e r ,  because  tli(;y can  be su ie  abou t nothing. 
'I 'he  physica l w orld  (t im e a n d  space) is also a  nonen ti ty .  ( Ju i lde i is tem  
ra m b les  on  pa thet ica l ly ;

II' il is [m o in in g ]  a n d  th e  sun  is o v e r  th e re  (his r ight as he laces th e  
au d ie n c e )  lo r  ins tance ,  tha t  (front) w o u ld  be n o i th e i  ly. O n  lheo th<  i- 
h a n d ,  if it is not m o i i i i n g a n d  the  sim is over  th e re  (his Icit)... tha t . . .  
( lam ely) w ould  still be nor the r ly  (p ick in g u p ) .  To pul it a n o th e r  way, if 
we c a m e  from d o w n  there  (front) a n d  it is m o rn in g ,  th e  sun w ould  be 
u |)  th e re  (his left), a n d  if it is a c tu a l ly  ov e r  th e t e  (his r igh t)  a n d  it’s still 
m o rn in g ,  we must have  co m e  from u p  th e re  (beh ind  him ), a n d  if th a t  is 
so u th e i ly  (his left) a n d  th e  sun  is really  o ve r  th e re  (front) , then  i t ’s 
af te ii ioon . H o w ev er ,  if none  o f  these is th e  case...  (I!)7!), p. 42).

R o s e n e ia n t z  aiifl ( Ju i ld e n s te rn  a rc  p a th e t ic  in th e i r  (|uest lor identity .  They 
h av e  a n  inti insic, in tu i t ive  aw aren ess  th a t  iden t i ty  m a y  be found  in ob e y ing  
som e su m m o n s .  They feel th a t  so m e th in g  b ey o n d  them selves o ugh t to be 
a b le  to p rov id e  th em  w ith  identity .

(Juil: . . .A n  aw a k e n in g ,  a m a n  s tand  ing on his sadd le  to  b a n g  on  the  shutters ,  
o u r  n am es  sh o u ted  in a  c e r ta in  d a w n ,  a message, a Miinmoiis.. . A new 
re (O ld  lor hi-ads a n d  tails. VVe have not been...  pic kcd out. . .  s imply  to 
be a b a n d o n e d . . .  set loose to lind o u r  ow n  way...  VVe are  en ti t led  to 
som e d irec tion . . .  I w ou ld  have  th o u g h t  (I9()7, p. 14).

'I 'he  ironii im |) l ica t io n  o f  this u n d i r e c te d  aw aren ess  is th a t  the i r  
o b e d ie n c e  in a n sw e r in g  (Claudius' su m m o n s  has put th e m  on  th e  ro ad  
to fatalistic d ea th .  T h e y  live h o rizon ta l ly .  Loss o f  iden ti ty  culminatc-s 
in lac k o f  iden ti ty ,  because  o f  th e i r  ho r izo n ta l  search  lor signific anc e.
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As la r  as I lie ( lu fs t io n  ol id en t i ty  is c o tu c r n c d ,  D dgg'f Uawlet c a n  only  be 
d esc r ib ed  as al)s<)hite an a rc l iy  on  all levels. M a n  a n d  liis works are  as laceless 
a n d  devo id  ol n ie a n in g  as a  “ tray  o f  In i tlonlio les” (1979, p. 28).

T h e  th e m e  o f  loss o f  iden t i ty  d o esn ’t hav e  a n  en d  in S to p p a r d ’s tw o  plays. 
T h e  sit n a t io n  re m a in s  llnid a n d  insub s tan t ia l .  The tunclessness o f t h e  th e m e  
is as r e v e r b e ra t in g  as th e  m ajest ic  tones o f  the  sam e  th e m e  in Hamlel. 
R o s e n c ra n tz  a n d  ( J n i ld e n s te rn ’s d i s a p p e a ra n c e  s tan ds  in s h a r p  c o n tra s t  to 
H a m l e t ’s hero ic  d e a th .  The d i l le rcnce  in th e  final im p ac t  is caused  by th e  
p resence  a n d  u l t im a te  co n tro l  o f  d iv in i ty  in H a m le t ’s sea rch  lor iden t i ty  
w hile  R o se n c ra n tz  a n d  G u i ld e n s tc rn  keep p o n d e r in g  on  a  h o r izo n ta l  level.

3 .2  Appearance and reality

T h e  th e m e  o f  th e  d isc rc |)ancy  b e tw e en  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  is p rev a len t  
in H a m le t  a n d  in the  tw o  m o d e r n  plays. T h e  in te rp lay  be tw een  a p p c a r a n c e  
a n d  rea l i ty  becom e s  a m a jo r  source  o f c o n l l i c t  a n d  d is o rd e r  in Hamlet. I t is 
t r u e  th a t  c o m e d y  s tem s IVom th e  f l isc rcpancy  b e tw e en  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  
reality . H a m le t  him.self ab s t ra c t  th e  c ru x  o f  co m ed y .  L a u g h te r  m a y  arise 
from  th e  d is c rep an cy  be tw ee n  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  b u t  b e n e a th  the  
su rface  uneas iness  ferm ents .  T h e  wise m a n  is u pse t  by th e  egreg ious  folly o f  
th e  h u m a n  being:

... F o r  a n y  th in g  so o ’e rd o n e  is from  th e  p u rp o se  o f  p lay ing ,  w hose  en d  
b o th  a t  th e  first, a n d  now , w as a n d  is, to  ho ld  as’t w ere  th e  m i r ro r  u p  to 
n a tu r e ,  to  show  v ir tu e  h e r  o w n  fea tu re ,  sco rn  h e r  ow n  im age ,  a n d  th e  
very  a g e  a n d  b o d y  o f  th e  l im e  his form  a n d  pre.ssure... N o w  this 
ov e rd o n e ,  o r  co m e  ta rd y  olf, th o u g h  it m a k e  th e  unskilful laugh ,  
c a n n o t  b u t  iTiake th e  jud ic ious grieve...  ( I l l , i i , 15-21).

In  th e  case  o f  Hamlel th e  incons is tency  c o n c e rn in g  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  is 
also th e  w h e ts to n e  o f  t r a g e d y  (H a m le t  de lays  to  lake  revenge  because  he 
believes th a t  ( ' l a u d iu s  is j j ray ing) .  In  co m e d y ,  th e  c h a r a c t e r  accep ts  th e  fact 
th a t  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  a r e  no t  sy no ny m ou s ,  b u t  he  reconciles 
a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  by a l lo w in g  c o m p ro m ise .  In  Hamlet, H a m le l  the  
iciealist a n d  sch o la r  w h o  believes m a n  to  be a  p a ra g o n ,  th e  c ro w n  o f t h e  
un iverse ,  is faced w ith  th e  c o r r u p t io n  o f t h e  E ls in o rean  w orld . His ideal 
visioti o f  socie ty  arul th e  t r u e  n a tu r e  o f  society  a r e  vas t ly  d i l fe ren t  f rom  eac h  
o the r .  His inab i l i ty  to a cce p t  th e  ex is tence  o f t h e  c o r r u p t  society causes h im  
to sub jec t  h im se l f  to  in tense  .self-analysis. T h is  in t ro sp ec t io n  results  in th e  
d iscovery  o f t h e  d is c rc |)an cy  b e tw e e n  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  lea l i ty  as la r  as he 
h im se lf  is co nce rn ed .

H a m le l  a p p e a r s  to  be  th e  ideal f u l ly - ro u n d e d  m a n ,  th e  t ru e  p a ra g o n ,  
a c c o rd in g  to  th e  R e n a is san ce  co ncep t  o f  m an .
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In rea lity ,  h o w rv c r ,  H arii lr i  is in s c m r r ,  i in m a lu rc  a n d  nnal) lc  to  a r r c p l  the 
rcs|)onsi!)ili ty of I lie task laid ii |)on h im  b r r a n s c  l i r  overlooks tl)c ^iiif lancc 
a n d  coii lrol o l ' t h r  d iv ine  m a n ip u la to r  a n d  th e  b u rd e n  is Itw heavy  for him  to 
ca rry .  Mis in tense  in n e r  eonlliet results  in a m o re  m a t u i c  vision o f  life, d ea th  
a n d  o( his o w n  hein^ . H e  accep ts  th e  (acl (ha t  rea l i ty  d ev ia te s  from  his ideal 
a n d  lie also accep ts  his trag ic  destiny. In H a m le t ’s case a c c e p ta n c e  o f  th e  
t ru e  s i tu a t io n  does not lead  lo co m pro m ise .  H e  ac ts  nnllinc hingly to 
a n n ih i la t e  the  d is c re p a n c y  he tw ee ii  his ideal vis ion a n d  reality. T h is  
e n d e a v o u r  results  in a b e t t e r  wt>rld. T h e  a p p e a ra n c e ,  i.e. th e  ideal si tnatioti ,  
becom es reality .  T h is  t r an s fo rm a t io n  is th e  t rue  source  o f  ca tharsis ,  the  
p u rg in g  effect o f  t rag edy .  'I’he on lo o k e r  becom es a w a re  th a t  th e  ideal is 
feasible w h en  th e  perfect orrler is m a in ta in e d .

Po lon ius  is th e  e m b o d im e n t  of the  d is c rep ancy  b e tw een  a p p e a ra n c e  an d  
reality .  His w ord s  are  meaning less .  H e  s tates  th a t  “ b rev i ty  is ihesoit l  o fw i t”  
(Il,ii,W)), yet it is his ow n  lack o f  l)revi(y th a t  causes CJertrue to d e m a n d  
“ m o re  m a t t e r  w ith  less a r t ” (II,i i ,95). Po lon ius '  d e a th  is the re fo re  an  early  
ind ica t ion  tha t  p ie te n c e  a n d  false appearan( ,es  a re  go ing  to be stri |)ped 
aw ay . T h e  futil ity  a n d  ins ign i l lcance  of his d e a th  serve to  ind ica te  th e  
emj)tiness  o f  th e  life he  has led. Po lon ius  has led a  “ b e l i in d - th e -a r ra s ” life, 
anrl this costs h im  his life. In H a m le t  a p p e a ra n c e ,  the  look o f  r ighteousness, 
m ust be s t r ip p e d  a w a y  lo  leave th e  w ay  o p e n  for th e  d a w n  o f  a |)urifled 
reality.

T h e  p resence  o f  th e  p layers  has special s ign if icance  as far as the  intei jilav 
b e tw een  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  is c o n ce rned .  T h e  p layers  .serve lo  uimiask 
reality . T fie  confusion w h ich  is b ro u g h  a b o u t  by th e  inconsis tency be tw een  
a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  is b ro u g h t  to  a c l im ax  by the  players. T h e  play 
whicli is supposed  to represen t rea lity  reflects t he u n a c k n o w le d g ed ,  festering 
reality  in s tead  of th e  sm o o th  a p p e a ra n c e  th a t  has usu rpe il  th e  p lace o f  
reality. The p layers  u n m ask  rea l i ty  a n d  in so d o in g  they re d u ce  the  tension 
tha t  has built u p  be tw een  a | )p e a ia n c e  a n d  reality.

In Rnsrncronlz and CuUrlenslern Arr D rnd  a n d  D'igg’s f ln m ld  a p p e a r a n c e  anrl 
rea l i ty  a r e  efpially  insub s tan t ia l .  Both these con cep ts  b e lon g  to  th e  fluid 
zone of iion-entit ies, A p p e a ra n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  s t a n d  in s h a r p  con tra s t  to one  
a n o th e r  yet they a re  also fused. This pa ra d o x ica l  co nd it io n  is p a r t  of the  
to ta l  confus ion  a n d  th e  crisis th a t  c e n tr e  a r o u n d  m a n ’s search  for identitv .  
M a n  has got lost in a  w h i i l in g  o c e a n -c u r re n t ,  a n d  he  is f loa ting  aimlessly 
a n d  pur|)oselessly.

I n /la w lfl  th e  p layers  u n m ask  rea l i ty  a n d  pu t  goodness in th e  ascend ancy .  In 
linseniraniz and (iuildrnslern th e  p layei reflects u p o n  rea l i ty  a n d  ap i iea rancc :
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F o r  all a n y o n e  know s, nothin^» is. F '^ c ry lh in g  has lo l)c tak en  on  Inisl; 
I m i l l  is on ly  ll iat w li i rh  is tak en  to  be In ic .  I t ’s th e  rn r rcn r .y  o f  living. 
riuTC m a y  l)C n o th in g  h e h in g  it, h u t  it d o e sn ' t  m a k e  a n y  (l il lcrence so 
long as it is h o n o io n c d .  O n e  aets on  assu m p tio ns  (196 7 ,p. 49).

O n c e  a g a in ,  th e  result r>( su ch  re l le r t io n s  c a n ’t !)e correc tive .  I'hesc 
reflections a i e  h o r in z o n ta l  a n d  d o n ’t to u c h  u p o n  th e  roo t o f  th e  
d is c re p a n c y  b e tw e e n  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  reality .  A p p e a ra n c e  a n d  rea l i ty  
a re  in te rm in g led  a n d  beconie  iiu list ingii ishable  in Dogg's Hamlel a n d  
RnsemratUz and (htilrlrnslern A te  Dead. Oonl'usion reigns as th e  only  
j)ossible c o n c o m i ta n t  o f  th e  b a c k g ro u n d  agains t  w h ich  th e  p lays w ere 
w rit ten .

3 .3  Passion and reason

' I 'he  in te rp la y  b e tw e en  passion  a n d  reason  is a  c ru c ia l  th e m e  in all 
th r e e  plays. In Hamlet th e  th e m e  d e a l in g  w ith  pass ion  a n d  rea.soii is 
dev e lo ped  a r o u n d  H a m le t  a n d  L aertes .  M am le t  is a  scholar ,  a  m a n  o f  
rea.son. His intellect has th e  co n tro l l in g  position  in his life. In  this 
respect he is th e  p a ra g o n ,  fa i th fu l to  th e  R en a is san ce  ideal. T h e  
d o m in a t io n  o f  reason  o ve r  passion  cau.ses h im  to d e lay  in rev en g in g  his 
l a th e r ’s d ea th .  His passion  grow s cold  w hile  he  devises his sch em e  to 
con ll rn i  the  g h o s t ’s story. T h e  a p p a r e n t  p a r a d o x  as far as th e  
d o m in a t io n  o f  reason  o ve r  passion is c o n c e rn e d ,  i s th a t  H a m le t  is ( |u i te  
a w a re  o f  the  fact th a t  his reason  oppresses  pass io na te  ac t io n  a n d  yet he 
goes on a l lo w ing  reason  co n tro l  o f  th e  s i tua t ion ;
... I his is most b rav e
T h a t  I, th e  son o f  d e a r  fa th e r  m u r d e re d ,
I’ro m p te d  to  m y reven ge  by h e av e n  a n d  hell.
M ust like a  whf>re u n p a c k  m y  h e a r t  w i th  words.
A n d  fall a -cu r s in g  like a very  d ra b ,
A scullion! Fie  u p o n ’t fall!
A b o u t ,  m y b ra in !  (II,ii,,'>25-531).

In t r u th ,  H a m l e t ’s d e lay  to  ac t  is (-au.sed by  his innei' insecurity . 
R ea so n  has p u sh e d  pa.ssion in to  th e  b a c k g ro u n d .  T h i s  d o m in a t io n  ol 
m a n ’s rea.son ties in w ith  his role as h u m a n  con tro lle r .  Passion, belief, 
faith  a n d  conflcence  in th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  d iv in e  m a n ip u la to r  d o n ’t have  
a  p lace  w h en  m a n ’s o w n  reaso n  is in con tro l .  H a m le l  has lo m a tu r e  
before he c a n  tak e  revenge. I 'he e ( |u i l ib r in n i  Ix 'tween passion a n d  
reason  m us t be restorefl.

L ae r te s  is H a it i  le t’s neg a tiv e .  In  his case, pass ion  is o n  th e  th ro n e .  'I 'he
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p rc d o m ii ia n c r  ol passion is n 'v c a lc d  to h r  rv c n  mor<‘ ha in i l i i l  lliati l l ir  
(lornii iancc ol reason. L ac r lc s  d o esn ’t de lay  o r  rellrc t o r  seek co nfi t ina tion  
ro n ce r t i in g  llie ( rue  ciriMinislanres o f  his la th e r 's  d ea th .  Passion 's  coti trol 
results in rashness  a n d  (^nilihility tha t  e id m in a te  in a lo o lh a rd y  a t t i tud e .  
Kven d a m n a t io n  becomes aceep tah lc  to Laertes;

I d a re  d a m n a t io n .  To this point I s tand  
I 'hat b o th  th e  worlrls I give to negligenee,
Let co m e  w ha t  comes, only  I’ll be revenged  
Most th o ro u g h ly  for my fa ther  (I V,v, 126-1,'52).

Both H a m le t  a n d  L ae r te s  a re  th e  v ic t im s o f  a dis turi tcfl h a lan i  e l>etween 
passion a n d  reason. This loss o f  b a la n c e  results  in th e  g a in in g  o f  con tro!  over 
th e m  by Cllaudius, the  evil m a n ip u la to r .

W h e n  H a n d e t  a n d  I .aertes a re  w e igh ed ,  H a m le t  p roves to be th e  heavic i o f  
th e  two. H e  has g a in ed  insight a n d  m a l in i ty .  His “ su l le r in g - in - th e -m in d ” 
results  in a co m p le te  c h a ra c t e r ,  a  m a n  in w h o m  passion a n d  reason  are  
perfectly  b a lan c ed .  I l a m l c t ’s an a ly t ic a l  a t t i t u d e  ev en tua l ly  e ip iips h im  to 
fuHll his d u ty  w hile  L ae r te s ’ passion leads to p r e m a tu i e  d ea th .  H a m le t  
becom es a n  in s t ru m e n t  in the  h an ds  o f  d iv ine  m a n ip u la to r .  H e seeks 
forgiveness from  L aer te s  in a  to u c h in g  speech  th a t  reveals a b a lan c ed  
a t t i tu d e :

(J ive m e yotu' p a rd o n ,  sir. I have  d o n e  yoti w rong ,
Ihit | ) a r d o n ’t, as you a re  a g en t lem an .
This p resence knows, a n d  you must needs have  hearil,
H o w  I a m  pin i ishcd  w ith  a sore d is trac t ion .
Sir , in this a iid ience,
I>et m y d isc la im ing  from a p u rp osed  evil 
F ree  m e  so lar  in y o u r  most g enerous  thoughts ,
'I 'hat 1 have  shot m y a r ro w  o ’er  th e  house,
A n d  h tu t  my b ro th e r  (V , i i ,195-213).

L ae r te s  com es across as a  person  o f  good  c h a ra c t e r  bu t his reply  to H a m le t t ’s 
d e m a n d  for lo ig iveuess reveals th a t  he  lacks th e  insight th a t  H a m le t  
possesses. His p ass iona te  a(tiot> leads lo  hypociisy  w hereas  H a m le t ’s 
reasoned  analysis  leads to insight:

1 a m  satisfied íti n a tu ic .
W hose  m otive  in this ca.se should  stir  m e  most 
T o  my revenge. But in my te rm s o f  h o n o u r  
I s tand  aloof, a n d  will no  reconc i lem en t.
Till by som e e ld e r  m as te rs  o f  kno w n  h on o m  
I have  a voice a n d  p reced en t  o f  peace,
I'o keep m y n a m e  im gored .  But till th a t  time.
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1 d o  reccive y o u r  oiTcrcd love like love,
A n d  will n o t  w ro n g  it (V ,i i ,213-221).

H a m le t  a n d  L ae r te s  a r e  r e d e e m e d  by  d e a th .  H a m le t ’s r e d e m p tio n ,  
how ever ,  is th e  b r ig h te r  b ecau se  it is e n h a n c e d  by  c o m p le te  insight. L ae r t s  
reveals th a t  he  has also c o m e  to  insight, b u t  his d e a th  lacks th e  significance o f  
H a m l e t ’s because  pass ion  has oppressed  reason  to o  long. L a e r te s  has  never  
p ro c e e d e d  b ey o n d  th e  p o in t  o f  b e in g  C la u d iu s ’ p a ss ion a te  p a w n  u n t i l  his 
d y in g  m om ents .

InH am lel passion a n d  rea,son a r e  tw o  o p p o s in g  poles. D o m in a t io n  o f  th e  o ne  
o v e r  th e  o th e r  leads m a n  as t ray .  Passion  a n d  reason  m u s t  be in  jjcrfect 
b a la n c e .  O n ly  w h e n  th is  b a la n c e  is fo u n d  a n d  m a in ta in e d  does m a n  lose his 
u t t e r  v u ln e ra b i l i ty  as far  as th e  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  evil is con ce rned .

In  RnsencranU and Guildenslern Are Dead reason  is all th a t  has  r em a in ed .  
R e a so n  is n o  longer  th e  lucid  co n tro l  a n d  logic rea so n in g  th a t  o n e  finds in 
Hamlet. R e a s o n  is th e  r a m b l i n g  o f  a p e r t u r b e d  a n d  m ag n if ied  m in d .  R e a so n  
e n c a p su la te s  the  w ho le  o f  life. A n y th in g  th a t  c a n ’t be  e x p la in e d  by  reasoned  
a rg u m e n ts  is th r e a te n in g  a n d  confus ing. T h is  a t t e m p t  to  give abso lu te  
sovere ign ty  to  rea.son has d isas trous  consequences .  M a n  becom es th e  cap tiv e  
o f  his reason. R e a so n  c a n ’t p ro v id e  all th e  so lu tions  a n d  th e re fo re  a 
s m o th e r in g  p r iso n  o f  in secu r i ty  is e rec ted .  T h e  on ly  a n c h o rs  t h a t  m a n  has, 
a r e  those  t h a t  his re aso n  c a n  p ro v id e  h im  w ith  a n d  they  p ro v e  to  be 
p a th e t ic a l ly  feeble a n d  insulïicient:

G u ild :  A  w e a k e r  m a n  m ig h t  be  m o v e d  to  re - e x a m in e  his fa i th ,  if in n o th in g  
else a t  least th e  law  o f  p ro b ab i l i ty .  (H e  slips a  coin  ov e r  his sh o u ld e r  
as he  goes to  look upstage) .

Ros: H eads .
G uil . ,  e x a m in in g  th e  confines o f  th e  stage. Hips ov e r  tw o  m o re  coins 
as he does so, o n e  by o n e  o f  course . Ros. a n n o u n c e s  eac h  o f  th e m  as 
“ head.s” .)

G u ild :  (m using) :  T h e  law  o f  p ro b a b i l i ty ,  it has  b ee n  o d d ly  a sser ted ,  is 
s o m e th in g  to  d o  w ith  th e  p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  if six m o n k ey s  (he  has 
su rp r ised  himself).. . if six m o nk eys  were.. . .

Ros: G a m e ?
( iu i ld :  W e re  they?
Ros: A re  you?
G u ild :  (u n d e r s ta n d in g ) :  G a m e .  (Flips a  coin). T h e  law  o f  averages ,  if  I have  

got it r ig h t ,  m e a n s  t h a t  if six m on key s  w ere  th r o w n  u p  in th e  a i r  for 
lo ng  e n o u g h ,  they  w o u ld  l a n d  o f  th e i r  tails  a b o u t  as o f ten  as th ey  
w o u ld  land  o n  th e i r  -
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Ros: H e a d s  (he  picks u p  th e  coin).
Giiil: W h ic h  ev en  a t  first g lan cc  does no t str ike o n e  as a  p a r t ic u la r ly  

r e w a rd in g  specu la t ion ,  in e i th e r  sense, even w i th o u t  th e  monkeys. 1 
m e a n  you  w o u ld n ’t be t  on  it. I m e a n  I w ou ld ,  bu t  you  w o u ld n ’t....
(1967, p. 8).

M a n  rejects all em o t iv e  response. T h is  be longs  to  th e  d o m a in  ol passion 
w hose  ex is tence  has b eco m e  illusory. Yet, th e  ironic  t r u th  is th a t  m a n  is 
in trinsically  a w a re  o f  th e  c ru x  o f  his o w n  crisis:

Guil: Is ll iat w h a t  you im agine?  Is th a t  it? N o  Tear...
Ros: F ear?
G uil:  (in fury, (lings a co in  on  th e  g ro u n d ) :  Fear!  T h e  c rack  th a t  m igh t 

flood y o u r  b ra in  w ith  liglit! (1967, p. 10).

M a n  has th e  in h e ren t  need  for em o t io n a l  response b u t  he  c a n ’t b r in g  himsell 
to  acce p t  a n y th in g  th a t  his reason  c a n ’t grasp . E v e ry th in g  has to be r ed u c ed  
to  th e  level o f  c o m p re h e n s io n  by his o w n  rca.son. N o th in g  m a y  be  sub tle  or 
m ysterious. T h is  d e d u c t io n  has a  n au se a t in g  ell'ect. 'I’he  reasoned  rea lity  
becom es m o n s tro u s  absurd i ty :

G uil:  A m a n  b re a k in g  his jo u rn ey  b e tw een  o ne  p lace  a n d  a n o th e r  a t  a  
th i rd  p lace  o f  no  n a m e ,  c h a ra c te r ,  p o p u la t io n  o r  s ignificance, sees a 
u n ic o rn  cross his p a th  a n d  d is ap p ea r .  'I 'ha t  in itself is s ta r t l ing ,  bu t  
th e re  a r e  p re c e d e n ts  for m ys tica l  e n c o u n te r s  o f  va r io u s  kinds, o r  to 
be less ex tr e m e ,  a cho ice  o f  persuas ions  to p u t  it d o w n  to fancy; unti l  
— “ M y  G o d ,” says a  second  m a n ,  “ I must be d re a m in g ,  I th o u g h t  I 
saw  a u n ic o rn .”  At w h ich  po in t ,  a  d im en s ion  is a d d e d  th a t  m akes the  
e x p e r ien ce  as a la r m in g  as it will ever  be. A th i rd  witness, you 
u n d e r s ta n d ,  a n d  a  fou r th  th in n e r  still, a n d  th e  m o re  rea so n ab le  it 
b ecom es,  un t i l  it is as th in  as rea l i ty ,  th e  n a m e  w e give to  c o m m o n  
experience . . .  “ Look, look!” recites th e  c row d . “ A horse w ith  an  
a r i o w  in its fo rehead! It m u s t  h av e  been  m is taken  for a d e e r ” (1967, 
p. 15).

Lost in this m a im e d  rea l i ty ,  G u i ld e n s te r n ’s wistful re l lec t ion  gains  im m ense  
im pac t:

G u il  (at th e  last m o m e n t  before they en te r ,  wistfully): I ’m  sorry  it w asn ’t a 
u n ico rn .  It w o u ld  hav e  been  nice to  hav e  u n ico rns  (p. I."}).

T h e  sa m e  n a u s e a t in g  a b s u r d i ty  is fo un d  in Dong’s HamUl. T h e  ab sen ce  o f  
pass ion  resu lts  in m a im e d  reason. H a m l e t ’s speeches a re  in te rm in g le d  a n d
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Ros; H e a d s  (he  picks u p  th e  coin).
Guil:  W h ic h  ev en  a t  first g lan ce  docs  no t  s t r ike  o n e  as a  p a r t ic u la r ly  

r e w a rd in g  sp ecu la t ion ,  in e i th e r  sense, even w i th o u t  th e  monkeys. I 
m e a n  you  w o u ld n ’t b e t  on  it. I m e a n  I w o u ld ,  b u t  y ou  w o u ld n ’t.. .. 
(1967,p.8).

M a n  rejects all e m o t iv e  response. T h is  be longs  to  th e  d o m a in  o f  passion  
w hose  ex is tence  has b e co m e  illusory. Y et,  th e  iron ic  t r u th  is th a t  m a n  is 
in tr ins ica l ly  a w a re  o f  th e  c ru x  o f  his o w n  crisis:

Cjuil: Is th a t  w h a t  y ou  im ag ine?  Is t h a t  it? N o  fear...
Ros: Fear?
G uil:  (in fury, flings a  co in  on  th e  g ro u n d ) :  Fear!  T h e  c rack  th a t  m ig h t  

flood y o u r  b ra in  w ith  light! (1967, p. 10).

M a n  has th e  in h e re n t  n eed  for e m o t io n a l  response  b u t  he  c a n ’t b r in g  h im self  
to  a c cep t  a n y th i n g  t h a t  his reason  c a n ’t g rasp . E v e ry th in g  has to  be  r e d u c e d  
to  th e  level o f  c o m p r e h e n s io n  by  his o w n  reason .  N o th in g  m a y  be  su b t le  o r  
m ysterious. T h is  d e d u c t io n  has a  n a u s e a t in g  effect. T h e  reaso n ed  rea lity  
becom es m o n s tro u s  absurd i ty :

G uil:  A  m a n  b re a k in g  his jo u rn ey  b e tw e e n  o n e  p lace  a n d  a n o th e r  a t  a 
th i rd  p lace  o f  no  n a m e ,  c h a ra c te r ,  p o p u la t io n  o r  significance, sees a 
u n ic o rn  cross his p a t h  a n d  d is a p p e a r .  T h a t  in itself Ls s ta r t l in g ,  b u t  
th e re  a re  p re c e n ts  for m ys tica l  e n c o u n te r s  o f  v a r io u s  kinds, o r  to  be 
less ex tr e m e ,  a  ch o ice  o f  p e rsu as io n s  to  p u t  it d o w n  to fancy; un ti l  
— “ M y  G o d , ”  says a  second  m a n ,  “ I m us t  b e  d re a m in g ,  I th o u g h t  I 
saw  a  u n ic o r n .”  A t w h ic h  po in t ,  a  d im en s io n  is a d d e d  th a t  m akes  th e  
e x p e r ie n c e  as a la r m i n g  as it will ev e r  be. A  th i rd  witness, you  
u n d e r s ta n d ,  a n d  a  fo u r th  th i n n e r  still, a n d  th e  m o re  re a s o n a b le  it 
b ecom es,  u n t i l  it is as th in  as re a l i ty ,  th e  n a m e  we give to  c o m m o n  
exper ience . . .  “ L ook , look!”  recites th e  c row d .  “ A horse w ith  an  
a r r o w  in its fo rehead !  It m u s t  h a v e  b ee n  m is ta k e n  for a d e e r ”  (1967, 
p. 15).

Lost in this m a im e d  rea l i ty ,  G u i ld e n s te r n ’s wistful ref lec t ion  gains  im m en se  
im pac t:

G u il  (a t  th e  last m o m e n t  before  th ey  en te r ,  wistfully): I ’m  sorry  it w a sn ’t a  
u n ico rn .  It  w o u ld  h av e  been  n ice  to  h av e  u n ico rn s  (p. 15).

T h e  sa m e  n a u s e a t in g  a b s u r d i ty  is fo u n d  in Dogg’s H am kt. T h e  absense  o f  
pass ion  resu lts  in m a i m e d  reason .  H a m l e t ’s speeches  a r e  in te rm in g le d  a n d
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a d a p te d  to  p ro d u c e  a  perfec t  e x a m p le  o f  th e  a b s u r d  re a so n in g  w h ic h  results 
w hen  b a la n c e  has d e p a r te d  a n d  sub tle ty  has faded  away;
H a m le t :  'I’h e re ’s a  d iv in ity  th a t  shapes o u r  ends, ro u g h  hew  th em  how  we 
will. But th o u  w o u ld ’st now  th in k  how  ill a l l ’s here  a b o u t  m y heart .  But ’tis 
no  m a t te r .  W e  defy a u g u ry .  T h e r e  is a  specia l  p ro v id e n c e  in th e  fall o f  a 
spa r ro w .  I f  it be  now , ’tis is no t  to  com e; if it b e  no t  to  co m e ,  it will be now; if 
it be no t now, yet it will come. T h e  read iness  is all (1979, p. 8).

T h e  c o n tr a s t  b e tw e en  Hamlel a n d  th e  tw o  m o d e r n  plays  is rad ica l .  In  Hamlet 
th e  conflict arises because  o f  th e  d is tu rb a n c e  o f  th e  b a la n c e  b u t  res to ra t io n  o f  
th e  b a la n c e  a n d  re d e m p t io n  r e m a in  possible. B a lance  c a n  be  a n d  is 
ev en tu a l ly  res to red . Passion a n d  reason  a re  p u t  in th e  co rrec t  re la t io nsh ip  to  
e ach  o th e r .  In  th e  m o d e r n  p lays b a la n c e  has  d is in teg ra ted ;  passion  has 
b e co m e  an  illusion. Bo re s to ra t io n  o f  th e  b a la n c e  c a n  be possible because  
rea l i ty  w as c u t  in tw o  p arts ,  passion  a n d  reason. Passion  was bu r ied .  R easo n  
has r e m a in e d  b u t  it has  lost its sense because  it is n o t  c o u n te r -b a l a n c e d  by 
passion.

4 .  T h e  te m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l

T h e  re la t io n sh ip  b e tw een  th e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l  a n d  specifically th e  
in te ra c t io n  b e tw e e n  th e m  a n d  th e  op ac i ty  su r ro u n d in g  these tw o  enti ties  a re  
as top ica l  in Hamlet as th ey  a re  in th e  m o d e r n  plays. In  Hamlet th e  te m p o ra l  
a n d  th e  e te r n a l  h a v e  th e i r  p laces w i th in  th e  v e r t ic a l ly -s t ru c tu re d  C h a in  o f  
Being. T h e  te m p o ra l  is the  a n t e c h a m b e r  o f  e te rn i ty .  H a m le t ,  a f te r  co m in g  
to insight, c a p tu re s  th e  e.ssence o f  th e  m a t te r :

I f  it b e  now , ’tis n o t  to  com e. I f  it be n o t  to  co m e ,  it will be now . I f  it be 
no t  now , yet it will com e. T h e  read iness  is all (V , i i ,191-192).

H o w ev e r ,  this i l lu m in a t io n  is th e  result o f  in tense  in n e r  conllic t c o n c e rn in g  
th e  re la t io n sh ip  b e tw een  th e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rna l .  H a m le t  h a sn ’t been 
c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  readiness: his c o n c e rn  has b een  th e  t r u e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  life 
a n d  d e a th .  H e  has t r ied  to  c a r ry  his lo ad  all by h im se l f  H e  has ta k e n  the  
responsib i l i ty  to  recognize  th e  t r u th  c o n c e rn in g  cruc ia l  ques t ions  u p o n  
himself. By t a k in g  co n tro l  o f  himself, H a m le t  has  iso lated  h im se lf  from the  
d iv ine  g u id a n c e  a n d  he  has been  d r a w n  in by th e  tu m u l tu o u s  cu r r e n t  o f  
confusion  th a t  s tems from  m a n ’s h o r izo n ta l  eflbrts to  dissolve insoluble 
quest ions .  W h e n  H a m le l  rea lizes  th a t  “ th e  read in ess  is a l l” , “ to  be  o r  no t to 
b e ”  is n o  lon ger  a  re le v a n t  ques t ion .  H a m le t  passes safely th r o u g h  th e  grey 
z o n e  in w h ich  life a n d  d e a th ,  th e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l ,  a p p e a r  to  be 
falling in to  an  in su b tan t ia l ,  in te rm e d ia ry  state:

W h a t  shou ld  such  fellows as I do, c ra w l in g  b e tw een  h ea v e n  a n d  ea r th ?  
(III , i ,123-124).
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In  Hamlet th e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te r n a l  as ev e n tu a l ly  in a  lucid  re la t io nsh ip  
w i th  e ach  o the r .  T h e  t im e  a n d  th e  c h a ra c t e r  o f  d e a th  a re  not really 
im p o r ta n t .  E te rn i ty  is th e  u l t im a te  sigiiillcance.

In Rosencrantz and GuUdenstern a n d  Dogq’s Harnlel e te rn i ty  is th e  u l t im a te  
al)sence o f  sign ificance . T h e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te r n a l  a re  n o  lon ger  
v e r t ica l ly  s t ru c tu re d .  'I 'hey  a r e  a  c o n t in u o u s  h o r iz o n ta l  line th a t  fades in to  
no th ingness .  E te rn i ty  is no t  a  des t in a t io n ,  it is a  d is a p p e a ra n c e ,  the  
c u lm in a n t  o f  th e  a b sen ce  o f  su b s tan ce  a n d  m ea n in g .  R o se n c ra n tz  a n d  
G u i ld e n s te rn  a re  c o n t in u a l ly  p u zz le d  by d ea th :
G u i l  ( t ired ,  d r a in e d ,  b u t  still a n  e d g e  o f  im p a t ien ce ,  o ve r  th e  m im e):  No.. .  

no .. .  n o t  lor us, n o t  like th a t .  D y in g  is n o t  ro m a n t ic ,  a n d  d e a th  is n o t  a 
g a m e  w h ich  will soon be  over . . .  D e a th  is n o t  a n y th in g . . .  d e a th  is not. . .  
I t ’s th e  a b se n c e  o f  p resence ,  n o th in g  m ore . . .  th e  endless t im e  o f  n eve r  
c o m in g  back . . .  a  g a p  you  c a n ’t see, a n d  w h e n  th e  w in d  b low s th r o u g h  
it, it m akes  n o  sound . . .  (1967, p. 95).

M a n  becom es a m ean ing less  m orse l  o f  ob liv ion.

T h e  d if ference  in th e  s ign if icance  o f  e te rn i ty  results  in d il fe r ing  values 
a t t a c h e d  to  d ea th .  In  Hamlet d e a th  is ve ry  real. Y et,  H a m l e t ’s d e a th  is no t  
c ru e l  a n d  harsh .  D e a th  is r e d e m p t iv e  b eca u se  H a m le t  is ev en tu a l ly  
p r e p a r e d  for it. H e  has m a d e  th e  d es i red  p re p a r a t i o n s  w hile  w a i t in g  in th e  
a n te c h a m b e r .

In  th e  tw o  m o d e r n  p lays d e a th  is as m ean in g less  as life. It  is u n re a l  a n d  yet, it 
is very  harsh .  D e a th  becom e s  farcicial,  m e re  ac t in g ,  b ecause  m a n  no  longer  
reg a rd s  d e a th  as a  ga te w a y  to a n o th e r ,  e le v a ted  en t i ty ,  viz. e te rn ity .  D e a th  is 
r e g a rd e d  on ly  as th e  g r a d u a l  m o v e m e n t  in to  a  c o n t in u o u s  no n-en ti ty :
G u il  (b roken):  W e ’ve t r av e l led  to o  far, a n d  o u r  m o m e n tu m  has tak en  over; 

we m o ve  idly to w ard s  e te rn i ty ,  w i th o u t  possibility  o f  rep r ieve  o r  ho p e  
o f  e x p la n a t io n  (1967, p. 91).

T h e  co re  o f  th e  crisis in th e  h u m a n  c o n d i t io n  is to  be  fo u n d  in  th e  d is to r t io n  
o f  th e  re la t io n sh ip  be tw ee n  th e  te m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l .  In  Hamlet o rd e r  is 
res to red  on ly  a f te r  th e  t e m p o ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l  h av e  fallen  in to  th e i r  p ro p e r  
places. In  th e  tw o  m o d e r n  p lays th e  tem jx j ra l  a n d  th e  e te rn a l  a re  fused a n d  
the  result is disastrous.

4. C o n lu s io n

H a m l e t ’s in it ia l  r e p r im a n d  s h o id d n ’t be  fo rgo tten  w h e n  a  conclus ion , 
c o n c e rn in g  m a n  a n d  his d e v a lu a t io n  o f  life from  chess to  d iab o lo ,  is d ra w n .
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T o  a t t e m p t  g iv ing  final answ ers  m u s t  o f  necessity result in gross ov e r­
simplification . T h e re fo re ,  m y  co n c lu d in g  look a t  th e  cruc ia l  issues a ro u n d  
w h ich  th e  essentia l m e a n in g  o f  th e  p lay  cen tres  is a n y th in g  b u t  a  final 
answer.

T h e  first issue th a t  m er i ts  a t t e n t io n  co n c c rm  commitment. H a m le t ,  th e  grea t  
t r ag ic  hero ,  is in th e  e n d  a  fu l ly -co m m itted  c h a ra c te r .  T o  c o m m it  h im self  
fully a n d  a cce p t  th e  task  laid on  h im  by his t r ag ic  dest iny  is H a m l e t ’s g rea t  
s truggle .  H e  has to  sacrifice his o w n  a t t e m p t s  to  con tro l  his des t iny  a n d  
a cce p t  th e  s te e rag e  o f  P rov id ence .  H a m le t  sub jec ts  h im se lf  to  P ro v id en ce  
a n d  becom e s  th e  p a w n  o f  th e  div ine  m a n ip u la to r ,  sacr if ic ing h im se lf  in the  
ex ecu t io n  o f  his task. H a m le t  gains th e  c ro w n  o f  to ta l  c o m m itm e n t ,  viz. 
sp ir i tua l  fulfilment.

H a m l e t ’s in it ia l  s h o u ld n ’t be forgo tten  w h e n  a  conclus ion , co n c e rn in g  m a n  
a n d  his d e v a lu a t io n  o f  life from  chess to  dialx)lo, is d ra w n .  T o  a t t e m p t  giving 
final answ ers  m us t necessarily result in gross over-s im plica tion .  T here fo re ,  
m y  c o n c lu d in g  look a t  th e  c ru c ia l  issues a ro u n d  w h ich  th e  essential m e a n in g  
o f  th e  p lay  cen tres  is a n y th in g  b u t  a  final answer.

T h e  first issue th a t  m er i ts  a t t e n t io n  c o n c c rm  commitment. H a m le t ,  th e  g rea t  
t r a g ic  he ro  is in th e  e n d  a  fu l ly -c o m m it te d  c h a ra c te r .  T o  c o m m it  h im self  
fully a n d  a c cep t  th e  task laid on  h im  by  his t r ag ic  d es t iny  is H a m le t ’s g rea t  
s truggle .  H e  has to  sacr ifice  his o w n  a t t e m p t s  to  co n tro l  his d es t iny  a n d  
a c c e p t  th e  s tee rag e  o f  Prov id ence .  H a m le t  sub jec ts  h im se lf  to  P ro v id en ce  
a n d  b ecom es  th e  p a w n  o f  th e  d iv in e  m a n ip u la to r ,  sacr if ic ing  h im se lf  in th e  
exe cu t io n  o f  his task. H a m le t  gains th e  c ro w n  o f  to ta l  c o m m i tm e n t  viz 
sp i r i tua l  fulfilment.

P o lon ius ,  th e  e p i to m e  o f  hypocrisy , is the  e x p o n e n t  o f  careful,  se lf-interested 
c o m m itm e n t .  H a m le t  c o m m its  h im se lf  fully in  c a r ry in g  o u t  th e  com m iss ion  
o f  th e  d iv in e  m a n ip u la to r ,  G od . T h is  k ind  o f  c o m m i tm e n t  is self-sacrif icing 
a n d  leads  to  s p r i r i tu a l  v ic to ry  ev en  if th e  b o d y  perishes. P o lo n iu s’s 
c o m m i tm e n t  leads h im  in to  a cu l-de-sac . It  cen trc s  a r o u n d  h im se lf  a n d  ends  
w ith  his d e a th .  T h e r e  is no  c row n ,  n o  v ic tory . T h e  only  o u tc o m e  is a futile, 
m ean ing less  d e a th  b e h in d  an  arras.

R o se n c ra n tz  a n d  G u i ld e n s te rn  flinch from  co m m itm e n t .  T h e y  d o n ’t w a n t  
to accep t  a n y  responsib ili ty .  T h e y  a re  passively w a i t in g  to  be c o m m a n d e d .  
They lack re so lu t ion  a n d  m ere ly  acce p t  th e  c o m m a n d  o f  a n  evil m a n i ­
pu la to r .  T h e y  d o n ’t c o m m it  them selves fully to  th e i r  task. I 'hey, like 
H a m le t ,  sacrifice th e i r  lives in th e  end .  T h e i r  sacrifice, how ever ,  is no t a 
resu lt  o f  to ta l  c o m m i t m e n t .  T h e i r  d e a th  is th e  c u lm in a t io n  o f  no n -
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co m n i i l ta l .  Giiil (Icscrilics c lralh  as “ tlic  absencc  of p resen ce”  (1967, p. 95). 
'I 'hey  p ic l c r  tliis i i l l in ia lc  notliiiigiicss to c a r r y i n g o n  th e i r  lives. D ea tl i  is, to 
t l iem , tlic  easy  w ay  ou t.  D e a t l i  is a n  e scap e  from  th e  to ta l  c o m m i t m e n t  
w h ic h  lilr  asi<s in o r d e r  to Ije woi tli l iv ing  a n d  w iiich  m a n ,  in his pei |)lcxity, 
is una i) le  to give.

In  Dngir’s H am kl c o m m i tm e n t  is an  illusory issue. Life is a serire o f  fragm ents ,  
lead in g  n o w h ere ,  m e a n in g  n o th in g .  C o m m i t m e n t  s im ply  d o esn ’t exist.

In se p e rab le  from c o m m i tm e n t  is th e c o n c e p t  o f  isolation. T o ta l  c o m m i tm e n t  
results  in inc reas ing  loneliness. H a m le t ,  w hile  g ro w in g  in his c o m m i tm e n t  to 
his task, is progressively  iso lated  from  th e  w o r ld  a r o u n d  h im . H e  loses his 
tru s t  in th e  t r e a c h e ro u s  w orld  s u r r o u n d in g  h im ; he  is th ru s t  in to  a  crisis 
c o n c e rn in g  his o w n  id en t i ty  a n d  h e  lives “ in to  h i m s e l f ’, s e a rc h in g  a n d  
an a ly s in g  himself. H a m l e t ’s iso lation  is no t d es t ruc t ive .  O n  th e  c o n tr a ry ,  his 
iso la t ion  is r e d e m p tiv e .  W h ile  H a m le t  is iso la ted  from  th e  w o rld ,  he  realises 
th a t  th e  co n tro l  o f  G o d  is m ost im p o r ta n t .

R o sc n c ra n tz  a n d  G u i ld e n s te rn  a re  also te r r ib ly  lonely. T h e i r  isolation, 
h ow ever ,  is com |) le te  a n d  d es t ruc t ive .  T h e y  a r c  isolated from  G od . T h e y  
h av e  no  ver t ica l  re la t io nsh ip .  W i t h o u t  a  v e r t ic a l  re la t io n sh ip ,  th e i r  
h o r iz o n ta l  re la t ion sh ip s  a re  meaning less .  T h e y  a re  iso lated  in a  w orld  in 
w h ic h  n o th in g  conveys  a n y  significance. I 'he i r  isolation is unciualified. T h e y  
a r e  even  isolated from  them selves b ecause  m a n  c a n ’t possibly know  himself 
if he  d o e sn ’t k now  his M ak e r .

In  D ogg's Htwilel isolation has finally  c o n q u e re d .  Life  is a  series o f  isolated 
inc iden ts .  ' I 'h e re  a r e  no  logical o r  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  sequ ence ,  no  cohesion  to 
g ive  sh a p e  to  th e  shapeless  rea lity .  M a n  is u t te r ly  lonely  a n d  com p le te ly  
confused ; c o m m u n ic a t io n  has b ro k en  d o w n ,  th e  m ike  is d ead .

Cllosely c o n n e c te d  to th e  q u e s t io n  o f  iso la t ion  is th e  im p o r t a n c e  o f  th e  bonds. 
In  Hamlet th e  bo n d s  a r e  g r a n t e d  a  p lac e  o f  m a jo r  im p o r ta n c e .  I 'he  v io la tion  
o f  th e  b o n d s  result in chaos. C la u d iu s  ins tiga tes  th e  chao s  w h e n  h e  breaks  th e  
b o n d s  in k il ling  his b ro t h e r  a n d  m a r r y in g  his s is ter-in- law . R o se n c ra n tz  a n d  
(J u i ld e n s te rn  b re a k  th e  b o n d  o f  trust ,  loya l ly  a n d  fr iend sh ip  w hen  they 
a g ree  to b eco m e  C la u d iu s ’s p a w n s  in t ry in g  to  d iscover  th e  reason  for 
H a m l e t ’s m adness .  P o lon ius  v io la tes  th e  b o n d  o f  tru s t  b e tw een  fa th e r  a n d  
son w h en  he  sends  R e y n o ld s  to  spy  on  L aertes .  C la u d iu s ,  Polonius,  
R o s c n c ra n t z  a n d  ( Ju i ld e n s te rn  h av e  no  r e g a rd  for th e  bonds. T h e re fo re ,  th e  
final c h o rd  of th e i r  lives is ou t o f  tu n e .  D e a th  is fiitile, l e a d in g  to  the  
c u h n in a t io n  of i.solation viz e te r n a l  d a m n a t io n .  H a m le t  acts  co rrec tive ly  iti 
re s to r in g  th e  o id e r  by tak in g  revenge .  Before H a m le t  c a n  c a r ry  o u t  his
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correc.livc task llic most im p o r ta n t  bo n d  viz the  t)oncl w ith  G o d  has to be 
reinCorccd. H a m le t  successl'iiily c a n  ics ou t his task to  restore  th e  ho rizon ta l  
l)onds l)ecaiise th e  vert ica l  b o n d  w h ich  is th e  c o n d u c t in g -w ire  o f  pow er, 
m e a n in g  a n d  love has been re in ibrced.

In Dog/r's Hamlfil bo nd s  a re  non-ex is ten t ;  m a n  a n d  Ciod are  non-entit ies.  T h e  
a b sence  o f  a co n d u c t in g -w ire ,  a  v ert ica l  i)ond resnlts  in a powerless, 
m e an ing less  w o r ld  in w h ic h  even  the  slight i l lu m in a t in g  sp a rk  oChorizonlal 
bonds  c a n ' t  exist.

F ina l ly ,  co m p ass io n  is th e  issue ol a l l -en co m p ass in g  im p o r ta n c e .  T h e  
c h a ra c te r s  a n d  co n d i t io n s  in w h ic h  th ey  live c a n  be  classified in tw o  gro<ips: 
T h o se  w i th  co m pass io n  a n d  those lack ing  com pass ion .  A c h a r a c t e r  w h o  has 
co m p ass io n  is c o m m it te d  a n d  has respect lo r th e  bonds. Compa.ssion is the  
fru it  of love, c a r in g  a n d  c o n m ii tm e n t .  In  Roscncranlz and Guildenstern are dead 
H a m le t  em erges  as a ru th less  c h a ra c tc r ,  lack ing  com passion . In  Hamlet, 
H a m le t  is a  t rag ic  hero ,  a  m a n  o f  m o ra l  s ta tu re  w ho  has com pass ion  (as his 
co n d u c t  to w a rd s  L ae r te s  a n d  his res to ra t ion  o f  o rd e r  signify). T h e  reason  for 
this c h a n g e  is th e  fact th a t  com pass io n  is non-ex is ten t in th e  w orld  w h ich  is 
fom id  in Ro.sencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. A c h a r a c t e r  w ith  com pass ion  
w o u ld  b e lo ng  to  th e  illusory level o f  th e  un ico rn .

Iti lhi>g's Uamlel, confus ion  leaves no  p lac e  for com pass ion .  In a w orld  in 
w h ich  love, c a r in g  a n d  c o m m i tm e n t  d o n ’t hav e  a p lace  conipassion  is 
necessarily  also absen t .  T h e  c o m p a ss io n a te  ton e  o f  th e  p la y w r ig h t  in 
Rnsencrantz and Guildenstern are dead is redeem ing .  S to p p a r d  d oesn ’t m a k e  an  
u n w o r th y  th in g  o f  tw o p a th e t ic  m e n  s t ru g g l in g  ag a ins t  a su r f  th a t  is too 
s t ro n g  for th em . T h e  final response w h ich  they  invoke is pity  a n d  
com passion. S to p p a r d  shows m a n  in his p a th e t ic s ta te  w i th o u t  d e h u m a n iz in g  
him . In  Hamlet S h a k e sp e a re ’s com pass ion  w ith  h is ch a i  ac te rs  is m o re  subtle. 
D iv ine  co m pass ion  is th e  r e d e e m in g  chord .

Al every  twist on  m a n ’s to r tu o u s  p a th s  from  Hamlet to Hamlet he  has
lost a  pe ta l .  The  resu lt  is a  b a re  s ta lk  c re e p in g  sidew ards .  The on ly  w ay  in 
w h ich  m a n  c an  g a in  new  petals  is to  g row  u p w a rd s  in s tead  o f  c reep in g  
ho rizon ta l ly .  D iabo lo ,  th e  devil on  tw o sticks, ca tc h -2 2  w h e re  v ic to iy  a n d  
de fea t  a r e  ecpially im possib le  a n d  grey  | )e rp lex i ty  is th e  only  rea l i ty  nm st be 
rc | ) laced  by th e  b lack  o r  w h i te  v ic tory  o f  chess a n d  th e  c o m p le te  co n tro l  o f  
th e  only  rede<-ming m a n ip u la to r ,  Chris t.
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