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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will examine how the portrayal and interpretation of two of Shakespeare’s 

most famously mentally disturbed characters – Hamlet and Ophelia – interacts with 

cultural preconceptions concerning madness and related issues. While current studies of 

Shakespearean madness usually either compare it to contemporary ideas regarding mental 

abnormalities or examine its artistic function, this thesis will draw these different lines of 

inquiry together, using a multi-dimensional approach and taking into account both the 

historical context and the medium in which madness occurs. In a first section, attention 

will be on how Shakespeare’s work itself absorbed and possibly influenced contemporary 

ideas on madness. Subsequent sections will investigate, through a small but varied corpus, 

how changes in the conceptualisation of mental illnesses and associated issues relate to the 

interpretation of Shakespeare’s plays in the long eighteenth century. In short, the goal of 

this thesis is to sketch, using Hamlet as a case study, a history of cultural representations 

of and thinking about madness.  
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1. Introduction and Methodology 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

“What makes one person merely imaginative while another is schizophrenic?” asks 

psychiatrist Tony Hill as he projects a series of random-looking ink stains on the wall of a 

conference room. A fragment from a 2008 episode of the ITV crime series Wire in the 

Blood might seem an odd place to start a dissertation on the reception and interpretation 

of Shakespeare. But in fact, Hill’s question underlies much of what is at stake in this paper. 

What makes a person mad or insane? Where are the boundaries between normal 

behaviour and thinking on the one side, and madness1 on the other?  

 

Before asking the unsettling question, Hill explained that if a doctor were to ask a 

patient to describe what images he recognises in the ink stains and the answer is a penis, 

vagina, or even “four nuns french-kissing”, the patient runs quite a risk of being deemed 

sexually obsessed. So, is the patient insane because he discerns obscene images where 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

1. It is very difficult to define a phenomenon as complex and vast as madness. Indeed, one of the main points 

of departure for this thesis is that the concept is changeable, and even at one specific moment in time, frequently 

elusive. However, to have some point of reference, I will say that in its very basic essence, I see “madness” as a 

kind of behaviour and thinking that strays from the normal, and in doing so often proves problematic or threatens 

to become problematic.  
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there are only cluttered splatters? Not exactly: the mere fact that tests like these are used 

suggests that patterns seen by the patient are not entirely invisible for the doctor. Is it a 

matter of degree; is the patient mad because the obscenities are not just one of the things 

he sees, but the first or the only things? Does it matter whether he is male or female, 

prepubescent or adult? Were all Protestants simply mad because they saw things in the 

Bible that Catholics did not? Was Anaxagoras mad because he called the sun fire? To put it 

even more extremely, should we consider everyone who, like Hamlet, has seen animals in 

clouds to be mad, rather than “merely imaginative”? The link between Hill, the leading 

figure of a 21st century crime show, and Shakespeare, one of the leading English 

playwrights of the 17th century, should be clear by now, for the question posed by Hill is 

also the one raised by scenes like the cloud scene in Hamlet, and seems to be as difficult to 

answer now as it was then.  

 

1.1.1 Madness in Society: a Taboo – or not? 

The fact that there are so many questions, and that each one only seems to entail another 

may not seem particularly encouraging. But in fact, most of these issues can be reduced to 

a single problem, one that is age-old and well-known both in the world of study and in 

everyday life: where are the boundaries of the normal? Of course, even here there is no 

clear-cut answer. The boundaries between who is mad and who is not have changed and 

will continue to change throughout history. Though mental abnormality has been 

universally acknowledged for centuries, the images and stories used to understand it, the 

ways in which it was conceptualised as well as the place it has been given in society have 
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been subject to continuing changes. While madness as a whole has never been completely 

accepted anywhere, some societies allowed or even admired certain forms of behaviour 

we would now consider symptomatic of mental illness. During certain periods in Ancient 

Greece, according to Socrates, madness “was accounted no shame nor disgrace” (qtd. in 

Rosen 87), but it is not clear whether he believed madness was really accepted for what it 

was, or just not recognized as madness. On the other hand, other periods of Antiquity 

ridiculed and expelled madmen, and several eras, for example the Victorian age and still, 

to a certain extent, our own, went as far as making mental illness a social taboo.  

 

Yet, mental illness never seems to have been an artistic or literary taboo in quite 

the same way that, for example, sexuality was. The latter is a part of human life so self-

evident and universal that an explicitation of its existence merely states the obvious. 

Whereas the explicitation of the sexual aspects of human life is unnecessary and may 

therefore seem intentionally subversive, madness is considered an oddity, something not 

part of an individual “by default”. Therefore, it needs to be explicitly seen before it can be 

unseen: the madman has to be recognised as a madman before he may, if that is the 

practice at the time, be locked up and ignored. Because severe madness cannot be hidden 

without first being acknowledged by society, there must always be a moment in which it 

is visible, and this moment leaves its traces even in communities that try to conceal its 

existence. The semi-public, yet possibly unsettling nature of madness may explain why it 

appears to have spoken to so many imaginations: from David’s feigned lunacy in the Bible, 

through the delirium of Sir Lancelot, Brueghel and Bosch’s “Stone of Folly” paintings, 
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Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, Cervantes’ Don Quixote, Charlotte Brontë’s Bertha Mason in 

Jane Eyre, to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, each period seems to have produced 

artists who found some form of artistic or literary inspiration in mental disorders.  

 

1.1.2 Madness and Hamlet 

In a discussion of literary representations of the insane, Shakespeare’s name is almost 

obligatory. It comes as no surprise that the work of an author admired for portraying 

people of varying temperament and socio-cultural backgrounds also contains numerous 

characters that are mad or become so in the course of the play. Shakespeare’s madmen and 

madwomen are also among the best-known and most frequently studied literary 

depictions of madness, as illustrated by the sheer amount of literary criticism discussing 

Hamlet’s madness, Lear’s dementia, or Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking.  

 

Though madness may perhaps not be as central a theme in Hamlet as it is in King 

Lear, it plays a crucial part in both the critical and cultural reception of Hamlet, and still 

features prominently in the play. This is clear even on a very superficial level, that of 

vocabulary: there are no less than forty occurrences of the words “mad” and “madness” 

(Lidz 28) in Hamlet, not even including numerous other terms referring to associated 

states of mind. Madness rarely ever seems absent in Hamlet. Hamlet’s feigned lunacy is 

established early on in the play, as is his unfeigned melancholy; and even when it seems as 

if mental disease is temporarily out of the picture as Hamlet is sent away to England, not 

only does Ophelia become mad, but as it was mainly his erratic behaviour that caused 
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Hamlet to be exiled, one could say that even his own madness is so conspicuously present 

that it is still, in a way, present. Because there are two mad characters, one male, one 

female, Hamlet allows a case study of the influence of gender in the conceptualisation of 

madness. Hamlet and Ophelia each portray very different kinds of mental disorder, but in 

fact even the madness of Hamlet alone is not always the same: as suggested above, there is 

clearly, apart from his feigned lunacy, also a genuine melancholy, which, as will be 

discussed in the next chapter, can also be considered a form of madness, and it is not 

always easy to disentangle one from the other. As such, Hamlet’s madness becomes 

puzzling to the audience and therefore claims a substantial amount of attention, 

increasing its part in the play. Besides, Hamlet introduces some important side issues. 

Hamlet contemplates suicide, and behaves aggressively towards characters that may be 

relatively innocent, such as Ophelia. Ophelia at the very least shows how madness may 

lead to death, whether it was a death she sought herself or not. With the possibility of her 

suicide, the homicides committed by Hamlet, as well as his aggressive behaviour, the play 

opens up to the legal and ethical aspects of madness: does madness excuse certain acts? 

 

While indeed many of Shakespeare’s characters are famous for continuing to 

inspire later audiences, Hamlet and Ophelia are among the best-known: Ophelia’s mad 

scene and Hamlet’s moodiness have almost become iconic. They have been, for instance, 

an inspiration for many visual artworks, the most renowned examples being the many 

pre-Raphaelite paintings depicting Ophelia’s suicide, a subject which even today is still 

regularly the topic of contemporary photography. Furthermore, they have attracted 
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interest even outside of the artistic field: an intriguing example is the amount of attention 

they receive from psychoanalysts. Hamlet, because it is a play that has attracted 

continuing interest, and because it belongs to the Shakespeare plays in which madness is 

particularly important, is a supreme subject for a study that aims to examine how the 

interpretation of Shakespeare’s mad characters has evolved through time. 

 

1. 2 Methodology 

 

1.2.1 Hamlet’s Madness after Hamlet: an Example 

The varying ways in which later generations adopted Shakespeare’s material provide a 

fascinating object of study. Shakespeare’s plays did not originate in a vacuum, and neither 

did their later adaptations, interpretations, and critiques. Just as the original plays are 

closely tied to their historical and cultural contexts, so are their later recreations and 

interpretations, as the original subject matter was adapted to or interpreted in accordance 

with changing cultural and social values. As the concept of madness changed, it is only to 

be expected that Shakespeare’s mad characters were interpreted differently as they were 

transposed to other cultural-historical contexts.  

 

I would like to make the existence of these contemporary influences explicit by 

briefly analysing an example in which their influence is obvious. In 1975, the American 

psychiatrist Theodore Lidz published “Hamlet’s Enemy”, a study in which he attempted to 

analyse Hamlet’s emotional struggles and unusual behaviour using a “scientific” approach: 
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he “diagnosed” Hamlet as he would his real-life patients. Lidz recognises in some of 

Hamlet’s behaviour characteristics typical of “manic or hypomanic individuals” (70), 

defines him as “moderately manic with a paranoid tendency” (86), and even goes as far as 

to suggest that Shakespeare “intended to portray hypomanic behaviour” (71). It is 

certainly not impossible that the character of Hamlet was inspired by real people 

displaying behaviour that would nowadays be defined in such terms, but the point is that 

these concepts did not exist or were not understood as such in Shakespeare’s day. This is 

not to say they cannot be useful for understanding Hamlet, but they are indeed modern 

concepts, forced more or less upon a Renaissance play. Therefore, Lidz’s suggestion that 

Shakespeare intended to represent hypomania is misleading in two ways: not only is it 

hard to ascertain any author’s real intentions, but it is unlikely that Shakespeare 

consciously intended to depict a type of behaviour which to him and his audience did not 

actually exist as a specific type yet.  

 

Because the play reveals little about the environment Hamlet grew up in, the 

psychoanalytic method Lidz bases his analysis on, with its emphasis on childhood events 

as the causes of later mental problems, leads Lidz to look for sources of Hamlet’s distress 

outside the text. Some of Lidz’s psychoanalytic theories are based on assumptions 

insufficiently grounded by the actual text of the play, and the background he reconstructs 

as a base for some of these theories reveals his modern preconceptions. For example, he 

believes part of Hamlet’s problem is caused by his strong oedipal attachment to his 

mother. Though recent studies emphasise the importance of the family in Renaissance 
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society and Gertrude definitely shows deep affection for her son, it remains questionable 

whether such a “deep attachment” (91) between Hamlet and Gertrude would be what an 

Elizabethan audience expected from a Queen in world where wealthy children were 

raised by staff rather than by parents. The intimate mother-son relationship Lidz assumes 

reflects 20th-century parental care. Lidz’s approach is thus more that of a medical scientist 

than that of a cultural historian: he analyses the behaviour and speech of a 17th-century 

dramatic character as a 1970s’ psychiatrist would that of a real-life patient. Consequently, 

“Hamlet’s Enemy” at times reveals more about contemporary psychiatry than it does 

about Hamlet itself.  

 

1.2.2 Some Points of Departure 

I included these critical remarks of aspects of Lidz’s study not to discredit his whole book, 

as there are many valuable suggestions, but because they introduce some methodological 

points of departure on which this dissertation explicitly or implicitly relies.  

 

First, just as the 20th century is very much present in Lidz’s book, traces of 

contemporary ideas are present in adaptations of Shakespeare. This paper will examine 

how the interpretation of Shakespeare’s mad characters is influenced by changes in the 

concepts used in the interpretation of madness. Where was the threshold between sanity 

and madness? And, perhaps more importantly, how was someone on the side of madness 

perceived? Rather than pretend to provide a neutral or definitive interpretation of 
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Hamlet, the goal is merely to historicize other interpretations, and to exemplify the 

principles at work in these processes.   

 

Second, it is quite important to take into account that Hamlet is a play, and not a 

biography. Obviously, plays incorporate elements from the outside world, but that 

“acquisition”, to use Stephen Greenblatt’s term (10), is almost always accompanied by a 

transformation. The dramatic representation of the acquired items is, at least in part, 

subject to theatrical conventions of the time. As Hamlet is a tragic character, his madness 

also is to a certain extent theatrical, and thus not necessarily intended to be entirely 

realistic. The inclusion of references to a world outside of the work is an active exchange 

that rarely leaves the acquired item unchanged, rather than a merely passive absorption. 

Neither is the relationship between world and work necessarily unidirectional: the 

acquired item is not only transformed as it is inscribed in the new discourse, in its contact 

with the external world that new discourse may also have an impact on the world. In 

short, the item is transformed by the discourse it is transposed to, and that new discourse 

may in turn also influence the world outside of it.  

 

The final point I would like to make has already been partly suggested by the 

above. While medical history is obviously essential to the historical study of madness, it is 

far from the only relevant field. A multidisciplinary approach is imperative. Science, 

medicine, popular culture, religion, theatre studies and sociology are all relevant in 

examining the complex network of factors governing how a certain text or object 
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represents madness, and any kind of historical object referring to Shakespeare’s mad can 

be used as a source, a “document in madness.” 

 

1.3. Objective of this Dissertation 

 

The link between cultural, medical, and religious conceptions of madness and 

Shakespeare’s work might be a rather unoriginal topic. However, though the study of 

these links is not new, it has mostly been limited to Shakespeare’s own time. This thesis 

will move beyond the Elizabethan period and examine how English ways of representing 

and interpreting the abnormal states of Hamlet and Ophelia evolve in accordance with 

changing historical contexts. The idea is to attempt to outline both what might perhaps 

best be described as a poetics of madness - that is, the cultural workings of madness and 

the concepts through which people make sense of the phenomenon -, as well as what 

sense it is that they make of it. I will start with a description of the contextual background 

that influences the way madness was interpreted in Shakespeare's own era and an in-

depth examination of how his representation of madness relates to it. This first part will 

then serve as the starting point for a second, more explorative part, which will trace the 

development of Shakespeare’s themes and characters in a small corpus of examples from 

the long eighteenth century, the period between the Restoration and the 1810s. Because 

of the vastness of this subject, my dissertation will necessarily be fragmentary: the goal is 

not to create the definite, complete account of the history of thinking about Hamlet and 
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Ophelia as mad figures, as that would be simply impossible. The object is rather to sketch 

a history, focusing on some concrete examples and ideas.  
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2. Hamlet in its Historical Contexts 

 

I will begin the examination of the relation between cultural changes and the 

interpretation of Shakespeare’s mad characters with a contextual outline of the era in 

which they began. What kind of theoretical framework underpinned the way madness 

was interpreted at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth century? What were the 

boundaries between “mad” and “not mad”? This is, as will become clear, a very complex 

matter, and the overview given here is thus in no way exhaustive, but it will be sufficient 

in suggesting some answers to the questions formulated above. Afterwards, I will illustrate 

briefly how certain elements in Hamlet seem to be influenced very directly by other 

discourses of the period2.  

 

2.1 Historical Context 

 

2.1.1 “Never so many fools and madmen”: An Epidemic of Madness?  

To somebody unfamiliar with Elizabethan history and culture, Shakespeare’s apparent 

love for madmen and madwomen may well seem extraordinary. Yet, previous studies 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

2. The blueprint of this chapter is based on my unpublished bachelorpaper, “ ‘This Distracted Globe’: 

Hamlet, Madness, and the Elizabethan Malady.”  
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have shown his work has only to be placed next to other examples of the cultural output 

of the sixteenth and seventeenth century to reveal that the attention he devotes to 

madness is closer to the rule than to the exception.  

 

While the study of theatrical madness focuses to a certain extent on Shakespeare, it 

is in no way restricted to his work. After all, there is no reason it should be: madness and 

melancholy, which are very closely related issues (see below), also occur in quite a few 

contemporary plays by other authors (Neely “Documents” 316), such as Kyd’s Spanish 

Tragedy, or Hieronimo is Mad Again (printed ca. 1590), Chapman’s An Humorous Day's 

Mirth (performed 1597), Fletcher’s The Mad Lover (performed 1617), or Ford’s The 

Lover’s Melancholy (printed 1629). Neither is this interest limited to drama: it is also well-

represented in other forms of art. In music, for example, madness was conveyed lyrically 

as well as musically both in popular ballads about Bedlam hospital and more courtly “mad 

songs” by Henry Purcell and John Eccles3, while John Dowland’s “Lachrymae” even 

provided a purely instrumental expression for melancholy. Shakespeare’s Spanish 

contemporary Cervantes placed Don Quixote, a delusional knight, at the centre of a 

satirical novel; and in the Netherlands Brueghel the Elder and, a little earlier, Hieronymus 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

3. The title of this thesis derives from Eccles’ lute song “Restless in Thought”, set to an anonymous text 

see Bott, Catherine. Mad Songs. Catherine Bott. Rec. 1990. Peter Wadland, 1993. CD. 

.  
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Bosch both repeatedly included madmen in their paintings. The latter examples show 

how, though it is studied mainly in its English context, the Renaissance fascination with 

madness was really a European phenomenon (Gowland 80).  

 

That this interest was by no means absent on the continent and that it moved 

beyond the artistic sphere is evident also in the large amount of non-fictional writing 

about the subject, either in sermons and scientific or philosophical treatises devoted 

entirely to it, or as chapters in works of a broader scope. While the texts that have become 

most famous in this respect -Timothy Bright’s A Treatise of Melancholie (1586), Edward 

Jorden’s A Briefe Discourse of a Disease Called the Suffocation of the Mother (1603), 

Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) and the sermon Mystical Bedlam (1615) - 

are English, there is no shortage of continental texts. To give just some examples, in 

France André Du Laurens published Discours de la conservation de la veue: des maladies 

melancholiques des catarrhe (1594) (Gowland 77), in Italy the Neo-Platonist philosopher 

Marsilio Ficino included a discussion of divine madness in his De Vita (1489) (Voss 153) 

and Ercole Sassonia included a chapter on melancholy in his Opera Practica (1639) 

(Gowland 84); as did the German magician and occultist Agrippa von Nettesheim in his 

1533 De Occulta Philosophia libri III (Voss 150). Of course, these particular works, being 

targeted primarily at the elite, are of limited representativity, but there were also more 

popular publications, such as the dialogues intended as remedies against melancholy 

(Gowland 85). The importance of the treatises, however, does have to be nuanced slightly. 

In an era of printing and humanism, it may be more correct to speak of the increasing 

 14



amount of treatises on a certain topic as a result of the rise of the treatise as such, rather 

than as a sign of increased interest in any particular subject it discusses. Still, this does not 

impede the impact scholarly publications had in propagating cultural awareness of 

madness (Gowland 86). Works like those of Burton and Du Laurens may thus perhaps be 

seen more as a cause than as a result of the cultural importance of madness. 

 

Some of these contemporary texts suggest that madness was just as common in real 

life as it was in the world of writing and art. Burton, for example, declares there is 

“[n]ever so much cause of laughter as now, never so many fools and madmen.” 4 He states 

that part of the reason for compiling his Anatomy was that “I know not wherein to do a 

more general service, and spend my time better, than to prescribe means how to prevent 

and cure so universal a malady, an epidemical disease”: “For indeed who is not a fool, 

melancholy, mad? . . . who is not brain-sick? . . . who is free from melancholy?” Similarly, 

in 1601, the Italian physican Girolamo Mercuriale called it a disease “most frequent in 

these days” (Gowland 77). Implicit in some of these statements, especially those in moral 

or religious texts, is a conviction “that most men are mad” (Burton), because every sin or 

vice is considered a form of madness. For example, the bishop Joseph Hall acknowledged 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

4. All references to Burton refer to Burton, Robert. The Anatomy of Melancholy. EBooks@Adelaide, 

2007. Web. Because the paragraph divisions are not always clear, I have not included paragraph references. 

To see the text of the entire book on one page, click on the “print” icon on the left. In this text, an internet 

browser’s search function may then be used to locate the quote.  
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the existence of madness as an actual affliction, but also referred to persons that are what 

Burton would have called metaphorically mad:  

 

He is a rare man, that hath not some kind of madness reigning in him: one, 

a dull madness of melancholy; another, a conceited madness of pride; 

another, a superstitious madness of false devotion; a fourth, of ambition or 

covetousness; a fifth, the furious madness of anger; a sixth, the laughing 

madness of extreme mirth; a seventh, a drunken madness . . . (qtd. in 

MacDonald 169) 

 

It may be objected that in quite a few of these examples, it is specifically 

melancholy and not madness that is referred to. Yet, melancholy in the Early Modern 

Period was a concept both broader and more heterogeneous than it is now. Though in 

most works it did have some specific characteristics, these differed from author to author. 

In fact, Timothy Bright uses “melancholie” as a synonym for madness (Ingham para. 4). 

Apart from the depressed moods melancholy is mostly associated with now, sufferers 

indeed also frequently displayed behaviour that in our time would cause them to be 

considered crazy rather than just depressed. Fracastorius, quoted by Burton, states that 

melancholy actually makes people mad; Burton himself states it “produceth diversity of 

effects”, including “several kinds of madness and dotage”, as well as delusions. Though 

melancholy was sometimes differentiated from madness or seen as a particular form of it, 

this was not always the case, and terminologies are often rather vague. Burton generally 
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describes melancholy as a specific disease, but quotes many authors who do not, and in his 

introduction to the reader he himself actually claims: “[f]olly, melancholy, madness, are 

but one disease, [d]elirium is a common name to all.” Thus, melancholy and madness were 

closely interrelated concepts; they occasionally merged, and were linked at least strongly 

enough to make the mention of the one bring on a thought of the other.  

 

Obviously, the interest in madness apparent in quite a few of Shakespeare’s works 

must be seen as part of a more widespread socio-cultural phenomenon of the sixteenth 

and early seventeenth century. However, the exact relationship between ideal and more 

material forces, between ideas in the cultural output of an era and the actual social 

circumstances, is problematic. It remains unclear whether madness was actually as well-

represented in real life as it was in literature and art; and if it was, whether there was an 

actual epidemic (Gowland 81)5 or the supposed outbreak was merely due to the widening 

of the concept to include almost everybody, or was but an impression resulting out of the 

increased awareness and visibility created by culture. Some sources suggest that, 

particularly amongst higher classes and scholars (Gowland 114; Babb, “Melancholy” 247; 

MacDonald 150-51), melancholy became somewhat of a fashion statement, which opens 

the possibility of people assuming it because of its intellectual and aristocratic 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

5. Gowland believes there was not, mainly because melancholy plays no extraordinary role in most 

doctor’s casebooks (81-83).  
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connotations (Babb, “Melancholy” 253). As Gowland says, “[i]t is a moot point whether 

large numbers of early modern scholars were truly melancholy in a way that would have 

satisfied contemporary physicians, though there is a wealth of anecdotal evidence to prove 

that many thought that they were” (114). Such false patients could possibly have increased 

the numbers of sufferers, and more importantly, would have further diffused the concept 

of the disease. Yet, whatever the basis was, the fact remains that Elizabethan culture 

creates the impression that madness was more ubiquitous than ever, and for our purposes, 

this impression is more important than the question whether or not people actually were 

more prone to psychological dysfunctions.  

 

2.1.2 Old and New Ideas  

Not only was madness increasingly studied, contextual factors like the Reformation and 

Humanism, with their emphasis on the secular investigation of the world and the self, also 

affected the manners in which it was examined and the perceptions with which it was 

regarded. The plural is used very consciously here, for if there is one thing that can be said 

about Renaissance views on madness, it is that they do not form one consistent set of 

ideas. Therefore, claims like Neely’s that “the boundaries between madness and sanity . . . 

were constructed in the Renaissance” (“Documents” 317) must not be interpreted as 

generally applicable statements.  

 

The Renaissance is usually seen as the start of modernity, and though in many 

cases there is something to be said for the idea that many modern concepts and ways of 
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thinking were introduced in this period, the movement should not be seen as a 

destructive, revolutionary moment that wiped away all remnants of medieval thought. 

Neither did every neo-classical idea need to be “rediscovered” by the Humanists: many 

concepts had never really been lost during the Middle Ages. Now, however, ideas 

articulated in scientific treatises began to receive a wider dissemination through the 

increasing use of printed materials. Diachronically, there was thus a considerable 

continuity: for example, the theory of the four humours, as well as the idea that body and 

soul were inextricably connected (MacDonald 174) remained central. Synchronically 

however, there were many contrasts between the elite and the people, and between 

science, religion, and supernaturalism. These last three categories may seem irreconcilable 

to us, but this was not the case in the Renaissance. Though science and belief did slowly 

start to go their own way and there was definitely competition between physicians, priests 

and magicians (MacDonald 8), seemingly conflicting ideas co-existed in practice, not just 

in the period as a whole, but even in the work of a single person, as demonstrated 

excellently in MacDonald’s study on Richard Napier, whose diagnoses were based on both 

medical theories and astronomy (MacDonald 173).  

 

Yet, despite the continuity between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the 

latter did introduce some very consequential changes. Compared to the Middle Ages, the 

scholarly outlook of the Renaissance was directed more towards the world than towards 

heaven. At the centre of that world was Mankind itself, and man’s goal was to gain 

knowledge of his own malfunctioning as well as functioning. All this was examined in an 
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increasingly scientific way: scholars moved away from the strictly religious or 

supernatural towards the medical (Neely “Documents”, 318-19). Jorden’s Briefe Discourse, 

in which hysteria is proposed as an explanation for symptoms usually ascribed to demonic 

possession, was one attempt to provide a natural explanation for what seemed 

supernatural symptoms (MacDonald 198). Later in the century, Paracelsus’ system, in 

which disease results out of chemical rather than humoral imbalances, began to challenge 

the humorism that was still the base of traditional medicine. Though his theory was the 

source of substantial controversy, it did not fail to be influential.  

 

Surprisingly, in England the Church stimulated this secularisation (MacDonald 

206). To Protestants, who reacted vehemently against Catholic superstition, the idea of 

possession was false and exorcisms were nothing but ineffectual theatrical shows 

(MacDonald 207; Neely, Subjects 6). To the protestant clergy, the concept of madness was 

a useful weapon against these Catholic misconceptions: people believing they were 

possessed and religious enthusiasts (MacDonald 9) who happened to be enthusiastic about 

the wrong religion could be easily discarded as mad. Nevertheless, the idea that mental 

disturbances could be a divine punishment still prevailed in sermons (MacDonald 174), 

and Catholic and supernatural beliefs about devils, demons, and witches were not easily 

eradicated amongst the people (MacDonald 206). Even Burton recognized that 

melancholy could be the work of the devil (Babb, Sanity 95). The influence of this more 

popular and more conservative undercurrent cannot be underestimated: as MacDonald 

says, madness has always been “defined by experts but discovered by laymen”; therefore 
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popular views play as important a role in “determining who was considered to be insane” 

as more elite ideas (113).  

 

The variety of theories these viewpoints yielded may well have prohibited a sharp 

definition of what madness was. One may suggest that the printing press had a hand in 

codifying and fixing theories, but if theories keep contradicting each other; it does not 

matter much whether they are written down or not. Thus, though attempts at defining 

madness definitely became more common and more theoretically underpinned, it is 

questionable whether they were very efficient. It is likely that in practice the approach to 

madness was quite functional and flexible, with the boundaries only becoming sharply 

defined at moments when certain forms of behaviour became dangerous or otherwise 

problematic. For example, as suggested above, the concept could be functionally used as a 

means to silence unwelcome opinions. In short, it is crucial not to generalise statements 

like Neely’s and to emphasise, like her, that the Early Modern Period only “began to try to 

map the normal” (Neely, “Documents” 319, italics mine).  

 

2.2 The Embeddedness of Hamlet in the Elizabethan Context 

 

Before delving into a more in-depth analysis of the portrayal and function of madness in 

Hamlet, I will briefly illustrate how the play is embedded in the Elizabethan context at a 

more superficial level by describing some very direct links between scholarly thought and 

Shakespeare’s text.  
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There are some very visible, in the case of Bright even literal6, correspondences 

between Hamlet and the treatises that reveal a substantial familiarity with contemporary 

scholarly ideas as they were advocated by people like Bright and Burton. For example, 

Jorden lists as the symptoms of passio hysterica a choking feeling, convulsions, weeping, 

singing, and numbness (Camden 254-45). Ophelia correspondingly “beats her heart” and 

“hems” (4.5.57) to enlighten a feeling of suffocation (Camden 254), communicates through 

“winks and nods and gestures” (4.5.11), “cannot choose but weep” (4.5.69), sings, and 

when she finally drowns, she is “incapable,” that is, unaware, “of her own distress” 

(4.7.177). As illustrated by the fact that this hysteria was also sometimes called erotic 

melancholy, and that Hamlet at times refers to his melancholy as madness, for instance 

before the fencing match with Laertes (5.2.226-35), the early modern period did not yet 

sharply differentiate various forms of madness. Nevertheless, Ophelia’s symptoms are 

undeniably different from Hamlet’s, and at least some members of the audience would 

have been able to recognise his affliction as melancholy in its narrower definition. As has 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

6. It has therefore been suggested that Shakespeare had read the Treatise on Melancholy: see for instance 

Wilson’s Appendix E (309-320), Jenkins (106-8) and O’Sullivan for an evaluation of this thesis and for 

examples of echoes from Bright in Hamlet.   

7. All quotations from Hamlet are taken from: Shakespeare, William. Hamlet. Ed. Harold Jenkins. 

London and New York: Methuen, 1982. The Arden Shakespeare. Subsequent references to act, scene and 

line numbers are included parenthetically in the text. 
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been mentioned, melancholy is an extremely protean disease, but in most descriptions its 

essential symptoms are “fear and sorrow” (Burton). Apart from this “unchearfull, and 

discomfortable darknes” (Bright, qtd. in Wilson 3118), Bright characterises melancholics 

as troubled with “distrust, doubt, diffidence, or dispaire”, “sometimes furious, and 

sometimes merry in apparaunce, . . .” (315) and “doubtfull before, and long in 

deliberation” (qtd. in O’Sullivan 673). All these symptoms obviously apply to Hamlet 

(Wilson 315)9.  

way10, but it is also likely that they were becoming or had become common knowledge to 

 
 
 
 
                                                

 

The transparency between science and drama indicated in such correspondences 

leads to two important conclusions. First, it is clear that some of the correspondences to 

the theories of the treatises are too conspicuous to be merely coincidence. It may be that 

Shakespeare had read the treatises, or gotten into close contact with them in another 

 
 

 University Press 

193

 

in m  

ether Shakespeare’s familiarity 

with medical theories in Hamlet should be attributed to this connection.   

8. Unless otherwise mentioned, all quotes of Timothy Bright’s A Treatise on Melancholy are taken from

Appendix E, pp. 309-320 in: Wilson, John Dover. What Happens in Hamlet. Cambridge

5. Subsequent references to page numbers are included parenthetically in the text. 

9. For a more detailed overview, see Chapter 5, “To Define True Madness”: Hamlet’s Melancholy” (21-26)

y unpublished Bachelorpaper, as well as Jorgensen (245-258), and the works referred to in footnote 5. 

10. Shakespeare’s son-in-law, John Hall, was a physician, but considering the date of Hamlet (ca. 1601) 

and that of Hall’s marriage to Suzanna Shakespeare (1607), it is doubtful wh
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some extent: the fact that the conceptualisations proposed in the treatises appear also in 

the theatre strongly suggests that a substantial part of the audience shared them. 

Moreover, these correspondences add textual and contextual proof to what is often taken 

for granted: that certain aspects of Hamlet’s and Ophelia’s behaviour should be seen as 

signs of mental illness. They confirm that what we consider to be madness is in fact also 

Elizabethan madness. This may seem a rather redundant observation as far as Ophelia is 

concerned, but in the more dubious case of Hamlet’s melancholy it is surely a welcome 

reassertion to know that his alleged disorder would also have been registered as such by 

an Elizabethan audience, and is not just a modern-day projection.  
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3.  Hamlet before Hamlet: Madness in Saxo and Belleforest 

 

Like most of Shakespeare’s plays, Hamlet was not an original story, and the inclusion of 

madness in the play’s plot draws on a long narrative tradition. Madness appears to have 

been part of Hamlet’s plot from what, as far as we know, is its beginning. Yet, the complex 

and manifold problem that madness has become in Shakespeare, with its partition into 

Hamlet’s feigned “antic disposition” (1.5.180)11, his melancholy, and Ophelia’s madness, 

evolved through the ages. A summary of the development of this threefold cluster of 

madness and a brief comparison of Hamlet to its alleged sources will show that 

Shakespeare’s version significantly alters the theme both in a quantitative and a 

qualitative way.  

 

While the motif of counterfeiting madness in order to create a smoke-screen can 

be traced back at least to Saxo Grammaticus’ Danish History (ca. 1200), its nature has been 

markedly changed in Shakespeare. In Saxo, Amleth pretends to be mad by throwing 

himself on the floor, speaking nonsense, besmearing his face with dirt, and riding his 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

11. Throughout this thesis, the words “antic disposition” refer to the artificially mad behaviour of the 

feigned component of Hamlet’s madness. I use “antic” to indicate those parts of his conduct that are 

intentionally subversive or outlandish, both physically and verbally.  
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horse backwards (Saxo 137-38)12; in short, by assuming a disgusting, almost caricatural 

and grotesque imbecility noticeably different from Hamlet’s more refined, language-based 

madness. Also, whereas Amleth’s foolishness still seems to be built upon a sort of stock 

type of the madman, Hamlet’s antic disposition is far more individualised. These 

differences, as will be explained below, have rather different effects on the image that is 

produced.  

 

In contrast to the core of this antic disposition, Ophelia’s madness and Hamlet’s 

genuine melancholy seem to be later additions. A lady in a function similar to Ophelia’s is 

already mentioned in Saxo, but in his work and, still, in the French adaptation of it in 

Belleforest’s Histoires Tragiques (published in 1570), her importance outside of the scene 

that would become the nunnery scene is minimal (Lawrence 412), and she does not 

become insane. It is in fact only in Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy, which Jenkins (97) considers a 

companion piece to the Ur-Hamlet because of its many parallels, that the first appearance 

is made of a woman going mad and killing herself (Jenkins 98).  

 
 
 
 
                                                 

12. Page references to Saxo refer to: Grammaticus, Saxo. “Book 3” The Danish History. Trans. Oliver 

Elton. Forgotten Books, 2008. 
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Finally, while in Shakespeare, it is clear that Hamlet is also struggling with a 

genuine kind of mental imbalance13, in Saxo there is no doubt that any symptom of 

mental disturbance is faked. There is no sign at all even of the excessive mourning so 

central to Hamlet’s first appearance in Shakespeare’s court scene. In Belleforest on the 

other hand, a hint can already be discerned: like Hamlet, Amleth is suspicious that he is 

deceived by a “malin esprit”, to which he is particularly vulnerable “pour la vehemence de 

la melancholie” (qtd. in Stabler 207-08). It is this melancholy that Shakespeare later 

elaborates on and colours according to cultural conventions, as has been demonstrated at 

the end of the previous chapter.  

 

The evolution of the plot sketched above parallels the growing interest in madness 

and the impression of its ubiquity, and reveals that the essential position of madness is not 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

13. The existence of an actual mental disturbance, also in the Elizabethan sense, appears to be accepted 

almost without question in scholarship. It is supported by references made by Hamlet himself and other 

characters, and by the fact that two different patterns can be discerned in Hamlet’s abnormal behaviour: 

first, an intellectual, controllable “antic disposition” based on energetic wordplay, that occurs around 

characters associated with the King, notably Polonius, and can be easily “switched off” when these 

characters disappear; and second, an emotional melancholy, with a tendency to depression and 

uncontrollable passion, which occurs also when Hamlet is alone or with people he has no need to pretend 

to, like his friends. For a more detailed analysis, see section 4.3, “ ‘A Sore Distraction’: Hamlet’s Genuine 

Madness” (18-21) in my unpublished Bachelorpaper.  
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simply due to the heritage of the story Shakespeare chose to adapt. As discussed above, the 

early sixteenth century was a world in which the notion of madness was widespread, and 

the theatre was placed firmly within that context. In fact, the Globe was situtated only 

about 2 km from Bedlam Hospital. Many playgoers must have passed the hospital on their 

way, and it is interesting to consider how their impressions of the building and its 

“cryings, screechings, roarings, brawlings, shaking of chaines, swarings” (Donald Lupton, 

qtd. in Allderidge 30) came to bear on their perception of theatrical madmen and 

madwomen. Also, dismissed Bedlam patients often kept roaming the streets of London to 

beg, and though we cannot know for certain, it is surely fascinating to consider the 

possibility that when, for instance, Edgar appears on the stage as Tom O’Bedlam, he would 

be just a theatrical representation of what visitors had seen on their way to the Globe.  

 

Hamlet reproduces this sense of omnipresent and inescapable madness. When 

Hamlet is sent away, his madness is immediately replaced by Ophelia’s, and even when 

she dies and Hamlet returns somewhat saner, the fact that her death is so associated with 

her distraction means the latter still looms over the burial scene. That Hamlet’s madness 

became a crucial part of the cultural reception of the character can be shown by the 

various contemporary references to “mad Hamlet’ (Scoloker, 1604; Dekker, 1609; Dekker 
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and Webster, 160714). Though the obviousness of Ophelia’s madness makes it harder to 

ignore hers than Hamlet’s, the latter demands at least as much of the audience’s attention 

because of the confusion between what is real and what is not; until this becomes a more 

central problem than the initial revenge plot. Through its popularity Hamlet not only 

reflects but also intensifies the impression of madness and melancholy’s prevalence, even 

by simply being yet another play about the topic; and with the adaptation of the feigned 

madness and the addition of Hamlet’s melancholy and Ophelia’s madness, Shakespeare, 

and to a lesser extent Kyd, added considerable depth and volume to the theme.  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

14. These references can be found on respectively p. 133, p. 156, and p. 182 in: Ingleby, C. M., Lucy 

Toulmin Smith, and Frederick James Furnivall, comps. The Shakspere Allusion-book; a Collection of 

Allusions to Shakspere from 1591 to 1700. Ed. John James Munro. Vol. 1. London: Oxford University Press, 

1932.  
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4. Hamlet for Elizabethans 

 

The theatre in general and Hamlet in particular strongly incorporate madness, together 

with some of the cultural conceptions with which it is understood. However, the more 

complex matter of how exactly the theatre proceeds in this incorporation and what its 

effect is has not been addressed here yet. I will now move on to a more profound 

examination of the ways in which the theatre assimilates cultural concepts about madness 

into its boundaries, and at the workings of these concepts once they have been inserted in 

the theatrical context. I have divided this chapter into separate sections, but because so 

many issues overlap this categorisation may come across as slightly arbitrary. A first 

section examines the effect madness has on the theatre in general and on Hamlet in 

particular. Secondly, I will describe how madness is made manifest to the audience. The 

chapter will end with an investigation of how a particular way of representing madness 

constructs certain images and contributes to a particular view on the issue.  

 

It is appropriate before starting this examination, to return for a moment to 

Greenblatt’s theory of cultural exchanges as expounded in his seminal essay “The 

Circulation of Social Energy.” The central idea is that the movement of cultural items 

through different cultural “zones” rarely leaves the moved item unchanged. Greenblatt 

sees theatrical representation as “symbolic acquisition”, which differs from 

“appropriation” precisely because it affects the acquired item; and from “purchase” 
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because no cash transaction is being made in exchange for the items (9-10). However, 

something else is given in return: an altered image of the original object.  

 

According to Greenblatt, the theatre “achieves its representations by gesture and 

language, that is, by signifiers that seem to leave the signifieds completely untouched” (7). 

The word “seem” is key here, for in reality the signifiers do influence the signifieds, both 

inside and outside the play: when the cultural item is placed on the stage, it is not merely 

mirrored but represented in a specific manner, and the play sends this adapted image back 

to the world outside of it, where it may in turn have a certain influence. Therefore, the 

aestheticist idea that art is only art and cannot actually “do” anything in terms of 

impacting reality has been strongly discredited both by functionalist movements and 

others. While in no way should the aesthetic aspect be devaluated or ignored, it is 

important to recognize that, even if it is not the artist’s intention, art, particularly art as 

popular as Shakespeare’s, does reflect back on the outside world. This influence may not 

be openly visible, and its exact nature and degree can vary from merely helping to 

consolidate or popularize, to transforming or even discrediting certain ways of thinking; 

but in any case, the fact that plays as successful as Hamlet have some kind of external 

effect is a given. 

 

What is left more implicit in Greenblatt’s essay is that when exchanged objects are 

culturally charged - when they do not belong to the “public domain” or to “things 

indifferent” (9) - it is not just the acquired item that is affected, but also the area the item 
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moves into. The theatrical acquisition of an item may lead for example to commercial or 

critical success or failure (10) for the theatre, and affect the general impression of the play 

itself. This section will look not only at how Hamlet shapes madness, but also at how 

madness shapes Hamlet: apart from exploring how concepts of madness are transformed 

within the play, I will also examine the internal impact their inclusion has on Hamlet as a 

whole.  

 

4.1 Theatrical Function  

 

Considering the contemporary fascination for madness and melancholy, their insertion in 

plays might well have had very positive results for the theatre as an institution. It may be 

an interesting question whether the inclusion of madness was in fact a calculated move 

aimed at economic success or social prestige. There is certainly a sensational quality about 

the raving hysteria of a young woman and the lunatic rage of a young man; and it may be 

possible to see in Hamlet, amongst other plays, a first hint of the commercialisation and 

exploitation of madness that is thought to develop in the next centuries.  

 

Furthermore, it has to be remembered that to many spectators, Shakespeare’s play 

may not have been the first time they came into contact with the Hamlet story. The plot 

may have been quite well-known by the time Hamlet was staged. This is suggested by the 

apparent popularity of the Belleforest volume containing the Amleth-saga, which had 

been re-printed eight times over the course of just thirty years (Jenkins 89); as well as by 
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Thomas Nashe’s almost proverbial use of the term “Hamlet” in 1589, about a decade 

before the Hamlet as we know it appeared: “he will afford you whole Hamlets, I should 

say handfuls of tragical speeches” (qtd. in Jenkins 83). To at least part of the audience, the 

story was not altogether unknown, and these spectators were thus aware of the fact that 

they were watching a Hamlet play, or a dramatic adaptation of the Amleth story, rather 

than the one and only Hamlet by William Shakespeare. This is significant because they 

would know in advance that it would be a revenge play; and mad episodes were one of the 

typical characteristics of this genre. Together with “tragical speeches”, madness then - 

whether fake or real, of the hero only or also of other characters, depending on how far 

the story had evolved before Shakespeare tackled it - would likely be part of what made a 

play a Hamlet play, and would be what an audience expected or felt entitled to when the 

bill read that Hamlet would be performed. Moreover, by including madness Shakespeare 

gives his work a certain status by inscribing it in an older, probably quite successful, 

tradition. Of course, it is impossible to ascertain whether this was actually a conscious 

intention of Shakespeare’s. Besides, even if commercial considerations were at play in the 

decision - insofar as it can be called that - to include madness in Hamlet, reducing Hamlet 

and Ophelia to nothing but a commercial tool, a gimmick thrown in to give the audience 

what they want, would not only be short-sighted but would also be underestimating both 

Shakespeare as a writer and the interpretive capacities of his audience.  

 

Indeed, much can also be said about the effects the representation of lunacy in 

Hamlet and Ophelia has on the less directly material level of internal dramatic structure. 
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By maintaining Amleth’s feigned madness, for example, Shakespeare establishes a 

common ground with the audience: he presents a well-known motif15 that is also one of 

the most typical parts of a story that spectators may already know. This familiar element 

provides the basis for further elaboration, functioning as a gateway through which more 

unconventional elements can be introduced, as will be illustrated in the final section of 

this chapter. Theatrical lunacy, furthermore, can make the play more lively and its 

protagonists more life-like. According to Neely, it makes characters “excessively human” 

and “enlarges their expressiveness and emotional range allowing for intense articulations” 

of various emotions (Subjects 66). In Hamlet it indeed provides an oppurtunity for 

representing odd or extreme kinds of behaviour, such as Hamlet’s “tow'ring passion[s]” 

(5.2.79) and Ophelia’s bawdy language. The latter would be hard to accept from Ophelia if 

she were sane, not primarily because she is female, but because the sexual undertones of 

the songs she sings conflict with her docile and chaste nature in previous scenes. Ophelia’s 

distraction thus allows the dramatist to attribute an uncharacteristic type of language and 

gesture to her, without jeopardizing the credibility of his characterization. Of course, 

there may be an aspect of sensationalism at work here, too: the idea of a mad woman 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

15. Some examples of the motif of feigned madness in literature include the King David story in the Bible, 

the legend about the roman consul Lucius Junius Brutus, and, of course, Edgar in King Lear. Besides, faking 

madness was also a societal phenomenon: beggars would sometimes pretend to be Bedlam patients, and 

criminals occasionally pleaded madness in order to avoid responsibility (MacDonald 125).  
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singing obscene songs may have had a sensual quality to it, even if that woman is actually 

performed by a man in drag.  

 

In his being able to say in madness what is otherwise unacceptable, the madman 

fulfils a part similar to that of the Fool. According to Bakhtin, clowns, fools, and rogues 

are allowed the right  

 

not to understand, the right to confuse, to tease, to hyperbolize life; the right to 

parody others while talking, the right not to be taken literally, not “to be oneself”; . 

. . the right to rage at others with a primeval (almost cultic) rage - and finally, the 

right to betray to the public a personal life, down to its most private and prurient 

little secrets”. (qtd. in Barrie 85)  

 

While these characteristics are definitely applicable to a certain extent to Ophelia, they 

are almost exactly the rights Hamlet claims for himself both in his actual and fake mental 

disorder (Barrie 83-85). His double-entendres and erratic replies confuse the court, he 

lashes out violently in verbal attacks on his friends and relatives, he reveals his uncle’s 

murder and his mother’s adultery, and there are even instances where he brutally 

parodies Polonius and his mother by re-iterating their utterances exactly: 

 

POLONIUS. My lord, I have news to tell you. 

HAMLET. My lord, I have news to tell you. (2.2.385-86) 
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or by paralleling the construction, but changing some crucial words:  

 

QUEEN. Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended. 

HAMLET. Mother, you have my father much offended. 

QUEEN. Come, come, you answer with an idle tongue. 

HAMLET. Go, go, you question with a wicked tongue. (3.4.8-11) 

 

Another characteristic frequently attributed to dramatic Fools, but not mentioned 

by Bakhtin, is that through riddles and seeming nonsense, the Fool actually speaks the 

truth. This was also believed in the Renaissance of real fools and imbeciles, who in fact 

were not systematically divided from the insane yet (Rosen 156). Considering this 

connection between the dramatic Fool, the imbecile, and the madman, combined with 

remnants of the ancient idea of divine madness, it is unsurprising that a similar revelatory 

force may be ascribed to madness (Rosen 154-55). It is not impossible to see hints of this 

nexus also in Hamlet and Ophelia. Much has been said about the symbolic meaning of 

Ophelia’s shattered songs; and some of Hamlet’s apparent absurdities, such as his forcing 
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Guildenstern to play the flute and calling Rosencrantz a sponge16, are pointed 

observations that are shown eventually to reveal uncomfortable truths. In the “To be or 

not to be” soliloquy in particular, but also in scenes of less dramatic height, such as the 

“oft it chances in particular men” speech (1.4.13-38), Hamlet strikes deep, universal truths 

about human life and society that no other character in the play seems to be concerned 

ith.  

 

 members of the court, he is also making them believe he cannot 

eally help doing so.  

 
 
 
 
                                                

w

Of course, at the level of dramatic structure a fool or a character functioning as one 

may also set off the tragedy of events with some comic action. Amidst all the gloom and 

doom in Hamlet’s Denmark, the language-based jokes and gambols of the antic disposition 

provide some much-needed comic relief. Jokes in Hamlet need not necessarily be 

produced by a madman though: Horatio, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern can also be witty 

enough, and Hamlet’s own humour and bent for wordplay is exhibited also outside of the 

antic scenes. However, Hamlet’s antics are rendered doubly comic, especially in earlier 

scenes, by the fact that Hamlet’s victims do not yet know that he is pretending: he is not 

only confusing others

r

 
16.. Jenkins (338, note 11-20) calls the comparison common. However; Hamlet does not use the word in a 

comparison, but in a simile, which makes it sound much more absurd. Rosencrantz puzzled reaction further 

indicates Hamlet’s use of the word is rather uncommon.  
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ies away from the “churlish priest” (5.1.233) and invites it to feel pity 

wards Ophelia.  

 

Apart from these funny scenes, Hamlet’s lunacy is hardly ever a laughing matter, 

and much less is Ophelia’s. In both hero and heroine, madness leads to a tragic end: 

Ophelia dies as a direct result of her distraction, Hamlet’s antics miss their effect and 

colour him suspicious rather than incapable, and all the while his melancholy seems to 

cause nothing but emotional suffering and excessive passion that drives him into acts he is 

less than proud of, such as his rude treatment of Ophelia, which causes him to be sent to 

England, making his revenge temporarily impossible. Moreover, reactions of other 

characters to Hamlet and Ophelia instruct the audience to pity them. The Queen calls her 

son a “poor wretch” (2.2.168) and laments his “ecstasy” (3.4.140) when Hamlet sees the 

ghost in the closet scene: “Alas, he’s mad” (3.4.106). Ophelia’s reaction to Hamlet’s insults 

to her in the “nunnery scene” is one of compassion rather than indignation; and later in 

the play, her own state “will needs be pitied” (4.5.3). Her songs are interrupted twice by 

the Queen’s “Alas” (4.5.27; 4.5.38), and her brother likewise seems to be deeply affected 

when confronted with her illness. At her burial his repeated and heartfelt pleas for a 

proper ceremony, cruelly denied by the priest because he suspects a suicide, direct the 

audience’s sympath

to

In short, by accommodating mental malfunctions into the plot, Shakespeare is not 

just pleasing the audience or fulfilling a promise made in the title of his play. Madness also 

has multiple functions on an inherently dramatic level. The fact that a Fool is lacking in 
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Hamlet makes the theory that Ophelia’s and Hamlet’s lunacy performs the function 

usually fulfilled by a foolish character rather attractive. However, though there are indeed 

functional similarities, and Hamlet and Ophelia, like Fools, often use a cryptic language in 

their mad scenes, their way of talking as well as their dramatic function is not completely 

identical to that of a proper Fool. Moreover, the function, or rather the effect, of madness 

in Hamlet is not fixed and may even be contradictory: at certain moments, madness is a 

vehicle for bringing comic elements into an otherwise very tragic story, while elsewhere 

 positively amplifies that tragedy and intensifies the audience’s pathos and empathy.  

.2 Methods in Madness: Expressing Madness 

n will examine the means used in conveying to the audience that a 

haracter is mad.  

 

language more often than through physiological symptoms, stereotyped behaviours, or 

it

 

4

 

The acquisition of the cultural item “madness” by the theatre is obviously not simply a 

matter of taking a real life madman and placing him on a stage. In its representation of 

human behaviour the theatre is forced to make choices to enhance particular 

characteristics and downplay or reject others; choices that affect how an item will be 

represented. As a result, theatrical representation can never be an exact, neutral copy of 

reality. This sectio

c

4.2.1 Talking Madness 

According to Neely, “Shakespeare . . . dramatizes madness primarily through a peculiar 
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iconographic conventions” (“Documents” 323). A particular relation to words and an 

altered use of language play a major role in how madness is indicated in Hamlet.  

 

For one, Hamlet himself actually seems to realize this: language is his chief method 

in simulating light-headedness. It is interesting at this point to contrast Hamlet’s way of 

performing madness to Amleth’s in Saxo’s version. The latter mainly uses physical 

elements to deceive his enemies: apart from mounting his horse while facing the animal’s 

tail, as previously mentioned, he also imitates a cock (Saxo 140), and greatly changes his 

appearance: “Every day he remained in his mother's house utterly listless and unclean, 

flinging himself on the ground and bespattering his person with foul and filthy dirt. His 

discoloured face and visage smutched with slime denoted foolish and grotesque madness” 

(137). Hamlet’s antic disposition, ironically, seems to be communicated to the court much 

less through physical antics than is Amleth’s “stoliditas” (qtd. in Stabler 208): Shakespeare 

represents it as primarily verbal rather than physical. Of course, in drama, much of the 

physical characterisation is left to the actors to perform and is not recorded in the text; 

while Saxo, writing prose, had more opportunities to explicitly describe the physical 

appearances and actions of his characters. That the non-verbal aspects of Hamlet’s antic 

behaviour are absent also in most stage directions can easily be explained by the fact that 

actors simply did not need to be told what to do: as shown, neither theatrical madness nor 

the feigned madness of a Hamlet-like character was a novelty, and even without explicit 

instructions actors probably knew well enough how to perform it. Therefore, it is, as we 

shall see, quite likely that the actor playing Hamlet did include some non-verbal aspects in 
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his performance of the antic disposition. Even so, it remains relevant that so little seems to 

be left of the rather specific, slapstick-like qualities so resilient in Amleth’s behaviour.  

 

Judging from what has been preserved, Hamlet seems to fake madness primarily by 

his use of various kinds of wordplay, often involving double meanings and containing 

insults that are only barely concealed. An example is his calling Polonius a fishmonger 

(2.2.174), which alludes to Ophelia’s chastity; or the short exchange he has with him 

before the play scene:  

 

POLONIUS. I did enact Julius Caesar. I was killed i’th’ Capitol. Brutus killed me.  

HAMLET. It was a brute part of him to kill so capital a calf there. (3.2.102-03) 

 

The wordplay on “Brutus” and “brute”, and “Capitol” and “capital”, as well as the 

alliteration on “capital” and “calf” distracts attention from the fact that Hamlet has 

actually called Polonius a calf - a fool - but it does so only temporarily: the audience’s 

realisation may be delayed, but not prevented. Another characteristic aspect of Hamlet’s 

feigned lunacy is related not to the production, but to the understanding of language. In 

wanting himself to be misunderstood as mad instead of vengeful he deliberately 

misunderstands others, often by interpreting their utterances in an exaggeratedly literal 

way. Numerous examples come to mind, but perhaps the greatest and most famous one 

occurs when Polonius first interrogates Hamlet in 2.2: 
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POLONIUS. . . . What do you read, my lord?  

HAMLET. Words, words, words.  

POLONIUS. What is the matter, my lord?  

HAMLET. Between who?  

POLONIUS. I mean, the matter that you read, my lord.  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

. . . . . . . . . Will you walk out of the air, my lord?  

HAMLET. Into my grave? (2.2.191-207)  

 

Later, in the graveyard scene, Hamlet will be beaten at his own game; and his comment 

on the gravedigger, “How absolute the knave is” (5.1.133), can just as well be applied to 

himself: the gravedigger’s word-juggling is merely a more extreme version of Hamlet’s 

own. Hamlet seems to perform this kind of foolery with the greatest ease, quite possibly 

because it comes natural to him, as suggested by the fact that he displays similar behaviour 

in scenes where he is not acting. His wry aside in the court scene (“a little more than kin, 

and less than kind”, 1.2.65) and the spun out metaphor about Fortune’s privates when he 

meets Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (2.2.228-36) both manifest the wordplay that is at 

the heart of the antic disposition.  

 

Whereas Hamlet’s madness, at least his antic disposition, is only an exaggerated 

and more ill-intended continuation of something he appears to be naturally inclined to; 

Ophelia’s constitutes a larger discontinuity (Neely, Subjects 66) in her way of 
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communicating. In her madness, she uses language not only more, but also differently 

than before. Unlike Hamlet, who is quite talkative and eloquent whether mad or not, 

Ophelia is usually rather reserved. This changes when she becomes “distract”: whereas 

before, she was usually either being talked to or replying to others, she now takes 

initiative and insists on being heard. This transformation is almost explicit in her first mad 

entrance. When the Queen asks the meaning of Ophelia’s songs, Ophelia answers: “Say 

you?”, but then immediately, without waiting for an answer, adds: “Nay, pray you, mark” 

(4.528). Even though the Queen’s question already invites her to talk, Ophelia explicitly 

inverts the roles of who speaks and who listens. Additionally, like Hamlet, she speaks in 

an indirect way; but her indirectness is of a different kind; it breaks down the structures 

of normal speech far more than that of Hamlet described above. Whereas the latter relies 

on puns and conventionalised allusions, Ophelia turns popular songs, social or religious 

formulae, folk tales, and flowers into metaphors and allegories for her own situation and 

that of her surroundings. This is what Neely calls “quotation” or “bracketing”; and this 

quoted quality17, the fact that almost everything Ophelia says is taken from elsewhere, is 

the most essential verbal element in her distraction (“Documents” 323-24).  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

17. Neely sees bracketing as characteristic of “Shakespeare’s language of madness” in general, and also 

points to its use in the representation of characters like Edgar and Lady Macbeth (“Documents” 323).  
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That is not to say though, that this bracketing is completely absent in Hamlet’s 

madness. According to Neely 

 

the one time [Hamlet’s speech] is . . . like Ophelia's . . . is after the encounter with 

his father's ghost. . . . The “wild and whirling words” (l.5.133) [1.5.139 in my edition] 

. . . are quoted truisms and social formulas for parting which are incoherently 

deployed: “And so, without more circumstance at all / I hold it fit that we shake 

hands and part: / You, as your business and desire shall point you, / For every man 

hath business and desire / Such as it is, and for my own poor part, / Look you, I'll go 

pray.” (“Documents” 325-26) 

 

These “wild and whirling words” may be the most obvious example, but they are not the 

only example. During Hamlet’s rather distracted conversation in the cellarage scene 

(1.5.118) just before he leaves his friends using the “truisms” quoted by Neely, his “come, 

bird, come” imitates the call of a falconer (Jenkins 223, note 118) and could thus also be 

seen as an example of bracketing. Additionally, in his simulated madness, Hamlet quotes 

what may or may not be a line from his book (Jenkins 246, note 181) but seems in any 

case not part of his own discourse (“For if the sun breed maggots . . .” 2.2.181); he also 

literally repeats Polonius’ words (2.2.385-86; see above), and even, very much like 

Ophelia, starts to recite or sing a popular ballad about Jeptha (2.2.403-414).  
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Nevertheless, it is true that bracketing is much less central to his lunacy than it is 

to Ophelia’s. Moreover, Hamlet’s bracketing functions differently. In the instances just 

mentioned, it either underlines the bizarreness of Hamlet’s behaviour, or, as in the case of 

the Jephta ballad and the line about the maggots, is employed by Hamlet to refer to the 

private life of Polonius. Through the allusion to Ophelia, he implies to Polonius that he 

knows more about her than Polonius thinks he does, perhaps playing on the idea of the 

prophetic powers of the mad. Ophelia’s quotes, on the contrary, are attempts to reveal 

what happened in her own life. Whereas before her madness, Ophelia mainly said what 

her father wanted her to say, her crazy utterances, despite the fact that they are not 

literally her own, are words with which she can identify more, because they are actually 

relevant to her on a personal level. So, though their indirectness appears to produce a 

rupture between the character and her words (Neely, “Documents” 323), in Ophelia’s case 

there is arguably less distance between her and her mad talk than there is between her 

and her sane speech, and it becomes questionable which of the two really is the more 

quoted.  

 

4.2.2 Acting Madness 

The above may imply that Shakespearean madness is essentially spoken as opposed to 

acted. This impression, however, is probably due to the fact that nowadays Shakespeare is 

more often read than watched, rather than to the centrality of a specific language of 

madness. For historical plays, language quite simply is the part that has remained most 

accessible to modern readers. It is the performative element that is most objectively 
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present, that we can assess with most certainty, and that therefore also receives most 

attention. While a particular type of language is undeniably of substantial weight in 

representing the madness of Hamlet and Ophelia, it is crucial not to overlook certain 

indications contained in the preserved texts. These hints imply that the peculiarity of 

Hamlet and Ophelia’s mad talk is not the only, and perhaps not even the main element 

used by Shakespeare, the actors, and, on a meta-theatrical level, Hamlet, in 

communicating madness to the audience.  

 

Both stage directions and the lines of other characters show that madness, as Neely 

acknowledges, is conveyed also through actors’ bodies (“Documents” 325), that is, through 

their actions and appearances as well as their use of symbolic props. Neely refers for 

instance to the fact that Ophelia “beats her heart” (4.5.5) and to her “winks and nods and 

gestures” (4.5.11). It is not difficult to find additional examples. For instance, when Laertes 

has returned from France after Polonius’ death, his conversation with the King is 

interrupted by the sound of singing, after which the mad Ophelia is let in. As soon as she 

has entered, Laertes is able to put two and two together. He infers that his sister is mad 

and that the singing was hers even before she has spoken. This surely implies that the 

actor playing Ophelia performs some act or appears in a way that signifies madness. 

Indeed, Q1, which seems to be based on an actor’s recollection of the play and can thus 

reveal interesting details about performance practices, gives this stage direction for 

Ophelia’s first mad entrance: “Enter Ofelia playing on a Lute, and her haire downe 

singing” (4.5.20). Throughout Elizabethan plays, music and loose hair frequently return as 
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signals of lost sanity (Charney & Charney 452-53), and like the flowers and herbs that 

accompany her madness and her death, later become iconic for Ophelia. The flowers and 

herbs so central in Ophelia’s madness, death, and burial appear to have been more or less 

conventional symbols for madness, as implied by the fact that they are used even in the 

portrayal of male madpersons, such as Lear and Edgar as Tom O’Bedlam. Hamlet’s 

“nighted colour” (1.2.68), “inky cloak” and “suits of solemn black” (2.1.77-78), suggesting 

the characteristic dark clothes of the melancholic (Babb, “Melancholy” 254), and the skull 

in the graveyard scene18 are equally iconographic, as is his entrance “reading on a book” 

(S.D. 2.2.168), which stages him as the typical melancholic scholar.  

 

There are numerous examples where madness is communicated visually; but the 

most significant one might be Hamlet’s visit to Ophelia’s closet, the first scene in which 

his behaviour strikes the court, and probably the audience19, as remarkably odd. The scene 

has a huge impact in how Hamlet is perceived, but relies only on visual elements. 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

18. For a detailed discussion of the iconography of the graveyard scene, see Gellert, Bridget. “The 

Iconography of Melancholy in the Graveyard Scene of “Hamlet”“ Studies in Philology 67.1 (1970): 57-66. 

19. This is the scene that introduces the confusion over Hamlet’s mental sanity. Because it occurs shortly 

after the announcement that Hamlet will feign lunacy, it is tempting and logical to assume it is simply the 

first manifestation of the antic disposition. On the other hand, as Wilson (111) has noted, this theory is 

contradicted by the fact that parts of Hamlet’s appearance seem impossible to simulate.  
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Ophelia’s account of Hamlet’s visit begins by paying detailed attention to his appearance 

and dress: 

 

Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbrac’d, 

No hat upon his head, his stockings foul’d, 

Ungarter’d, and down-gyved to his ankle, 

Pale as his shirt, his knees knocking each other, 

And with a look so piteous in purport 

As if he had been loosed out of hell 

To speak of horrors, . . . (2.1.78-83) 

 

Like the mad Ophelia’s untied hair, Hamlet’s dress makes a dishevelled impression: his 

dirty stockings have slipped down, baring his legs (Adams, qtd in Wilson 97), and the 

comparison of his face to his shirt, as opposed to any shirt, implies it is visible. A shirt was 

part of the underclothing (ibid.), meaning the Prince of Denmark, usually “the glass of 

fashion” (3.1.155) is appearing in an indecent state of undress. While there is no proof that 

an actor playing Hamlet would have appeared on stage in such a state, a line in Anthony 

Scoloker’s 1604 poem Daiphantus does reveal that the shirt was at least part of the 

audience’s mental picture of Hamlet’s appearance in this scene: the visual aspect of 

Daiphantus, the mad lover, is compared to Hamlet’s precisely because “his fhirt he onely 

weares, / Much like mad-Hamlet . . .” (qtd. in Ingleby et al. 133). Ophelia’s account of 

what Hamlet looks like is followed by a description of what he does, and it becomes clear 
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that the scene is completely devoid of verbal communication: Hamlet enters the room, 

holds Ophelia’s arm, looks at her intently, sighs, and disappears. Not a word is spoken, and 

yet it is this event that leads Polonius to believe the Prince is truly mad. Whereas 

previously there had been concerns about the intensity and duration of Hamlet’s 

mourning, after the visit Polonius unequivocally refers to Hamlet’s condition as “lunacy” 

(2.2.49), and the phrasing with which he announces his discovery reveals his confidence 

and absolute conviction that Hamlet is truly mad: “Your noble son is mad . . . That he is 

mad ‘t is true” (2.2.92-97). Admittedly, this episode is told rather than shown: the 

audience and the court learn of Hamlet’s visit only through the verbal description given 

by Ophelia. Yet, the mental image created by that verbal account is silent. It contains only 

physical details, and these details are efficient enough in indicating that Hamlet is insane 

or simulating madness. 

 

There is clearly proof enough that in theatrical madness, as in reality, “nor 

th’exterior nor the inward man / Resembles that it was” (2.2.6-7). The closet visit and the 

other examples cited above make it clear that apart from the way characters talk, many 

additional elements may be used to denote abnormal psychology: the way they look and 

act, their relation to certain symbolic props, and probably also their poses. Some of these 

non-verbal aspects, like Ophelia’s flowers and her singing, Hamlet’s gloomy outfits, and 
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their shared lack of concern for propriety in their appearance20 even have iconographic 

value. It is the purpose of the last section of this chapter to investigate how Shakespeare’s 

use of these various ways of performing madness interacts with Elizabethan concepts and 

helps to construct a particular image.  

 

4.3 Images of Madness in Hamlet 

 

Before starting this last part of the analysis of Hamlet itself, it is perhaps appropriate to 

briefly clarify how what follows relates to what has already been discussed. The previous 

chapters have described the objects – both narrative materials and medical, popular, and 

religious knowledge concerning madness – that were incorporated into the theatre. The 

first and second sections of this chapter focused respectively on the impact the theatrical 

appropriation of madness has within the boundaries of the play and the theatre, and on 

the ways in which contextual items were made theatrical. This section will concentrate 

on the final part of what could roughly be considered a three-phase interaction process 

between the theatre and the world. It will examine the image the theatre reflects back 

after initially having appropriated cultural concepts and then staged them as has been 

described in the previous section. While the preceding discussion has focused on internal 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

20. Seen also in Lear’s naked wandering on the heath, as pointed out by, amongst others, MacDonald 

(130). 
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effects, this section is concerned with the external effect of the appropriated version of 

cultural concepts regarding madness.  

 

4.3.1 Theoretical Underpinnings 

I will first focus on the theoretical framework that governs the representation of madness 

in Hamlet. The survey of Elizabethan views on madness and melancholy presented at the 

beginning of this thesis has illustrated that the theories used in attempting to understand 

madness in Shakespeare’s age were various and sometimes contradictive, albeit not 

mutually exclusive. The theatre reflects this syncretism, but within individual plays the 

view can be consistent even to our modern standards. The ways in which madness is 

diagnosed, explained, and treated in Hamlet mainly exhibits the more secular outlook, and 

the more progressive ideas. For instance, in the closet scene, when Hamlet wants to prove 

to his mother that the ghost is not a “coinage of [his] brain” (3.4.139), he offers her to take 

his pulse; to find proof for his madness in physical, medical symptoms. Moreover, the play 

never suggests that the madness Elsinore is confronted with is due to demon possession or 

divine punishment. Instead, its sources are situated in the circumstances. Ophelia’s mental 

disturbance, according to Claudius, “springs / All from her father’s death” (4.5.75-6); and 

as for Hamlet’s, three main opinions can be discerned (Wilson 100): Polonius ascribes it to 

lovesickness, Gertrude believes the cause is “his father’s death and our o’er-hasty 

marriage” (2.2.57), and according to Wilson, Claudius suspects Hamlet’s thwarted 

ambition (115) caused his melancholy. The cures proposed are not medicinal, but do 

correspond to these causes in their secular nature. Because Hamlet’s ailment originates in 
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his circumstances, and not in sin or humoural imbalance, its cures lie in diverting 

attention from his distressing situation: distraction and friends, rather than prayers or 

purges, are the main remedies. This does not impede the fact that divine support may 

remain useful: after seeing the ghost, Hamlet “will go pray” (1.5.138), and Ophelia in the 

nunnery scene turns to the “heavenly powers” to “restore him” (3.1.143). Hamlet’s 

suspicion that the ghost is a devil in disguise shows that evil powers are still 

acknowledged. However, the devil’s influence on Hamlet’s mental health is only 

marginal: he can take advantage of a mind weakened by melancholy, but does not himself 

cause the disease.  

 

Because madness is a disease and not a vice, it is general treated sympathetically. It 

is true that both Hamlet and Ophelia are seen as possibly dangerous and must be 

controlled: she is to be watched, he cannot return to Wittenberg (Neely, “Documents” 

326). Yet, they are, as shown, pitied rather than scorned, and the madness defence that 

could excuse murderers in real life also exists in the play. Laertes’ arguments in trying to 

convince the priest to give his sister a proper burial rely on the fact that she was “non 

compos mentis”: madness could excuse Ophelia’s suicide or prove her death was 

accidental. The idea that suicide is despicable in any case is of course vigorously defended 

by the priest, but as mentioned above, his view is strongly discredited. The mad are not 

responsible for their deeds because they are “beside themselves” (Neely, “Documents” 

323), separated from their own identities: Ophelia in her madness is “divided from herself 

and her fair judgment” (4.5.85), Hamlet is “put . . . / So much from th’understanding of 
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himself” (2.2.9). The separation between his self and his disease is the central argument in 

his apology to Laertes:  

 

What I have done 

That might your nature, honour, and exception 

Roughly awake, I here proclaim was madness. 

Was ’t Hamlet wrong’d Laertes? Never Hamlet. 

If Hamlet from himself be ta’en away, 

And when he’s not himself does wrong Laertes, 

Then Hamlet does it not, Hamlet denies it. 

Who does it, then? His madness. (4.2.226-33) 

 

Like actors, who take on an identity that is not theirs, theatrical madmen and madwomen 

speak in italics, performing fragments that are “not their own” (Neely, “Documents” 323). 

The way Shakespeare dramatizes madness emphasizes the idea of the mad’s self-

alienation, their detached identity, and consequentially also their unaccountability. 

 

The rational approach is also visible in the actual representation of madness. To 

show this clearly, it is convenient to have one last look at Hamlet’s predecessor, Amleth. 

As mentioned, in his attempts to avoid suspicion he “pretend[s] an utter lack of wits” and 

“concealed his intelligence” (Saxo 137). Because Reason was what separated Mankind 

from animals, Amleth’s feigned lack of it has the effect that “you would not have thought 
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him a man at all, but some absurd abortion due to a mad fit of destiny” (ibid.). Hamlet, on 

the other hand, is witty and clever, and his feigning madness through an extreme 

rationality, together with his deep melancholy contemplations, makes his type of madman 

not dehumanized, but extremely human. It is true that his rationality leads the court to 

suspect Hamlet is not truly mad, and that the fact that the “method” (2.2.205) in it, like 

Lear’s “reason in madness” (4.6.173), is explicitly mentioned suggests rational madness as 

possible, but rather unusual. Nevertheless, to the audience, both Ophelia and Hamlet as 

characters in Shakespeare’s play, and Hamlet as an actor in his own play depict a madness 

that has meaning, that is not merely dismissible nonsense.  

 

4.3.2 “Shapes, moods, and forms of grief”: Stereotypes of Madness in Hamlet 

The previous chapters have shown that Hamlet and Ophelia act out some of the 

descriptions of melancholy and madness found in contemporary texts, and may have 

insinuated already that the iconography surrounding them corresponds to dramatic 

conventions. Not only does this characterisation align the characters with mad figures in 

other plays; it also suggests that they are conceived of in the forms of what could be 

considered stock figures, existing in theatrical as well as cultural ways of making sense of 

human behaviour. Some of the symbols and characteristics associated with Hamlet and 

Ophelia are conventionalized or even stereotypical signs of particular kinds of madness, 

or, more precisely, of the madness of particular kinds of persons – courtiers, scholars, and 

women. Though there is little doubt about the proximity of Hamlet and Ophelia to 

cultural beliefs and stereotypes, as far as I know few studies have moved beyond simply 
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noting the similarities; and little attention has been paid to the more complex matter of 

what Shakespeare’s employment of these stock figures actually does. The question that 

must be asked is not only whether stereotypes are present or not; but also the extent to 

which they are, and whether the co-text sustains, reconstructs or even deconstructs them, 

in short, whether Shakespeare’s way of employing these conventions is actually 

conventional. 

 

Within gender and feminist criticism, a fair amount of attention has been devoted 

to the impact of gender on the representation of madness. Because Neely’s Distracted 

Subjects discusses the relation between madness and femininity in Early Modern England 

more completely than the space of this dissertation allows; and because gender is not the 

focus of this thesis, nor, I believe, as central to Hamlet itself as it is to later representations 

of the play; I will for now limit the discussion of “gendered” madness to some brief 

remarks.  

 

The discussion of the way Hamlet and Ophelia talk already showed that whereas 

Hamlet’s mad talk was merely the extreme of his normal way of speaking, Ophelia’s can 

be seen as the opposite of hers, and so represents a greater rupture in her behaviour. This 

rupture culminates in the finality of her madness: while Hamlet seems to recover towards 

the end of the play, Ophelia’s madness leads her to her death almost immediately. From a 

feminist view, it could be concluded that female madness can only be “eliminated”, rather 

than cured (Neely, “Documents” 336). While the pattern of female death and male 
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recovery can also be discerned in other plays, the danger of a gendered perspective is that 

it becomes tempting to attribute distinctions in the fate and behaviour of characters solely 

to gender. The fact that Hamlet and Ophelia enact different types of madness and are of a 

different sex is no reason to ignore every other distinction that may exist between them, 

nor their different function in the dramatic structure.  

 

A more indubitable indication of gender-stereotypes is the fact that Ophelia’s type 

of madness is sexualised. It is true that Hamlet’s puns and melancholy ponderings also 

regularly focus on sex, but Ophelia’s hysteria or love melancholy has its very basis in the 

regenerative organs: hysteria originates in the uterus, in the retention of menstrual blood 

(Neely, “Documents” 320), or in a lack of sexual activity, considered more problematic for 

women than it was for men. These origins may be important in the interpretation of the 

flowers that play a role in the staging of Ophelia and other madwomen. It might seem a 

rather strained conclusion, but adding up the facts that the symptoms of Ophelia and 

other theatrical madwomen usually conform to hysteria, that a cause of the disease was 

the disruption of the menstrual cycle, also called the “flowers” (Neely, “Documents” 320), 

and that these women are often staged with actual flowers, in any case a common artistic 

symbol for female sexuality, suggests one of the meanings at play in the interpretation of 

the flowers often associated with hysteric women. Real flowers, if not as a specific marker 

for hysteria, could at least have been perceived by the audience as a type of iconographical 

pun.  
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It must be remembered that the theatre, where every part is played by men, 

enhances, sharpens and helps to disseminate gender differences that may only be 

marginally relevant to daily life. The gendering of madness is often not absolute even on 

the stage. Even though flowers may seem to be a very feminine sign for a typically female 

disease, neither flowers nor hysteria are restricted to madwomen in Shakespeare: Lear, for 

example, refers to his madness as “hysterica passio” (2.4.55)21 and later appears “crown’d” 

with flowers and weeds (4.4.3-6). While it is certainly justifiable to see Lear as feminized 

in his madness, as Neely does (“Documents” 334), this also suggests that hysteria is not 

gendered as strictly it is for instance in the Victorian era. The reactions to Ophelia’s and 

Hamlet’s madness, for instance, are not completely differentiated in that both cases are 

considered dangerous22 and must be controlled. This reveals how even in the more 

stereotyped representation of the theatre, gender distinctions are not absolute.  

 

If one mental disorder was particularly prone to stereotypification, it was surely 

melancholy. In literature, “melancholy” is specified far more often than “hysteria”, which 

is frequently amalgamated under the generalisation “madness”. At least in its more 

narrowly-defined appearance, melancholy can be seen as a stereotypically masculine kind 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

21. All citations from King Lear refer to Shakespeare, William. King Lear. Ed. Kenneth Muir. London and 

New York: Routledge, 1992. The Arden Shakespeare.  

22. Ophelia, as Horatio says, “may strew / Dangerous conjectures in ill-breeding minds” (4.5.14-15).  
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of madness. However, the use of the term was governed as much by parameters of social 

group and standing as it was by gender in itself. In its more or less strict sense as an illness 

characterised essentially by extreme “fear and sorrow” (Burton), melancholy was thought 

to be an affliction especially epidemic amongst scholars and the higher classes. The 

English physician and astrologist Richard Napier for instance, usually reserved 

“melancholy” for the higher classes, and diagnosed lower class patients who reported 

melancholy symptoms as “mopish” (MacDonald 161). Many authors considered 

themselves to be melancholy (Babb, “Melancholy” 258), and it was well-known that too 

much study and contemplation, together with the hardships of being a student, the lack of 

recognition, and the confrontation with an unsympathetic world were frequent causes of 

melancholy (Babb, “Melancholy” 250-51). In the case of noblemen and noblewomen, the 

affliction was caused by their lack of exercise, which disturbed the balance of the 

humours. Considering this strong association of melancholy and aristocracy or 

scholarship, it is not surprising that the melancholy scholar or courtier also became a 

common stage figure. A related type was the Malcontent, as epitomized in Marston’s play 

of the same name. He was morose and satirical, an embittered cynic who “bore a grudge 

against the world because it had failed to recognize and reward the abilities he believed he 

had” (Babb, “Melancholy” 254).  

 

Despite this misanthropy, which makes the melancholic character thoroughly 

unlikeable, many sufferers or alleged sufferers wore the affliction with pride. The 

connection to study and high rank was such that the disease was considered not just the 
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result of these lifestyles, but an index for them. It not only vouched for scholarly 

knowledge, but was also said to increase the intellectual capacities of the sufferer: 

according to Burton, melancholy “improves . . . meditations more than any strong drink. . 

. .” Its positive connotations explain how melancholy could become so fashionable that 

assuming it became an attractive option. Perhaps a melancholy pose can even be 

considered part of the “self-fashioning” of the Renaissance gentleman; the making of the 

self through calculating one’s behaviour, without however losing that which Castiglione 

calls sprezzatura: an air of nonchalance that makes artificiality inconspicuous. The fact 

that melancholy became a pose has been noted in academic studies, but the fairly 

important matter of whether this inference was already made by Elizabethans is not 

always addressed. Some contemporary material does reveal that the idea of melancholy as 

an affectation is not just a recent reading. In a sonnet attached to Nicholas Breton’s 

collection of poetry Melancholike Humours (1600), Ben Jonson praises the latter’s 

sincerity (Babb, Melancholy 259), thereby implying the insincerity of others:  

 

Thou, that wouldst finde the habit of true passion, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Not wearing moodes, as gallants doe a fashion, 

In these pide times, only to shew their braines, 

Looke here on Breton’s worke: . . . (1-5) 
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The following exchange from Jonson’s Every Man In His Humour, between the two 

melancholics Stephen and Mathew, commented upon by a third character, leaves even 

less doubt that contemporaries already saw through false pretences of melancholy, and 

that these were already satirized on the stage:  

 

STEPHEN. . . . have you a  stool there to be melancholy upon? 

MATHEW. That I have, sir, and some papers there of mine own doing, . . . you'll say 

there's some sparks of wit in ‘em . . .  

WELLBRED. [Aside] Would the sparks would kindle once, and become a fire 

amongst them! I might see self-love burnt for her heresy.  

STEPHEN. Cousin, is it well? am I melancholy enough? (3.123)  

 

Through the attribution of iconographic elements like the dark clothes and the 

book with which he enters 2.2, the character of Hamlet is visually linked to the theatrical 

stereotypes of the melancholy scholar or courtier. Additionally, it is easy to detect some 

typical features of the Malcontent in his personality. According to Wilson (121), Hamlet 

at certain times in his simulated madness deludes the Court by posing as a political 

Malcontent, who, being derived of the throne, “lack[s] advancement” (3.2.331-35). In any 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

23. All references to Every Man in His Humour refer to Jonson, Ben. Every Man In His Humor. Project 

Gutenberg, 2009. Web.  
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case, Hamlet quite obviously is “malcontent” 24, first of all with his mother’s marriage, but 

this disgust soon spreads to contempt for all women; and his scorn for all forms of human 

hypocrisy is intensified after the ghost’s revelation. Hamlet studies at Wittenburg, yet 

admittedly, unlike the typical melancholy student, he does not suffer the financial 

difficulties that predispose him to melancholy. Nevertheless, he is, apart from a perfect 

soldier and courtier, also a perfect scholar (3.1.53), and the perils of “overmuch study” 

(Burton) together with the circumstances Hamlet faces, make it almost inevitable that he, 

as “the glass of fashion and the mould of form” (3.1.155) should also be melancholy.  

 

The rough outlines of Hamlet’s character are definitely those of the stereotypical 

melancholy courtier. However, to speak in Huizinga’s terms, this basic shape is filled with 

a content much less stereotypical. While Malcontents envy everyone and are thus often 

disliked by the other characters in the play, Hamlet is generous to his friends and initially 

loved by the court and the people (4.7.11-24). Though the circumstances have left him 

embittered, the general impression he makes is arguably one of emotional vulnerability 

rather than bitterness. He does have a negative outlook on the world, and his sour 

outrages against the court seem at first very akin to those of the Malcontent’s. Lampatho, 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

24. For an analysis of the influence of Marston’s Malcontent, Malevole, on Shakespeare’s Hamlet and 

Jaques, see Stoll, Elmer Edgar. “Shakspere, Marston, and the Malcontent Type.” Modern Philology 3.3 

(1906): 281-303. 
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the melancholy man in Marston’s What You Will (1601), complains for example that “[i]n 

heavens handiwork theres naught / None more vile, accursed, reprobate to bliss, / Then 

[sic] man; . . .” (2.125). These lines recall some of Hamlet’s, most particularly his first 

soliloquy; 

 

How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable  

Seem to me all the uses of this world!  

Fie on't, ah fie, 'tis an unweeded garden 

That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature  

Possess it merely. (1.2.133-137) 

 

Both quotations share the deep disgust for mankind and the world, but on closer look 

there is a subtle but distinct difference. This becomes more noticeable when comparing 

the quotation from Marston to an additional speech by Hamlet: 

 

this goodly frame, the earth, seems to me a sterile promontory, this most excellent 

canopy the air, look you, this brave o'erhanging firmament, this majestical roof 

fretted with golden fire, why, it appeareth nothing to me but a foul and pestilent 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

25. All references to Marston’s What You Will refer to Marston, John. What You Will. London, 1607. 

Google Books. Web. 17 July 2011.  
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congregation of vapours. What piece of work is a man, how noble in reason, how 

infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how 

like an angel, in apprehension how like a god: the beauty of the world, the paragon 

of animals - and yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust? (2.2.298-308) 

 

The quotation by Lampatho reads as an affirmative statement, whereas in the fragments 

spoken by Hamlet lexical items like “to me”, “appeareth” and “seem” emphasize the 

subjective nature of his claim. Lampatho’s subjective opinion is presented as an objective 

truth, whereas Hamlet recognizes that his abhorrence for the world does not result out of 

the filthiness of that world, but lies within himself and his own subjective response to his 

situation. Though he feels detached from the world outside, Hamlet is still able to 

acknowledge the beauty of Mankind and the magnificence of nature. To Lampatho on the 

other hand, there simply is no beauty to be found.  

 

The biggest difference, however, is in the way Hamlet and the stereotypical 

melancholics handle their disease. The typical melancholy scholar, as satirized by Jonson 

in the fragment cited above, constantly emphasizes his melancholy and its causes, 

studying and thoughtfulness (Babb, “Melancholy” 255). In this respect, the contrast of 

Hamlet to Jonson’s Master Stephen could not be bigger. The latter, as exemplified in the 

example quoted above, takes every opportunity to mention his melancholy. He introduces 

himself as “somewhat melancholy” and, just a few lines later, insists: “Ay, truly, sir, I am 

mightily given to melancholy” (3.1). Hamlet on the contrary, describes to Rosencrantz 
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and Guildenstern symptoms that leave little doubt, but he does not literally mention 

melancholy. Instead of attributing his illness to his scholarly qualities, he states he is 

ignorant of its cause (2.2.295-96). There is obviously much more dignity to his lengthy 

analysis of his feelings than there is to Stephen’s superficial mentions. Though in his dress 

and at certain moments Hamlet wears his melancholy on his sleeve, he never boasts of it. 

In his second soliloquy, the fashionable melancholy is linked to the less fashionable 

“weakness”; and the “yea” can perhaps be read as a hesitation and an indication of 

Hamlet’s reluctance to admit his affliction: “yea, and perhaps, / Out of my weakness and 

my melancholy . . .” (2.2.596-97). The line implies a sort of forced resignation, rather than 

the pride that is attached to the word “melancholy” by characters that represent 

stereotypical melancholics.  

 

Hamlet’s character, like that of Stephen, can be seen as a comment on and against 

fashionable melancholy. Though the criticism is much subtler than it is in Jonson’s satires, 

it is almost explicit in Hamlet’s reply to his mother’s question as to why his grief seems “so 

particular”:  

 

Seems, madam? Nay, it is. I know not “seems”. 

‘Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, 

Nor customary suits of solemn black, 

Nor windy suspiration of forc’d breath, 

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye, 
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Nor the dejected haviour of the visage, 

Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, 

That can denote me truly. These indeed seem, 

For they are actions that a man might play; 

But I have that within which passes show, 

These but the trappings and the suits of woe. (1.2.75-86) 

 

The most obvious reading of this scene is that Hamlet believes the court’s mourning to be 

nothing but a hypocritical and superficial custom, but the extension from mourning to 

melancholy is not far-fetched at all. The symptoms and symbols of mourning and 

melancholy are very similar, and the implication is that melancholy is already lurking just 

around the corner: excessive and prolonged mourning was a direct cause of the disease. To 

an audience well-acquainted with this belief and the phenomenon of artificial 

melancholy, the broader significance would be clear.  

 

Though Hamlet’s character is very basically sketched in the lines of a stereotype, 

that stereotype is twisted so that it becomes a vehicle for ideas that actually divert from it. 

Hamlet as a play reacts against the desirability of melancholy by presenting it as tragic and 

ignoring its positive side-effects. Hamlet criticises its artificiality explicitly, but also 

implicitly: his melancholy is remarkably honest, considering he functions in a world 

where this is not always the case, and in a play rife with meta-theatricality and dealing in 

part with hypocrisy. The play-within-a-play, the player’s speech, and Hamlet’s own antic 
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disposition are all performances-within-the-performance, but, despite Hamlet’s own love 

for theatricality, there is no hint that his melancholy should be seen as yet another 

instance of meta-theatre. This all produces a great level of irony in Hamlet: that which in 

real life becomes increasingly a performance is actually real within the boundaries of 

something as artificial and illusory as a play.  

 

4.4 The External Effect of Hamlet 

 

Unlike the medieval theatre, whose Everyman absorbed the sum of separate human 

beings into one character, Shakespeare’s drama follows the opposite direction: it presents a 

small amount of individual cases, whose characteristics can then be extrapolated, if not to 

the universe, at least to a wider context. Whereas Everyman is every man; the characters 

in Hamlet are individualized examples of Mankind. By representing only a small, secluded 

part of the world - Elsinore and its grounds – Hamlet allows the audience to focus on 

these examples without being distracted by a multitude of other examples. The theatre 

functions as a more focused microcosmos, a clearer, small-scale version of the world, in 

which structure and order can be more easily discerned. In this way, it can raise 

awareness of certain structuring principles and concepts, and can influence their use also 

in the understanding of complex issues in real life. Hamlet contributes for instance to the 

increasing awareness of the existence of madness, its different manifestations, and its 

problems. It functions in and helps to maintain an atmosphere where madness is openly 

discussed: the madness of Ophelia and Hamlet may be inconvenient, tragic, or even 
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dangerous, but is no taboo at Elsinore. By defining the boundaries between madness and 

non-madness26 from a medical perspective, Hamlet promotes a secular way of 

understanding the issue. The use of conventional iconography contributes to the 

formation and fixation of images, concepts and stereotypes in which madness is 

conceived, but, at the same time, the co-text confuses and undermines such ordering 

principles by applying them vaguely or introducing small discrepancies between the form 

and its content, which disseminates a view of madness that is not only secular and 

sympathetic, but also individualized: the madman and madwoman are defined as 

individual sufferers rather than types, and they should be sympathized with rather than 

dehumanized.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

26. I do not want to use the words “reason” here, because, as shown, Shakespeare represents madness as 

not necessarily irrational.  
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5. Madness in the Long Eighteenth Century 

Before moving on to an examination of how Hamlet and Ophelia, having appropriated 

certain Elizabethan ideas on madness, are in turn appropriated by new audiences with 

different interpretative backgrounds, I will outline the types of sources that can be used in 

the study of this interaction and the background that affects them.  

 

It is a lot more difficult to connect Hamlet to eighteenth-century knowledge and 

culture related to madness, than it is to link the play to Elizabethan beliefs on this matter. 

Whereas the original text can in itself function as a source because it represents a vision 

shaped by the Elizabethan community, the opinions and interpretations of later audiences 

do not leave their traces in Shakespeare’s text. It may be suggested that with our 

knowledge of medical and cultural history we can attempt to place ourselves in this 

context and try to read the text from the point of view of an eighteenth century audience. 

Some of the resulting deductions may be valid or valuable, but as we are not actually 

living in the past, and our knowledge of it is by no means complete, conclusions resulting 

out of “Einfühlung” alone can never pass beyond the status of informed guesswork. 

Moreover, this method is only really warranted if we can safely assume that audiences 

uncomplicatedly force the play into new ways of thinking, which we absolutely cannot: 

the appropriation of older traditions is not simply a matter of classifying older items into 

new concepts, but a complex and multidirectional process. 
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To have a clearer idea of these processes, it is necessary to extend both the sources 

under examination and the context with which we attempt to connect them. First, sources 

different from Shakespeare’s text are essential, both because they produce more 

substantial arguments than the rough guesses of our own imaginations, and because they 

may provide important additions or modifications to what we deduce from linking only 

the play itself to the eighteenth-century vision on mental illness. In an era in which 

printed works become increasingly available, Hamlet and Ophelia as they are depicted in 

contemporary visual representation or analysed in essays - that is, the Augustan or Neo-

classical and Romantic Hamlet and Ophelia - become as influential as the original versions 

preserved in Shakespeare’s text. Second, considering this growing availability of printed 

materials and the correspondent acceleration in the spread of ideas, it is necessary to 

widen the context and to consider, besides science and social matters, also new aesthetic 

and literary movements, attitudes towards Shakespeare and the theatre in general, and the 

dissemination of his work through the use of printing and publishing.  

 

5.1 The Theatre and Other Media 

 

Until well into the eighteenth century, the study of the history of Hamlet is quite 

problematic, simply because both written and visual interpretations are scarce. The Civil 

War and the subsequent Puritan reign are obviously the main reasons why between 1637 

- the printing of the last pre-war Quarto (Jenkins 17) - and the first official post-war 

performance of Hamlet in 1661 (Spencer, “Hamlet” 770), almost all track of Hamlet and 
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Ophelia is lost. While this part of Hamlet’s history is thus unavoidably vague and 

speculative, it would nevertheless be simplistic to just ignore it altogether. Where specific 

and contemporary sources can hardly be found, it is still possible to make some educated - 

albeit careful - inferences from what we know about other aspects of cultural life, or from 

information about Hamlet in the period immediately following the Interregnum. The 

Puritan objection to “immoral” entertainment does not mean that prohibited forms of art 

simply vanished until they were legitimized again in the Restoration. For example, 

religious music in Latin, banned from official services, simply migrated to other areas: 

even markedly Catholic masses such as William Byrd’s were still performed in private 

chapels. The theatre, arguably, was particularly problematic because plays too often 

represented and attracted immorality. The closure of playhouses in 1642 meant that until 

1660 no public plays were performed legitimately. Plays did continue to be staged 

illegitimately; and this not only in private circumstances (Rollins 303) but also in public, 

sometimes even in the supposedly closed theatres (Rollins 271). There is no lack of reports 

of complaints, arrests, and raids27, and these testify not just to the execution of Puritan 

power, but also to players’ obstinate attempts to continue their profession despite the fact 

that Puritan laws attacked the very structure of theatre-going. Players and playwrights 

also found legal ways to continue staging plays: William Davenant, for instance, put his 

plays to music and presented them as semi-operas or ballets (Rollins 321-25) - legitimate 

forms of entertainment.  

 
 
 
 
                                                 
27. For some examples, see Rollins 268, 277, 291-93, 300.  
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Considering plays were still staged with surprising regularity, the absence of 

sources that mention Hamlet may be due less to a complete lack of performances than to 

the stealthy and secretive nature thereof. Granted, Hamlet’s explicit focus on theatricality 

may be particularly subversive to Puritans, as may its catholic ghost, which is crucial to 

the plot and thus could not simply be censured. This controversial content may suggest 

Hamlet was too risky to perform at all, yet it is equally possible that the play was still 

performed but extreme care was taken not to leave traces. Whatever happened, Hamlet 

seems to have remained popular enough. This is illustrated for example by a 1662 

publication called The Wits (Rollins 308), collecting a number of drolls - short, usually 

comical sketches, often taken from extant plays (Rollins 307) - apparently performed 

during the Interregnum. One droll consists of the opening part of the gravedigger’s scene 

from Hamlet. The “argument” mentions Hamlet without further comment, implying he at 

least – Ophelia and Horatio remain nameless – still had a place in audience’s memories. 

Moreover, though there was no lack of new plays (Rollins 302), Shakespeare and his 

contemporaries were revisited quite soon after the reopening of the theatres, and in 1661, 

Thomas Betterton was already successfully performing Hamlet (Spencer, Hamlet 770). 

This implies the play lived on, whether performed in the illegal undercurrent entirely, in 

part, or only remembered – after all, theatres were only closed for eighteen years.  

 

Despite the continuation of theatrical performances, the Interregnum constitutes a 

break in theatre practice that affects the watching and perceiving of plays. Classicist 
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concerns for the unities and decorum meant Hamlet, Shakespeare’s longest play, was cut 

rather vehemently in post-Restoration productions28. What is left out can be very 

significant: not only does the cutting reveal contemporary sensitivities; it also influences 

the kind of Hamlet spectators saw in the theatre and can thus explain subsequent 

interpretations and representations.  

 

Another change in theatre practices is more structural. Many playhouses were 

demolished during the Interregnum, and the new ones built in the 1660s were of a 

different model. At Shakespeare’s Globe, while there was indeed a considerable distance 

between the stage and the back galleries, that distance was mostly physical: for the 

duration of the play, any spectator was part of an audience closely surrounding the stage. 

Restoration playhouses more sharply distinguished spectators and actors: the new 

proscenium stage introduced a fourth wall, visually separating the two and increasing the 

emotional distance. Restoration theatre also became more visual through the use of 

elaborate set designs, costumes, and special effects. The innovation that had perhaps the 

greatest impact was the arrival of women on stage. This again led to disapproval from 

more conservative corners, but these complaints did not keep Restoration drama from 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

28. See the table on p. 35 in Glick, Claris. “Hamlet in the English Theater--Acting Texts from Betterton 

(1676) to Olivier (1963).” Shakespeare Quarterly 20.1 (1969): 17-35.  
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frequently making sensational topics like sex, rape, and indeed, madness, part of the 

spectacle. In the late seventeenth century, the older corpus of popular ballads about 

madness received a more refined, theatrical counterpart in the typical mad songs, perhaps 

a development from the opera-like theatre productions of the Interregnum. These songs, 

usually sung by women (MacKinnon 120), combined a sensational subject with the new 

tendency to embellish theatrical performances.  

 

Written materials devoting particular attention to Hamlet slowly begin to multiply 

from the first decades of the eighteenth century onwards. The Puritan reign, 

paradoxically, may actually have indirectly contributed to this development. Its objections 

to the theatre created an atmosphere in which theatrical content and performance became 

the subject of debate, and defences of the theatre published during the Interregnum began 

to examine dramatic works closely in order to prove the soundness of their morals. The 

theatre thus became an explicit topic of scholarly discussion and analysis. This helped to 

foster a spirit of theatrical criticism and the reviewing of theatrical productions, which 

was expressed and diffused through the growing print culture and the expansion and 

democratisation of magazines and journals. Perhaps influenced by French culture through 

the patronage of King Charles II, who spent part of the Interregnum in France, the first 

examples of theatrical criticism are of a classicist vein and focus mostly on matters of plot, 

poetic justice, and language. Early examples of character studies can already be found in 

the 1710s in The Tatler (Neumann 622-23) and in The Prompter (Sutherland 617-18) in 

the 1730s, but this type of criticism only really becomes prominent from the mid-
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eighteenth century onwards, facilitated perhaps by the new, more emotionally expressive 

forms of acting introduced around this periods by the actors Garrick and Macklin 

(Gumbert xxxii).  

 

The increased focus on visual aspects in the theatre after the Restoration, together 

with cheaper methods of printing, explains the growing amount of Shakespeare 

illustrations. At first, these merely represented actors in roles, but later the characters 

themselves were pictured, initially in scenes of great importance to the plot, but as in 

literary criticism, the emphasis moved towards character studies towards the end of the 

century. Enterprises like Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery, which commissioned artists to 

produce paintings of scenes in Shakespeare’s plays in order to promote English “historical” 

art (Boase 94), further encouraged the flood of Shakespeare illustrations in the final 

decades of the eighteenth century.  

 

5.2 Madness in the Age of Reason 

 

While madness was still a popular theatrical subject when Hamlet and Ophelia were re-

introduced to the official stages in 1661, its meaning had not ceased to change during the 

Interregnum. Many processes begun in the Renaissance, most importantly rationalisation, 

centralisation, and democratisation, accelerated in the eighteenth century, and the period 

from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth century is usually seen as pivotal in the 
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history of psychiatry, especially in what concerns the systems of curing and caring for the 

mad. 

 

Perhaps nurtured by the confusion and bitterness of the Civil War's aftermath, the 

power of Reason grew and expanded to increasingly more fields; and the progressive 

approach reflected in Shakespeare’s Hamlet became increasingly dominant. In the light of 

medical and scientific discoveries, theories on madness and related diseases were adapted 

and older conceptions of particular illnesses transformed. As early as the 1660s in 

England, even earlier in France, hysteria for instance began to be attributed to 

hypersensitivity of the nervous system rather than an unruly womb (Wright 234-35). 

Such new theories reveal a re-conceptualisation of the human body in which Man is seen 

as a machine and diseases are due to technical malfunctions of the organs rather than an 

imbalance of bodily liquids. This shift from the humoural to the mechanical system 

(Wright 238-39) is reflected in the medical jargon for melancholy: while the original 

term, meaning “black bile”, indicated the humour responsible for the disease, its new 

name, “hypochondria”, refers to a malfunction of the spleen.  

 

Despite the more exclusively medical approach, concepts and categories of this 

period, perhaps because the cheaper printing methods enabled more doctors to publish 

their individual thoughts on the subject, are even more puzzling than those of the 

Elizabethan era. Sydenham (qtd. in Wright 236), writing about hysteria in 1682, lists 

symptoms very similar to those of what Bright and Burton called melancholy more than 
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half a century earlier, and indeed, does not distinguish between the two diseases: 

hypochondria is as much like hysteria “as one egg is to another” (qtd. in Babb, “Spleen” 

171). Historians and cultural scientists nowadays are not unanimous in the question 

whether the two diseases were separate or not: Babb (“Spleen” 171-75) conflates 

eighteenth-century melancholy or hypochondriasis with hysteria, vapours, and spleen, 

while other studies are based on an interpretation that distinguished the two as more or 

less the equivalents of modern depression on the one hand, and hysteria on the other.  

 

From the middle of the seventeenth century onwards, the treatment of the 

mentally ill became increasingly systematic and institutional, and as has been famously 

argued in Foucault’s Folie au l’Age du Raison, these changes are connected to a profound 

alteration of the socio-cultural position of the mad. According to Foucault, in the 

Enlightenment, an age ruled by Reason, madness was perceived as the epitome of 

Unreason. As rationality became the chief characteristic of humankind, madness is 

repositioned outside of the boundaries of “normal” humanity. Foucault contrasts this way 

of thinking to that of the Renaissance, in which the madman occupies a geographically 

and conceptually liminal position: though he is kept at a distance, he remains in view (8-

11), and his madness is conceived as a phenomenon still inherent to humanity. The 

altered social position ascribed to madness in the Age of Reason is accompanied by the 

assigning of a new, more secluded physical space to the mad: with the Classical age began 

what Foucault famously calls the Great Confinement (116). Starting symbolically with the 

foundation of the Hôpital Général in Paris in 1656, in which different hospitals, poor 
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houses, and other social institutions were grouped into one administrative unit (39), the 

seventeenth century marks the beginning of the spread of the type of institutions that 

gradually developed into asylums specifically for the insane. The confinement of “[p]oor 

vagabonds, criminals, and ‘deranged minds’ “ (7), all lacking Reason, is an attempt to 

control Unreason by including it within the structures of Reason (64). 

 

Foucault’s work is at times more methodologically and philosophically interesting 

than it is historically correct. Therefore, it demands some nuances. To say that “this entire 

population . . . almost overnight found itself shut up” (45) is obviously an exaggeration. 

On one hand, despite the lack of large, centralised hospitals, not all madmen roamed free 

during the Renaissance. Problematic madmen could be confined at home, sent to Bedlam 

or even to a prison. Second, it is unlikely that institutions like the Hôpital Général 

suddenly incarcerated anyone straying slightly from the path of Reason. These 

institutions, as Foucault says himself, were mainly instruments of order (40), and the 

criteria for institutionalising someone were probably defined by practical considerations. 

They contained mostly subjects whose mental disorder threatened the order of the 

community or the state (Scull 14): madmen that were not violent, poor, or otherwise 

dysfunctional, likely remained in the community. As such, institutionalisation can be seen 

as part of a larger process of centralizing power, and manifests the growing tendency of 

the state to control the disorderly subject. State-control, however, was more typical to 

Europe, notably France, than it was to England: as an island, the latter was better 
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protected against external attacks, so internal disorder was less threatening than it was on 

the continent (Scull 14).  

 

Though Foucault presents the contrasts too sharply, the Enlightenment does mark 

the gradual replacement of what could still largely be seen as community care by a more 

systematic, state-driven treatment in secluded institutions (Scull 16). From the eighteenth 

century onwards, various new facilities were founded both in London and the provinces 

(Scull 17). Bedlam, which up to the mid-seventeenth century was the only hospital in 

England more or less reserved for mental patients (MacDonald 122), was enlarged in 1676 

(Scull 17). The construction of this new Bedlam, considering its architectural splendour 

and the fact that it was one of the first public buildings to be erected in London after the 

Fire, did not go unnoticed (Stevenson 255). While these buildings manifest a shift in 

attitudes, their appearance in the landscape thus also draws attention to this new 

approach. Therefore, whatever their actual efficiency, these new hospitals have a 

profound effect in the formation of the cultural image of those people for which they are 

intended.  

 

Not only is the individual madman grouped together with other madmen, he is 

also allied to the criminal and the disabled, and thus becomes part of a category of 

deviants detached from “normal” society. As Foucault says, because the mad are now 

separated, “madness is immediately perceived as difference . . .” (116). While the 

Renaissance portrays madness as at the limits, but still on the continuum of human 
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behaviour; and community care tolerates the madman as “one of us”, confinement 

excludes him precisely by including him within an enclosed area of the city. As madness 

is removed from everyday life, the madman becomes the “other”; that which the normal, 

reasonable subject should not be:  

 

During the classical period, madness was shown, but on the other side of bars; if 

present, it was at a distance, under the eyes of a reason that no longer felt any 

relation to it and that would not compromise itself by too close a resemblance. 

Madness had become a thing to look at: no longer a monster inside oneself, but . . . a 

bestiality from which man had long since been suppressed. (Foucault 70) 

 

The quote seems to allude to the exploitation of the mad as a spectacle. Bedlam 

particularly is notorious for being “London’s longest running show” (MacDonald, Bedlam 

121), and though the claims are often exaggerated29, numerous complaints about 

voyeuristic visits to Bedlam (Scull 52-54), the last plate of Hogarth’s The Rake’s Progress, 

and that in Pope’s Tale of a Tub show there is some truth to them. Like theatrical madmen 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

29. Part of the visitors were patient’s friends and relatives (Scull 52), for instance. For a re-evaluation of 

the famous “one penny to see the mad” myth, see Allderidge, Patricia. “Bedlam: Fact or Fantasy?”“ The 

Anatomy of Madness: Essays in the History of Psychiatry. By W. F. Bynum, Roy Porter, and Michael 

Shepherd. Vol. 2. London: Tavistock Publications, 1985. 17-33. 
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on the new proscenium stages, asylum inmates provided a spectacle that could be watched 

from a distance, but was not meant to move outside of its picture frame.  
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6. The Appropriation of Hamlet and Ophelia in the Long 

Eighteenth Century 

 

The final chapter of this thesis will explore what happens to Shakespeare’s characters in 

what could be called their cultural “afterlife” in the years between the Restoration and the 

first decades of the nineteenth century; roughly the Augustan and Romantic periods. In 

contexts both historically and culturally different from the one Hamlet originates in, the 

survival of Hamlet and Ophelia depends on either their universality or their capacity to 

adapt to new surroundings. As mentioned above, these adaptive processes are often 

extremely complex, and it is often impossible to disentangle them entirely. The most 

straightforward scenario is that by which, for instance, a medieval mystic becomes a 

modern madwoman or Hamlet becomes a hypomaniac: older items are re-categorized into 

modern concepts. Yet, the opposite can also occur: instead of the older representation 

being interpreted in accordance to a new context, it can also be re-presented to 

correspond to a certain interpretation. By maintaining or ignoring certain aspects, Hamlet 

and Ophelia can be shaped into vehicles to promote new values. These changes in 

representation methods may in turn, of course, again affect interpretation and subsequent 

representations. Besides, different contexts and motives clearly interconnect in the 

appropriation of Shakespearean madness, but the hierarchy of these various tendencies is 

unclear. I therefore want to stress that what follows is in no way intended as a definite 

outline of Hamlet’s interaction with audiences of later centuries. However, the following 
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sections do suggest some possible answers to the issues raised above, and the materials I 

will examine provide interesting case studies of an Elizabethan play’s interaction with 

new audiences and new cultural backgrounds.  

 

6.1 Hamlet 

 

6.1.1 The Neo-Classical Hamlet 

The earliest important post-Restoration source for Hamlet is a quarto printed in 1676, 

containing the play “As it is now Acted at his Highness the Duke of York's Theatre”, that 

is, by Davenant and Betterton’s company. Despite the many cuts Davenant introduced in 

the acted version, he prints Shakespeare’s text in full in order not to “wrong the 

incomparable Author.” The text contained in the script is thus largely identical to versions 

available in modern editions, but fortunately Davenant’s cuts are “inserted . . . with this 

Mark ““.” Mostly these citation marks enclose either long passages inessential to the main 

plot or lines that breach decorum, like Hamlet’s crude references to the rotting body of 

Polonius, but other cuts have a more direct impact on the representation of Hamlet’s 

madness on the eighteenth-century stage. Because Hamlet was exclusively licensed to 

Davenant’s company (Spencer, “Hamlet” 771), this version of the text, probably the work 

of Davenant himself (Glick 17), is an apt starting point for the reception history of 

Hamlet, as it is both a reflection of contemporary sensitivities and a basis for further 

interpretations. 
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Davenant’s cutting affects many lines now judged quintessential. The passage about 

the outward show of melancholy, for instance, is shortened considerably. Hamlet’s “How 

all occasions do inform against me” soliloquy (4.4.32), expressing his astonishment at his 

own inactivity, is deleted entirely. Little is left of his earlier extended bout of self-

reproach in the “Rogue and peasant slave” soliloquy (2.2.543-601) (Spencer, “Soliloquys” 

262-63): the sarcastic “this is most brave” (2.2.578), the profusion of insults directed at 

himself – rascal, John-a-dreams, coward, ass, drab, scullion, whore-, the reprimand “Fie” 

(2.2.583); all are gone. This cut also removes the single line in which Hamlet literally 

mentions his “weakness and [his] melancholy” (2.2.597). In the latter part of the play, the 

cut most relevant to the present discussion is Hamlet’s speech of resignation, the “special 

providence in the fall of a sparrow” (5.2.215-16) passage. These lines all manifest aspects 

of Hamlet’s character that reveal or underline weakness, passivity, or inaction. The effect, 

intentional or not, of cutting them is that the complexity of Shakespeare’s characterisation 

is decreased and Hamlet is re-presented as a more unambiguously strong-willed avenger.  

 

Nevertheless, he did not turn into an entirely straightforward action hero. These 

cuts must not be considered in isolation, and once other cuts are taken into account, it is 

clear that the original characterisation of Hamlet is far from completely abandoned. 

Passages that would be first to go if this were the case – “I have of late lost all my mirth” 

(2.2.295-310) and the first part of the “sullied flesh” soliloquy (1.2.129-37) – are saved. 

That melancholy was still an important part of the theatrical representation of Hamlet is 

also shown by the fact that early visual depictions, such as the plate in Rowe’s 1709 
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edition of the plays (Boase 86-87) and Francis Hayman’s 1740s painting and drawing of 

the play scene, still show him in the typical black costume. As there is no absolute 

consistency in the cuts, Davenant probably did not consciously set out to transform 

Hamlet’s character. Still, the fact that passages we find essential are here considered 

superfluous points to a rather large difference in conception, and though the cuts do not 

entirely delete the weaker aspects of melancholy, they do eliminate some of their 

strongest expressions, thus reducing their share in the text. What is known about 

Betterton’s performance likewise suggests that, as Spencer says, the Hamlet of the early 

eighteenth century “was not considered a dream-sick weakling” (“Soliloquys” 259): 

according to The Tatler, Betterton “appeared . . . a young man of great expectation, 

vivacity, and enterprise” (qtd. in Spencer, “Soliloquys” 259). Together with what parts of 

the text are performed, the manner in which these are acted leaves its traces in the 

Hamlet presented in Francis Hayman’s painting and drawing of the play scene (fig. 1). 

Hamlet is dressed in black, but he is a healthy-looking young man; in the later painted 

version Ophelia seems to look at him admiringly. In the drawing, Hamlet’s hand lies near 

his sword, in the painting he seems to grasp it, as if ready to act and kill Claudius.  

 

The moderation of Hamlet’s melancholy in Davenant’s cuts, but especially in early-

eighteenth century visualisations of Hamlet, relates to the continuing ambiguity of 

melancholy and associated diseases. These were still related to intellectuality, but the less 

desirable nexus between melancholy and madness was also maintained. When the new 

Bedlam was built in 1676, two stone figures were placed at the entrance, one portraying a 
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raving lunatic in shackles, the other, not very different in appearance except for the 

calmer facial expression, is usually interpreted as a melancholic. Even as late as 1751, 

authors wrote that “melancholy very frequently changes . . . into maniacal madness” 

(Mead, qtd. in Scull 63). When this happens, the sufferer becomes irrational and this, in 

an eighteenth-century context, deprives him of his dignity.  

 

While the vision represented by Davenant’s cuts is still rather vague, early 

critiques of Hamlet articulate more precisely how Hamlet’s melancholy was interpreted. 

In 1735, an article in The Prompter, though it recognized that Hamlet is “of a melancholy 

Cast”, moderates this melancholy so as to keep it within the limits of sanity: “[Hamlet’s] 

polite Education has illuminated the Sable; and . . . mix’d a Gleam, with his Sadness. 

When he grieves, he is never Sullen: When He trifles, he is never light”30. That Hamlet’s 

melancholy ponderings are never interpreted as madness may be less than remarkable, as 

his thought processes indicate an extremely rational spirit. More telling is the critical 

treatment of actions and words traditionally read as indications of Hamlet’s streak of 

actual madness. Many analyses of this period either ignore these, or frame them so as to 

make Hamlet’s behaviour the result of cunning instead of a real imbalance. His appearing 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

30. See Hill, Aaron, and William Popple. “Friday, October 24. 1735.” The Prompter. Vol. 1. 1735. Google 

Books. Web. 4 Aug. 2011. The journal’s pages are not numbered, but the passage can be located by using the 

Google Books search function.  
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in Ophelia’s chamber, for instance, is described in 1736 as “judicious, because by this 

Means he might be thought to be mad for her, and not that his Brain was disturb'd about 

State Affairs, which would have been dangerous” (Hanmer 34). According to Samuel 

Johnson, “[Hamlet] does nothing which he might not have done with the reputation of 

sanity”: Johnson interprets Hamlet’s conduct in the nunnery scene as nothing but 

“play[ing] the madman”, albeit in a cruel way (168). That he  recognizes only “[t]he 

pretended madness of Hamlet” and “the mournful distraction of Ophelia” (167) and does 

not mention Hamlet’s melancholy as a form of madness is the more significant when 

taking into account that Johnson was apparently “ready to call [his own severe bouts of 

hypochrondria] by the name of madness” (Boswell, qtd. in Ober 660).  

 

Judging from the available sources, apparently no English critic considered Hamlet 

truly mad until the final decades of the eighteenth century. A French critic, however, did. 

In 1748, Voltaire, starting his list of all he finds “barbarous” in Hamlet, complained that 

“[t]he Hero of the Play runs mad in the second Act” (qtd. in Aycock 68). The somewhat 

caustic reaction given in the Gray’s Inn Journal31 five years later could not have been 

phrased in plainer terms: “Hamlet, Sir, does not run mad, though if he did, King Lear has 

proved what a beautiful Distress might arise from it” (69). This critique of Voltaire is two-

fold: the author not only objects to Voltaire’s opinion about theatrical art by saying staged 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
31. See Ranger, Charles [Arthur Murphy]. “To Monsieur Voltaire.” The Gray’s Inn Journal. London, 1753. 68-
71. Google Books. Web. 29 July 2011. 
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madness need not be a sign of vulgarity, he also disagrees with Voltaire’s interpretation of 

Hamlet. Indeed, the underlying idea of much of this era’s criticism is not that madness is 

unfit for the stage, but that it is unfit for a hero. This does not present any problems in the 

characterisation of Lear, as he is quite obviously the object of pity rather than admiration. 

The character of Hamlet is more ambiguous: Hamlet is summoned by his father’s ghost to 

be a revenge hero, but consistently struggles to fulfil this part. The earlier half of the 

eighteenth century appears to prefer Hamlet as a hero instead of an anti-hero, and as 

madness does not suit that heroic image anymore, the maniacal madness that melancholy 

could lead to is never believed to affect Hamlet.  

 

The early-eighteenth-century version of Hamlet’s madness is a compromise: a 

touch of melancholy is maintained as part of the portrayal of Hamlet as a perfect scholar 

and a son responding correctly to his father’s unnatural death, but none of the sources 

examined here envision it as the full-fledged disorder akin to madness which it sometimes 

undeniably is in Shakespeare. Anything coming too close to real madness or weakness is 

either deleted or interpreted as pretence. A painting of the actor David Ross as Hamlet, 

made by Johann Zoffany, embodies this compromised vision (fig. 2). Melancholy is 

conveyed by a book, indicating its intellectual connotations, and an elegant black suit; as 

in the Rowe plate, a “down-gyved” stocking is the only sign of disorder (Graham-Dixon 

para. 2), and even this is discarded by contemporary critics as intentional and feigned.  
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Even though the ambiguous associations of melancholy in this era are essentially 

identical to those in the Elizabethan period, the original Hamlet and its eighteenth-

century interpretations each focus on a different part of these connotations. As shown in 

chapter four, Shakespeare largely ignores the positive attributes of melancholy and focuses 

on the suffering and the problematic behaviour it may cause. Eighteenth-century 

interpretations, on the contrary, particularly those in artwork and criticism, disregard or 

minimize the more negatively evaluated aspects. The partial elimination of these elements 

alters the relation between Hamlet and the cultural stereotype of the melancholy scholar 

or gentleman. As explained before, Shakespeare employs this stereotype merely as a 

vehicle introducing a character that actually exceeds it: as a character, Hamlet is marked 

by a tension between the stereotypical form and the content filling it, a content that 

actually undermines the contours in which it is initially presented. In being recreated by 

eighteenth-century actors, critics, and audiences, Hamlet is ripped of the elements that do 

not fit within the boundaries of the stock melancholy scholar and becomes more 

unambivalently stereotypical. This “new” Hamlet naturally interacts with the external 

world in a way different to Shakespeare’s “original”. While the latter disaffirms or 

criticizes the fashionability of melancholy by showing how undesirable the disease can be, 

the adapted Hamlet, in consequence of the removal or reinterpretation of these 

undesirable aspects, inverts this effect: it resituates Hamlet’s melancholy within the 

fashionable and thus reaffirms the stereotype.  
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The creation of this altered characterisation of Hamlet illustrates how adaptation 

processes can be simultaneously governed by multiple factors pertaining to different 

cultural areas. In this case, two main such contexts can be discerned. A first contextual 

factor at play in this re-presentation, the newly secluded and increasingly stigmatized 

position of the mad, explains the problems posed by a mad hero. The second context is 

theatrical: the stately acting style of this period helps to form the impression of a 

controlled, rational Hamlet. The influence of classicism also influences the formation of 

this new representation. One of the classicist rules was the preservation of clean 

boundaries between the genres, and the portrayal of Hamlet as a more straightforward 

hero, rather than a mixture between a problematic one, could indicate that this strictness 

also applied to character types. Moreover, the cutting of material can easily be attributed 

to two other classical principles: decency and the unity of action. Hamlet’s melancholy 

distracts from the main plot, and as such, the cutting of some lines pertaining to it was 

perhaps done for the same reason why the subplot about Fortinbras, the Norwegian prince 

invading Denmark, was entirely deleted. To ascertain that the adaptation of the character 

is due to the impact of classicism, it would be necessary, however, to compare the 

treatment of Hamlet to that of other plays. The materials described above may also 

exemplify how the direction between interpretation and representation is not always clear 

and how audiences may adapt representation to pre-existing interpretations. The new 

image of Hamlet seen in cut versions, painting, and criticism seems to be driven partially 

by genre-bound conventions of him as a hero, an interpretation that, considering the 
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altered socio-cultural position of madness, is impossible without adapting representation 

to reduce the share of melancholy madness in Hamlet’s character.  

 

6.1.2  The Romantic Hamlet 

The growing amount of character studies in Hamlet criticism of the final decades of the 

eighteenth century is marked by a substantial focus on Hamlet’s melancholy. The contrast 

between the earlier, balanced Hamlet and the altered, more homogeneously melancholic 

one becomes clear when comparing the insight of the 1735 critic in The Prompter, cited 

above, with that of the Glasgow Professor William Richardson. To the former, Hamlet’s 

“gleam” prevents the character from appearing completely despondent; to the latter, 

discussing Hamlet’s “jocularity” in 1784, “[Hamlet’s] laughter is not that of mirth” but “a 

symptom . . . of his affliction” (138-39). This “affliction” is almost consistently related to 

“sensibility” in its early Romantic meaning as an emotional perceptiveness, a tendency to 

feel matters deeply, and the opposite of a more empirical “sense”. Though Romanticism 

generally moves away from strictly rational and scientific explanations, sensibility actually 

conforms to new ideas in medicine: it is a culturally charged, less biologically 

underpinned version of the hypersensitivity of the nervous system described as the cause 

of diseases like hypochondria in new medical theories. These new nervous diseases thus 

do not originate in the brain but are physical maladies, and as such they escape the stigma 

of madness: the “mad” George III for instance, insisted that he was “not mad but only 

nervous” (Porter 86). While the Romantics transform the connotations of melancholy 

from intellect and learning into a more spiritual “genius”, they do not actively detach the 
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illness from its relation to refined society. As such, even without being “balanced out” by 

other aspects of his personality, an emphasis on Hamlet’s melancholy does not necessarily 

impede Augustan interpretations. However, ways of performing, picturing, and analysing 

Hamlet in this era reveal a willingness to see his melancholy in its entirety, including its 

debilitating effects, and this reading does complicate the interpretation of Hamlet as a 

powerful, controlled hero.  

 

The Theatre Licensing Act of 1737, censuring controversial plays or banning them 

from the stage to the closet, together with the growing availability of Shakespeare 

editions, stimulated direct contact with Shakespeare’s written text32, making 

interpretation less dependent on performance and exposing audiences to aspects of the 

play that were formerly minimized in productions. Nevertheless, such aspects also found 

their way to the stage. Important proof of this fact is found in the letters of Georg 

Christoph Lichtenberg, a German theatre aficionado who travelled through England in 

the 1770s and there saw David Garrick playing the lead in Hamlet. In his detailed 

accounts, Lichtenberg focuses on Garrick’s emotional acting manner, received by 

contemporaries as a break from the controlled Augustan style, and his descriptions of the 

performances of the court scene and the first soliloquy imply Garrick underlined the more 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

32. Even though Hamlet was not banned from the stage, the habit of reading censured plays may easily 

spread to plays that were considered safe.  
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pathetic aspects of melancholy. His Hamlet is overcome by grief, tearful to the point of 

almost becoming unmanly. Sometimes his words are “von Thränen aufgehalten” 

(Lichtenberg 354-55), muffled in tears. Garrick’s acting, itself praised as realistic, thus 

presents Hamlet as genuinely overwhelmed by grief, rather than merely mourning his 

father in a sincere yet controlled way. Character studies of this era paint a similar picture. 

Henry Mackenzie provides an apt summary of this view in a 1780 issue of The Mirror: 

Hamlet is “a person endowed with feelings so delicate as to border on weakness, with 

sensibility too exquisite to allow of determined action” (231). He is capable only of feeling, 

not of acting, and thus delays his revenge, an aspect deemphasised in the Augustan era but 

typical in the work of Romantic critics.  

 

Sometimes the acceptance of these weaker streaks even enables a reading of 

Hamlet’s melancholy as approximating madness. From the 1780s onwards, the supposed 

“inconsistencies” in Hamlet's behaviour begin to receive an alternative explanation. 

Discussing the morality of Hamlet’s behaviour, the Shakespeare editor George Steevens 

mentions that a physician, Dr. Akenside, was the first to suggest “that [Hamlet’s] conduct . 

. . was . . . unnatural and indefensible, unless he were to be regarded as a young man 

whose intellects were in some degree impaired by his own misfortunes” (197). The 

suggestion as well as the reactions against it reflect a medicalisation of abnormal 

behaviour, as well as the increased tendency to define more clearly who is and who is not 

mad. Several critics disagreed; others adopted the idea, albeit in various degrees. 

Mackenzie remained tentative, arguing Hamlet is always in control of his reason, and 
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singling out the burial of Ophelia as the sole episode in which Hamlet’s feigned madness 

“exhibits some temporary marks of a real disorder” (238-39). Others were more confident 

“that his intellects were really impaired . . . indeed, Hamlet hisself [sic], more than once, 

plainly insinuates it” (Ritson 223-24). Richardson describes Hamlet as “trembl[ing] . . . on 

the brink of madness; and at times not altogether certain that he acts or speaks according 

to the dictates of a sound understanding” (98). Later, at the peak of Romanticism, 

Coleridge draws a comparable conclusion in his assertion that “Hamlet’s wildness is but 

half false; he plays that subtle trick of pretending to act only when he is very near really 

being what he acts” (Works 156).  

 

Visual depictions similarly represent this partial return to a “mad Hamlet”, as 

Scoloker called the character in 1604. An 1813 painting, for instance, represents an actor 

performing Hamlet with the dilated pupils characteristic to contemporary visualisations of 

insanity33 (fig. 3a and 3b). The clearest portrayal of a mad Hamlet is that of Henry Fuseli’s 

1770s’ painting of the visit to Ophelia’s closet (fig. 4). While this episode was considered 

part of Hamlet’s pretence even by critics willing to acknowledge his proximity to real 

madness, the iconography of the painting seems to imply Fuseli thought otherwise. The 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

33. See for instance the print made by Richard Rhodes after John Thurston ca. 1810s illustration of the 

mad Antipholus in The Comedy of Errors and the 1775 print after Robert Edge Pine of a chained 

madwoman, both in the British Museum. Registration numbers: 1868,0822.5149 and 1870,0625.607.  
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characters are placed in a sparse classical setting and Hamlet’s posture, physique, and the 

strips of cloth around his chest and privates likens him to antique heroes, who typically do 

not lie. Furthermore, the stream of light coming from the top left corner and illuminating 

Hamlet’s face is an iconographic convention typically seen in paintings with annunciation 

motives, and therefore gives the scene an aura of divine truth. There is thus a sober 

dignity about this painting that seems incompatible with insincerity. Fuseli depicts 

Hamlet as a muscular man and takes the dishevelled appearance described by Ophelia to 

an extreme by representing him almost entirely naked. While many of Fuseli’s subjects 

are depicted in this way, nakedness and physical strength were the typical characteristics 

of madmen (Kromm 508), and the impression created by these elements is strengthened 

by Hamlet’s loose curls, the contorted movement of his neck, and his eyes looking 

upwards and staring desperately at Ophelia.  

 

In a 1785 engraving of John Philip Kemble as Hamlet, which served as the 

frontispiece to Bell’s edition of the play, equally little is left of the controlled and stately 

aura of Ross or Betterton (fig. 5). The diagonals of the composition suggest disorder, 

Kemble wears his hair down, and he makes a rather wild overall appearance. While this 

image does not show Hamlet as entirely incapable of acting - the lifeless hand of Polonius 

peaks from beneath the curtain – it demonstrates the tragic irony that one of Hamlet’s few 

efficient acts is in fact nothing but an unfortunate mistake. That exactly this scene, which 

questions Hamlet’s rationality and focuses on his failure to kill the right person, is chosen 

as a frontispiece unmistakably points to a profound change in approach.  
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Kemble’s Hamlet actually somewhat prefigures the looks of Lord Byron in this 

image, who of course had not even been born when the engraving was produced. The 

likeness uncannily coincides with the fact that in the sources I have examined, Hamlet 

shares some characteristics with the later Byronic hero. His deep emotional turmoil makes 

him occasionally dangerous and acutely fallible, and he is accepted as a Romantic anti-

hero thrust in the part of a hero. Richardson’s essay concludes by noting this conflict:  

 

As he endeavours to act right, we approve and esteem him. But his original 

constitution renders him unequal to the contest: he displays the weaknesses and 

imperfections to which his peculiar character is liable; he is unfortunate; his 

misfortunes are in some measure occasioned by his weakness; he thus becomes an 

object not of blame, but of genuine and tender regret. (141) 

 

It is Hamlet’s melancholy and madness, not just his situation, which evoke pity. While the 

sources of his distress - his sensibility and intellect - are admired; equal attention is paid to 

his mental imbalance as an undesirable side effect, a high price to pay for values that are 

greatly admired.  

 

Unlike the earlier part of the century, the last couple of decades of the 1700s do not 

severely censure Hamlet’s melancholy, quite on the contrary. In its recognition of the 

debilitating effects of a fashionable disease, the early Romantic interpretation partially 
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coincides with the supposedly original Hamlet as constructed in Elizabethan times, but 

perhaps goes even further: not only are all the effects of melancholy recognized, elements 

that do not necessarily pertain to it are ignored or interpreted in terms of that 

melancholy, inverting the process at work in the earlier part of the eighteenth century. 

Whereas Johnson stated that “the pretended madness of Hamlet causes much mirth” 

(167), Richardson makes even these comic aspects of Hamlet’s character tragic by 

assimilating them unto melancholy. In this sense, both Neo-classical and Romantic 

interpretations make Hamlet more one-sided than he is in Shakespeare’s text, and the 

Romantics can be said to replace stereotypical melancholy with a new stereotype, that of 

sensibility. In this respect, the Romantic Hamlet is connected to new approaches to 

hypochrondria as a nervous disease, but also to the development of a Romantic aesthetic 

in literary and artistic circles. While scientific and cultural sensibility are essentially based 

on similar ideas, the former relies on a biological theory of the nervous system whereas 

the latter disregards that idea in favour of a focus on emotional and spiritual aspects. As a 

result, the Romantics’ medical-ideological concept of sensibility is less soberly medical 

than Shakespeare’s underlying framework. In the earlier half of the eighteenth century, as 

in Shakespeare’s day, madness could still be linked to sin, an idea illustrated by Hogarth’s 

The Rake’s Progress (Scull 51), and perhaps also at play in the neo-classical unwillingness 

to see Hamlet as mad. The sources examined in this section portray Hamlet as an innocent 

victim of his high sensitivity and the circumstances he finds himself in; and so detach 

madness from sin and immorality.  
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I briefly want to indicate an idea not explicitly manifested in the sources. 

Shakespeare’s work played an important part in the veneration of England’s past and the 

formation of a national identity. Simultaneously, melancholy had long been considered a 

particularly English disease (Doughty 257-60), considered by both natives and foreigners 

as part of the English national character (Gidal 235). As a Shakespearean melancholic, 

Hamlet combines two very English things, and considering the nationalist component of 

the Romantic movement, this could be a contributing factor to the central position of his 

melancholy in Romantic and proto-Romantic criticism. As such, melancholy is an 

insignia, not only of social groups like scholars, or indeed, the Romantics, but also of 

national groups. 

 

However, the relation of these interpretations to the cultural position of the 

madman is ambiguous. On the one hand, the proto-Romantic and Romantic postulation of 

a grey area between madness and sanity defies the idea of a sharp distinction between 

who is mad and who is sane, and their admiration of Hamlet implies one can be on that 

boundary while still being admired for a superior intellect and emotional refinement. The 

mad, at least the slightly mad or the almost mad, are brought within the realm of the 

human again, and are treated with sympathy or even  emphasized with, as in Coleridge’s 

“I have a smack of Hamlet myself” (Table Talk 69). However, the Romantics form a sub-

group within society, and when they identify with Hamlet, do so partially out of a feeling 

of being like “the other” themselves. Even as a near-madman, Hamlet is thus accepted as 

“one of us” but that “us” is itself a secluded circle of society.  
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6.2 Ophelia 

While the Romantic movement included a return to a more “mad” Hamlet, not every 

critic or commentator subscribed to this view, and even those that did acknowledge 

Hamlet’s proximity to madness mostly continued to read it as only a temporary or partial 

crossing of the boundaries of sanity. Ophelia’s case, on the other hand, is much less 

ambiguous than Hamlet’s, so it is interesting to see how her madness is interpreted in a 

society that despised irrationality. For the first half of the eighteenth century, sources for 

the history of Ophelia are quite limited, so I have chosen not to formally contrast the 

material of two separate periods as I did in the previous section, but to examine the long 

eighteenth century as a whole.  

 

Whereas Hamlet’s philosophical contemplations do not lend themselves very well 

to visual representation, the visual is more prominent in Ophelia’s character, and she thus 

thrives in visual depictions rather than in written criticism, where she usually only 

receives a few brief comments. The first true landmark in her reception history is a small 

controversy begun in 1698 by Jeremy Collier’s neo-classical attack on the theatre. Collier 

vehemently criticized the lack of decency in Ophelia’s mad talk, and phrases his 

objections in such a specific way that I want to give the quote in full:  

 

Since [Shakespeare] was resolv’d to drown the Lady like a Kitten, he should have 

set her a swimming a little sooner. To keep her alive only to sully her Reputation, 

and discover the Rankness of her Breath, was very Cruel. But it may be said the 
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Freedoms of distraction go for nothing, a feavour has no Faults and a Man non 

Compos, may kill without Murther. It may be so: But then such people ought to be 

kept in dark Rooms and without Company. To shew them, or let them loose, is 

somewhat unreasonable. (qtd. in Ingleby 407)  

 

Collier has little sympathy for either theatrical madpersons or their real-world 

counterparts: both may be pardoned for offensive behaviour; but they should be 

respectively censured by the playwright or removed from the community. The point here 

is not exactly that madness itself is a theatrical taboo, but rather that it is no excuse to 

break other taboos, in this case that of indecency. Betterton, too, apparently felt the need 

to delete the songs of Ophelia that have sexual undertones from his acting version.  

 

However, Collier’s view was not universal, and he was gravely ridiculed for this 

critique34: The main argument in these reactions is not that Ophelia should be pardoned, 

but that Collier sees indecency where there is none. Contrary to him, his opponents 

perceive Ophelia as an “innocent young virgin” (D’Urfey, para. 10), “as . . .  inoffensive in 

her distraction as before . . . “ (Drake qtd. in Ingleby 427). Oddly enough, even Ophelia’s 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

34. James Drake, for instance, attributed the objections to Collier’s “bad Nose, or a rotten Tooth of his 

own” instead of Ophelia’s rank breath (quoted in Ingleby 424), and Thomas D’Urfey mockingly stated he 

“would fain ask Doctor Absolution in what she has sullied her Reputation, I am sure five hundred Audiences 

that have view’d her could never find it out” (para. 10). 
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Valentine song about the man that “Let in the maid that out a maid / Never departed 

more” (4.5.54-55) is considered “silly indeed, but very harmless and inoffensive” (ibid.). 

This view of Ophelia as light-headed but subdued survives in later criticism: Johnson, for 

instance, criticizes her death as a fault against poetic justice, because it destroys “the 

young, the beautiful, the harmless, and the pious” (168), and devotes no attention at all to 

the more subversive aspects of Ophelia’s mad utterances that are often emphasized in 

modern Hamlet productions.  

 

In the later eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, this innocence is given a 

more particular meaning under the influence of the prevailing “cult” of nature. Thomas 

Campbell, in an 1818 issue of Blackwood’s Magazine, presents a typical reading:  

 

Everything about [Ophelia] is young, beautiful, artless, innocent, and touching. . . . 

Amid the frivolity, flattery, fawning, and artifice of a corrupted court, she moves 

in all the unpolluted loveliness of nature. She is like an artless, gladsome, and 

spotless shepherdess, with the gracefulness of society hanging like a transparent 

veil over her natural beauty. (511) 

 

In this context, “gracefulness” contrasts with “natural beauty”, and Campbell’s opposition 

between the pure Ophelia and the corrupted court illustrates the more general theoretical 

contrast between nature as that which is honest and pure, and culture as superficiality and 

artificiality.  
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The images I will analyse date from a little earlier than Campbell’s remarks, but 

seem influenced by similar ideas. Whereas Hamlet, both in Shakespeare’s text and in later 

visualisations, is constantly placed in or near Elsinore castle, thus, in culture; images of 

Ophelia, who is closely connected to nature already in the original Hamlet35, are usually 

set in the open air, outside the castle. In a 1784 print made by Bartolozzi, a very focused, 

intimate character study of Ophelia (fig. 6), the subject is characterized by natural 

elements, from the flowers in her basket and hand, to her loose and wild hair, dressed 

with wheat, grapes, and plants, and seemingly blowing in the wind. While all the 

iconographic elements traditionally assigned to Ophelia are present, the character is 

isolated from the play: the black background eliminates any reference to Elsinore, and 

were it not for the caption beneath the image, the girl in the frame could in fact be any 

“spotless shepherdess” or country beauty. A 1783 etching of the flower scene (fig. 7), made 

for Macklin’s Shakespeare Gallery, illustrated Ophelia exactly as Johnson describes her: 

she is a young, pretty, decently-dressed girl, and smiles meekly. While this image does 

depict Ophelia within the cultured environment of the castle, the open curtains in the 

background already reveal the world outside. Furthermore, Ophelia is represented as 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

35. Ophelia’s close connection to nature is exemplified in the detailed attention given to the natural 

surroundings amidst which Ophelia dies in the Queen’s announcement of her drowning, the flowers 

associated to her madness and strewn on her grave, and the fact that these flowers not only indicate a 

connection to nature, but actually become Ophelia’s means of communication.   
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different from the rest of the court: while the male persons surrounding her are dressed in 

costumes inspired by the courtly, involved dress of the Renaissance, she wears the neo-

classical dress of the late eighteenth century, a style that promotes unaffected simplicity in 

dress as a reaction against the traditional, cumbersome costume. Unfortunately it is 

impossible to see whether this opposition in clothing extends to Queen Gertrude’s dress, 

but a contrast between her and Ophelia is implied by the literal juxtaposition of the royal 

couple’s golden crowns, and Ophelia’s crown of flowers.  

 

While the Macklin image depicts a completely innocent Ophelia, other 

visualisations include more ambiguous elements. Whereas hysteria was commonly 

believed to affect females more frequently and more severely (Wright 236), its newly 

assigned origin in the nervous system detached it from close associations with female 

sexuality. Still, some of the sexual connotations associated to Elizabethan hysteria are 

maintained through the preservation of Shakespeare’s iconography. Whereas Ophelia’s 

hair in Macklin’s plate is loose but tidy, its wildness in the Bartolozzi print refers to sexual 

availability (Kromm 513). The wheat and the grapes that adorn Ophelia’s head both 

symbolize fertility, and the sensuality of her lips creates further erotic overtones. The 

connotations are more explicit in a later image, also printed by Bartolozzi (fig. 8): the 

flowers, in themselves already symbolic of female sexuality, are given an erotic position in 

Ophelia’s lap; the contours of her legs are visible, and her dress very conspicuously leaves 

her breast bared. While this sexualisation may certainly play a part in securing the success 

of these prints and of the editions they sometimes appeared in, within the images 
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themselves it is detached from Ophelia’s agency and intentions: she is not depicted as a 

kind of seductive nymphomaniac; she remains isolated, unaware of being watched, and 

makes no contact with spectators either inside or outside the image. Nevertheless, pictures 

such as these anticipate the voyeuristic vision of the Pre-Raphaelites. Both subject and 

setting incite aesthetic pleasure, and Ophelia’s madness and death become a pretty picture 

to look at36.  

 

Ophelia’s being out of place, her isolated position as one of the few untarnished 

beings at the court, is the source of her madness. As Campbell continues in his analysis, 

“we feel from the first, that her lot is to be mournful. The world in which she lives is not 

worthy of her” (511). As a natural creature, Ophelia is unadapted, or perhaps oversensitive 

to the complex and cruel workings of the cultured world, and is drawn, tragically, back to 

nature. The attention to the  tragedy of Ophelia’s story increases during the final twenty 

years of the eighteenth century: in fact, the historical chronology of the first appearances 

of visual depictions of certain scenes very roughly parallels the narrative chronology of 

the play. The first illustrations of Ophelia show her dispensing flowers at court, later 

versions place her near the brook in which she will die, climbing the tree, or partially in 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

36. These visualisations obviously originate directly in Getrude’s picturesque account of Ophelia’s death. 

The aestheticization of disturbing events can also be found elsewhere in Shakespeare: the description of 

Lavinia’s rape in Titus Andronicus for instance, is similar in this respect to Gertrude’s account of Ophelia’s 

death.  
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the water (fig. 9), until eventually, the Victorian Age begins to paint her as dying or even 

dead.  

 

In the Macklin etching (fig. 7), Ophelia herself seems “unaware’” rather than truly 

unhappy, and the tragedy of the situation is established more by the reactions of others, 

especially the crying man on the right –probably Laertes –than it is created by the sight of 

Ophelia. The second Bartolozzi image (fig. 8) represents a more dramatic scene. On the 

opposite bank of the brook, some onlookers appear like classical tragic figures, waving 

their arms and wailing in an attempt to prevent the accident, or as a reaction to their 

powerless position and inability to save Ophelia. In one version, Ophelia’s unfortunate 

fate is announced underneath the image. Yet, the tragic effect would be strong enough 

even without these elements. The diagonal line created by the tree and Ophelia who is 

climbing it, as well as the glance in the latter’s eyes imply an upwards movement, a 

reaching out to heaven, which may already be read as an implication that Ophelia will 

die. In any case, the higher the tree grows, the more the thick, solid branch becomes an 

“envious sliver” (4.7.172), and anyone familiar with the play knows that the upwards 

movement is but the anticipation of a move downwards, “to muddy death” (4.7.182). In 

the early nineteenth century, even more dramatic versions appear, with Ophelia clinging 

on to the snapping branch (for example, fig. 9) of a willow tree – traditionally the sign of 

unhappy love-, the sorrow weighing her down represented visually by a great, dark 

willow forest pictured at the top of the images, almost pushing her into the water. This 
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focus on tragedy and pathos not only invites pity, it also replaces the increasingly 

medicalized discourses on madness with an emotional response to the problem. 

 

The impression given by the combination of these pictures and Campbell’s 

comments is one of madness as a reaction against culture and a flight towards nature. The 

representation of madness as a move away from cultivated humanity seemingly 

corresponds to the link between un-reason and the inhuman. However, humanity is 

defined more negatively here, as artificiality and corruption rather than as an admirable 

rationality; and its opposite is not a beastly, disgusting animality but rather a subjection to 

the rules of nature, as represented in the wind entangling loose hair, the snapping of 

branches, or that greatest natural rule of all: death.  

 

The sympathetic view of Ophelia as an innocent victim contrasts to the situation of 

the mad in real life, where their lack of rationality and the connection to sin were reasons 

or excuses for being treating them as if they were animals (Scull 60-61)37. From the mid-

century onwards, some important authors began to voice their disapproval of this 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

37. This maltreatment cannot be exaggerated (Scull 60-61), but did take up a prominent place in cultural 

perception (Scull48-49). The sympathetic treatment of Ophelia may be explained by the new 

conceptualisation of hysteria as nervous disease, were it not that Ophelia’s behaviour is problematic enough 

to cross the line to madness.  
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treatment (Scull 62), and by the period in which Ophelia images become abundant, 

newer, less coercive methods for caring for and attempting to cure the mad were being 

proposed, in which the madhouse became a micro-community rather than a space 

entirely removed from society (Scull 96-101). In their contact with this context, pictures 

of Ophelia of the types discussed above, through their depiction of Ophelia as pitiful and 

pretty rather than disgusting, and as a madwoman who roams freely in an era of 

confinement, may function unintentionally as disseminators of this new, more humane 

view of the mad represented in reactions against the traditional cruel treatment (Scull 93). 

Like Hamlet, Ophelia gains back her place within humanity, but contrary to him, she is 

less admired than pitied. Whereas the Romantic engagement with Hamlet is partly 

intellectual and relies on a certain amount of identification, that with Ophelia is entirely 

emotional; and her painful tragedy, together with her beauty and her being placed amidst 

a beautiful, natural setting, invite her to be looked at and lamented rather than identified 

with.  
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7. Conclusion 

It is difficult to draw firm conclusions from the analyses presented in the preceding chapters. 

In fact, the word “conclusion” suggests a finality and a certainty which the present study may 

not be able to offer. The problems inherent to interpretation have been addressed over and 

over again within the humanities, but within studies concerned with reception and 

interpretative history, as this one is, the problematically subjective nature of interpretation 

becomes particularly poignant. By reading second-hand relations of events or items as if they 

were primary sources of information, as far as methodology is concerned this field of study 

goes against the grain of just about every traditional rule regarding the critical use of historical 

sources. The study of theatrical madness adds two disconcerting paradoxes. The examination 

of dramatic works is complicated by the fact that performance, especially a performance that 

is not “original” - insofar as any performance can be called that - distorts the original text, 

while at the same time being absolutely necessary in order to adequately assess the text’s 

functioning and meaning. In other words, just reading the script leaves the play “dead”, as it 

were, and overlooks its very essence –the need to be performed-, but on the other hand, a 

performance will always be based on someone else’s subjective vision of that essence. The 

study of theatrical madness adds another complication: as Neely says, “[t]o read madness 

sanely is to miss the point; to read madness madly is to have one’s point be missed” 

(“Documents” 316). Besides, the mere vastness of the topic as well as the cultural contexts 

that influence it, and the wealth of critical frameworks from which it can be read unavoidably 

lead to the need to make choices to adopt certain approaches or explore particular aspects, and 

ignore others. As a result, the evolutions depicted in the preceding paragraphs must not be 

generalized but are truly case studies, representing partial developments: there will always be 

opinions, interpretations, or depictions that do not fit the developments outlined above, and in 
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certain cases, it is even likely that these apparent anomalies are actually equally valid 

alternatives rather than exceptions.  

 

With these statements, I may seem to be undermining my own dissertation, but it 

would be a far graver mistake if I did not mention these reservations at all and presented my 

results as entirely neutral and complete. A study like this simply must come with many 

disclaimers: it is my interpretation of a varied, but limited corpus of interpretations of 

Shakespeare’s interpretation of madness. Nevertheless, the Shakespearean adaptations 

analysed here do provide some valuable information about, as well as examples of, the 

cultural concepts through which audiences perceived madness. The examined sources all 

indicate that literary characters are not just passively inherited, but are actively – though often 

subconsciously – transformed in accordance with changing cultural environments. Madness is 

represented and interpreted differently, and, often as a result, also functions in and interacts 

with the surroundings differently– for instance, the original Hamlet comments on fashionable 

melancholy, the Neo-classical one encourages it. These adaptations denote subtle shifts in the 

images and stereotypes with which madness is conceived. Sometimes the examined sources 

merely confirm what we know already, but in other cases, such as in that of the Ophelia 

images from the late eighteenth century, these artistic creations help to see more clearly the 

development of a view that was not as dominant yet in other discourses.  

 

Perhaps even more fascinating than the changing nature of Shakespearean and post-

Shakespearean appropriations, or the information they give us about “images” of madness at 

any given point in time, is what they tell us about the mechanisms through which these 

images come into being and are disseminated. The examples illustrate the complexity and 

multi-dimensionality of these processes. The appropriation of madness, both in Shakespeare 
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and in later reworkings - for example, the Romantic transformation of the Elizabethan 

stereotype of melancholy- usually manifest at least some influence of the prevailing medical 

or medico-religious ways of conceptualizing madness, but the consideration of additional 

contexts always leads to a richer understanding. The Neo-classical version of Hamlet, for 

instance, is governed by a combination of theatrical and socio-cultural contextual rules. 

Moreover, this representation seems to be adapted in accordance to a pre-fixed interpretation, 

rather than the other way round. The late eighteenth-century Ophelia similarly combines 

influences from different cultural areas: the sexualised portrayal of her seen in some 

depictions can be seen as a commercial asset, but is also influenced by less exclusively 

material elements such as the contemporary nature cult. The analysis presented in this 

dissertation only goes as far as the early nineteenth century, and is limited to Hamlet, but it 

could provide the stepping stones for similar investigations. It would be equally interesting to 

examine similar processes at work in the appropriation of other iconic Shakespearean mad 

characters, such as King Lear, and to see how these creative processes continue, for instance, 

in the Pre-Rafaelite reworking of both Shakespeare’s Ophelia and the Ophelia of late-

eighteenth-century engravers. 

 

In order to survive, cultural items must adapt to their surroundings, and the examples 

analysed above indicate how Hamlet and Ophelia managed to do so throughout various 

repositionings of “the boundaries”, whether it be those between stage and audience, between 

sanity and insanity, or between different kinds of madness. Whereas Shakespeare’s characters 

are often said to be timeless, the fact that audiences feel the need to adapt them points to their 

essential historicity. The various adaptations of Hamlet and Ophelia make clear that 

Shakespeare’s famous universality should not be attributed to such notions as “Shakespeare’s 

genius”, but rather finds its origins in the creative appropriations of audiences.  
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Appendices 

Some of the images I used in my analysis, are courtesy of Folger Shakespeare Library. 

Unfortunately, these cannot be downloaded in a good resolution, so I have included other 

versions here, but have provided references to the version in the Folger Library where 

relevant.  
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Fig. 1 Francis Hayman’s early 1740s engraving of the play-within-a-play scene. Courtesy of 

the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Museum number S.75-2009.  

For the painting in the Folger Shakespeare Library, search the online collection for call 

number FPa36. For a pen and wash version, with a Hamlet with a somewhat different facial 

expression, search for call number ART Vol. b72.  
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Fig. 2 Zoffany’s portrait of David Ross as Hamlet. As 

published in Graham-Dixon, Andrew. “Acting Their Socks 

off.” The Independent 21 Jan. 1997. Andrew Graham-Dixon 

Archive. Web. 29 July 2011. 

Fig. 2 Zoffany’s portrait of David Ross as Hamlet. As 

published in Graham-Dixon, Andrew. “Acting Their Socks 

off.” The Independent 21 Jan. 1997. Andrew Graham-Dixon 

Archive. Web. 29 July 2011. 

  

 
 

Fig. 3a and 3b Painting of John Howard 

Payne as Hamlet, 1816. Public domain. For 

a clearer version, see the Folger 

Shakespeare Library for call number ART 

Box F632. Close up cropped by me. 
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Fig. 4 Pen and ink drawing by Henry Fuselli, 1775-76. Courtesy of the British Museum. Registration number 1885,0314.204.
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Fig. 5 Mr. Kemble in Hamlet, 1785. Engraving by Thomas Cook, published by John Bell. Courtesy of the 

British Museum. Registration number 1868,0822.5543. 
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Fig. 6 Ophelia, 1784. Print by Francesco Bartolozzi after James Nixon. Courtesy of the British Museum. 

Registration number: 1873,1213.194. For a clearer version, with a quotation underneath, see the Folger 

Shakespeare Library, call number ART File S528h1 no.132. 
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Fig. 7 Ophelia, 1783. Stipple etching published by Thomas Macklin, after Thomas Stothard. 

Courtesy of the British Museum. Registration number 1860,0211.277. 
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Fig. 8 1794 print made by Francesco Bartolozzi after Henry Tresham, published by Mariano Bovi. Courtesy of the British Museum. 

Registration number: 1868,0612.2221. For the coloured and captioned version, see the Folger Shakespeare Library’s call number RT 

File S528h1 no.136.  
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Fig. 9 Wood engraving by Allen Robert Branston [?], ca. 1803-1813. Courtesy of the British Museum. 

Registration number 1900,0613.173.  
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