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PREFACE

While enrolled in a Shakespeare oourse I became convinoed
that there were many occumparisons which could be made between the
philosophy of Hamlet and the philosophy of the existentialists.
I began reading background books on existentialism, and conoluded
that Hamlet could espeoclally be compared to Kierkegaard, still
with the emphasis on the philosophy. I then began specializing
my reading, and as a squirrel goee up a tree trunk to the large
limbe which in turn lead to the smaller branches, so I was led
from existentialism to Kierkegaardian philosophy to Kierkegaard
himself. There I found a fasoinating, oomplex personality, one
as fascineting and evexry bit as complex as Hamlet himself. With
the pedantio oonceit of the half-infeormed I hoped that others
might not have noted the similarity, dbut, of ococurse, other
people have connected the two men. Barrett, writing on existe
entialism, said:

Klierkegaaxd has been criticized as dbeing overmelanocholy,

excessively introverted, even morbid--a Hamlet more

brooding than the originsl Dane.

Wylle Sypher has ccumented on the Kierkegaardian humor in Hamlet.Z
Even Klerkegeard in his Jouypels recognizes the comparison when
he describes his unhappy knowledge of his father's sin and

lyilliem Barrett; Irrational Man (New York: Doubleday &
Company, 1958), p. 139.

2Wylie Sypher, "The Meanings of Comedy, " Co%edil g'%ﬁ%ff agd
» 6d. Rodert W. Corrigan, (8an FPranoisoo: ndler shing
0., 1965), p. 48,



coupares it to the tregedy of Hamlet.3 wWalter Lovwrie, a
Kierkegaard scholar, has noted the similarities bhetween the
two men in this way:

I conclude this chapter with a plea for pitye~
pity for S.X. even more than for *her,"™ his Ophellia.
Iz the tribute of pity due only at the oconclusion of
the fifth act when the traglic hero dies? Must we not
plty Esmlet when he discovers his mother's guilt? And
oan we not pity S.K. when he ig confronted with
substantially the same experience? He felt that point
ty point his case matched that of Hamlet. If Hamlet
feigned madness, he wea ocften on the brink of it, and
many tines he debated the question of suicide. He
too loved a girl, and because of his secret could not
marry her. He treated his girl shookingly, but so
did Hamlet--and yet we can pity him. The only essential
differance 18 that our story does not ocome to an end
at this point with the death of both lovers. Regina
had enough resilience to get engaged again, thus
interjeoting a comic note; and 3.K. though dying daily,
1ived on for fourteen years and at last laid down his
1ife in a very different cause,¥

Whlle others have noted the parallelisms in passing, in
this paper I would like to pursue and detaill the ressmblances
whioh geem to me to be the strongest. I am still oconvinced
that an argument could be made that Hamlet does live in a
Klierkegaaxdian existentialist fashion, partiocularly in respect
to the idea of cshoice; the leap of faith; the aesthetio, ethical,
and religious levels of existence; and the suspension of the
ethioal in hig killing of the king, which oan be compared to
Abrahem's willingness to sacrifice Isaao, a favorite topioc of
Kierkegsardts, However, such a task would be much too ambitious
under the restriotions of my paper: therefore, I intend to limit

it to a oomparison of the fistional Prince Hamlet and the

3soren Xierkegaard, Joumrmals, trans. Alexander Dru (New
York:s Harper & Brothorﬁ.“t?S?T?‘ﬁ. §3-

Yyalter Lowrie, Short e of erke (Xew Jersey:
Prinoceton University 88, s Do .



historical existentialist-theologian Klerkegaayd. I am going
to sheow that though Klerkegaard!s fraill physique and thin
volce sre unlike the "glass of fashion and the mould of form*
that was {‘anlet, yet in spirit and emotlon they were brothers,
that they were alike in personallity and temperament, that they
faced cirmilar personal probleme in a like manner, and that

they cored with some of life's knottier philosophical dilemmras

in basically the same way.



HAMLET THE BXISTENTIALIST:
A CGMPARISON UF HAMLET AND £LIERXEGAARD

What do Hamlet and Kierkegaard have in oommon? At first
glance onz would be tempted to say, "Very little.™ Elerkegaard
is recognized by many only as an obscure, rether difficult
theologian sometimes quoted by a freshly graduated seminary
student to impress the parighioners in his first church, that
is, until hie bheoomes painfully aware that such quotations are
putting his audience to sleep instead of elevating them to e
higher leveli of religious meditation. Hamlet is acknowledged as
the prince of Shakespeare!'s oharecters by meny high school
English teachers, and they devote their professional 1ife to
bowing before his sacred altar, and religiously and self-
righteously forsce their reluctant students to make their
obeisances, too. By those who have more than a popular magazine
knowledge of existentialism, Kierkegaard is recognized as the
man who coined the term and grendfathered the whole twentiath-
century movement, and whose writings formed the firm foundation
upon which all later writers have tuilt. Hamlet is a szymbol
for indecision and melancholy. However, in spite of the fact
that one was born of the pen and one of the flesh, and that they
are remncved from eaoh other by time and university departments,
striking parallels can be demonstrated Getween the fictional
1life of Hamlet and the historiocal 1life of his equally melancholy
fellow Dane, Soren Xierkegaard,

Perhaps to some a comparison of a historical figure such as
Kierkegaard with a character created even by William 8hakespeare

may seem a bit nonsensioal. Yet who is more real than Hamlet



the Prince, if xeality is to be used to defend the comparison?
The ocharascter Famlet has beocome the 1living person Hamlet hundreds
of times to hundreds of people who have bridged the gap between
the author and the reader or the actor and the spectator, that
maAglio meeting where reality 1e not a matter of the flesh ™t
of the spirit and intelleot.

Certainly Hamlet and Kierkegaard were alike in many ways.
As an example, the theatre was the favorite amusement of both
men. Klerkezaard was passionately devoted to the theatre, and
it wae a love which lasted throughout his lifetime, even after
he had restricted almost all of his other sooial acotivities to
allow him to devote more of hie time to hies writing. At the
time he made his final break with his finsncee Regina, the
celebrated parting that has puzzled the students and the
psychoanalyats, he left her and went iumediately to the theatre,
a deliberate action whioh strengthensd popular belief that he
had behaved like a cad to the young girl. BHamlet'g enthusiasm
for the theatre 1s evidenced by hie reception of the news that
the players were arriving, even before he thought of using them
ae a vehiele or trapping Claudius. He remembered each performer
individually and made personal ocouments to each oné which bespoke
a friend-.to-friend relationship. He remembered a speech even
though it had not been acted more than once--"twas oaviary to
the generalt=.(2,2,409) which showed a sincere appreciation for
the work of the astors. Hamlet, too, was completely at home

with the more techniocal aspects of the theatre, He knew exactly
how he wanted his speech delivered, and he explicitly warned

the player of overaoting. "Nor do not saw the air too much with



your hand thus . . ." (3,2,4) He had formulated a whole theory
of the purpose of the theatre, which proves more than a cursory

interest in the subjeot:

Suit the action to the woxrd, the word to the

action, with this obsexrvance, that you of'erstep not

the modesty of nature; for anything so o'erdone is from

the purpose of playilng, whose end both at the first, and

now, was and 1s, to held as !'twere the mirror up to

nature, to show virtue her own feature, socorn her own

imsge, and the very age and body of the time his fom

and pressure. Now this overdone, or come tardy off,

though it makes the unskilful laugh, sannot but make

the judicious grieve, the oensure of the whioch one must

in your allowance o'erweight a whole theatre of others.

(30 2. 1“ ff.)

Another trait shared by Xierkegaard and Hamlet was a penchant
for introversion. Kierkegasrd's Journals show a man looking
deeply, probingly, with wonder, distaste, and sometimes even
revulsion, into his own self. And there ig probably no charaoter
in ell of literature who wonders more about himself than does
Bamlet. He tries to analyze himself and his astions, frequently
without much success. When he talks to hosencrantz and
Guildenstern, he expounds at length on how the world seemg to
him, and about hig lack of joy in living. The personal pronouns
figure prominently in this speech, as, for that miatter, they
do in all his speeches, and this usage points up his intro-
spection. He wonders why he delays in avenging his father's
death. He himself doesn't understand why he has acted as he has:

Ap I a ooward, . .

For it cannot bve

But I am pigeon-livered and lack gall

To make oppression bitter...
Why what an ass am I! (3, 1, 537 fr.)

Hamlet's speeches, partioularly the soliloquiee, continue to
prove his introversion. That Hamlet aocknowledges this trait in
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himself and suspects that it may be a cause for his delay is
indicated whaon he says:

Now, whether it be

Bestial oblivion, or some craven soruple

Of thinking too precisely on thet svente

A thought which, quartered, hath btut one part wigdom

And ever three parts coward--I do not know. . .{4, 4, 39 fr.)

There 1s,too, a striking similarity between the relationship
of Hamlat and Cphelia and Klerkegaard and Regina. Ophelia's
&age® 18 not given, ut the impression is that she was much younger
than Hamlet's thirty years. Regina was also consliderably younger
that Xleritegaard; as a matter of faoct, she was only fourteen
when he met and fell in love with her. FHowever, muoch more
important that the pareallel in age is the similarity in the way
the two men aated toward the wamen they loved. Both men were
oompletely secretive. Hamlet!s insiztence that Horatio and
Marcellus not reveal the vieit of the ghost is understandable
sinoe a premature disslosure would interfere with his ocarrying
out his fatherts wish to be revenged. 8ven here, however, his
demand for repeated assurances, "Never more make known what
you have seen to~night,” and agein, "Nay, but swear't," and still
again, "Upon my eword," and "Indeed, upon my sword, indeed,*
and finelly, "Consent to swear," (2, 1, 143 f'r,) ssems a bit
abnormal considering that Marcellus and Moratio were his trusted
friends, Certalnly we have no reason to bvelieve that Ophelia
ocould not be trusted with knowing Hamlet's plans, and it would
have been very natursl for & young man to have confided in the
on® he lovsed, especially about scmething whioh arfeoted him as

deeply as did the revelations of his father's ghost, and partiocularly
gince the ghost originally made no demands for absolute secrecy.



Any explanation then for Hamlet's secretiveness where (phelia
18 concerned must be found in Hamlet himself. KXierkegaard was
equally reticent with Regina about matters of the most importance
to him. He loved her very muoh; yet he oould not 1lift the
ourtain to reveal his innermost secrets to her.

But Af I had had to explalin myself then I would have

had to initiate her into terrible things, my relation

to my father, his melansholy, the etermsl darkness

that droods deep within, my going astray, pleasures

and exoesses whioh in the eyes of God are not perhaps
80 tegrlble. for it was dread that drove me to excess

Kierkegaard's obsession with secrecy evidently arose fiom
his shook at finding that his father was not the model of
religious perfeotion he had always appeared to be, Kierkegaard
learmed that when very young his father had cursed God, and that
he had seduced a young servant girl, a girl he later married
after the death of his first wife, and who beocame the mother
of all of his children. Kierkegsard was concerned that others
might learn the family secret, and in one writing he spoke of a
son’'s being so ashamed of his father's dishonour that he
approached him always with face averted in order that he wouldn't
have to see the sheme. As in Kierkegaard we see the parent as
the explanation for the abnormal aecrecy, so in Hamlet's case,
the betrayal of his failth by Gertrude, his mother, perhaps made
him doudly afraild to trust a woman, even one loved as he loved
Uphelia. Yst, in both cases if each man had unburdened himself
to his loved one, if each had shared the horrible burden of

horriblzs secrets, then each might have found a solace for the

5kierkegaard, op, cit,, p. 87.



criopling melancholy, and possibly there could have been a
happy ending for the four unfortunate lovers,

Anothexr voint ¢of ocomparison in the love storlies centers
in the rejection of Regina by Klerkegaard and Ovhelia by Hamlet.
Klerkesaard was wholly, madly, and lastingly in love with his
Regina. Yet he came to the peinful conclusion that he simply
could not marry her, thoush she was in love with him. Why did
he come to this conclusion? The answer is not oclear, though
his sacrifice of any hope of happiness with Regina i1s dealt with
in much detail in his writingas. A student comes to the convicticn
that tne denial was the result of many factors, and that all
of then contrituted to hiz melancholy which oclouded his entire
relationship with Regina: Kierkegaard's obsession with hils
father's sins; a sense of gullt from having spent while intoxicated
an eveninc with a prostitute; a personal oonvietion of his
unfitress for marriage; and an equally strong oonviction that
he would never be able to make Regina happy--all buttressed
by a compelling sense of duty and dediocation to his work. At
any rate, he finally ceme to the coneclusion that the relationship
had to end, that the "divine veto"6 had to be obeyed. He pleaded
with Regina to end the engagément herself to save nerlprlde,
ut she refused, He rfinally concluded that the kindest thing
he ocould do was to pretend to be an unfeeling socoundrel, and thus
set her free in gpite of heraself. He sald in 2 Journal entry:

¢« « « 1t 18 my greatest wish--and I have to say no.
In order to make it easler for her I will, 1f possible

64Lowrle. OR. . 8it., P. 137.



make her bellieve that I simply decelved her, that
I am a frivolous man, 80 as 1f possible to make her
hate me . . .7

The analogy with the relationashlip of Hamlet and Ophelis
is clear. If we are to belleve Hanlet's words, he truly loved
Cphellia, as Kierkegaard loved Regina,

Doubt that the stars are fire,

Dovbt that the sun doth move;
Doudt truth to be a liar;
BPut never doubt I love., (2, 2, 115 £f.)

These are not merely the woirds of an adolescent temporarily
infatuated wlth a young woman; they have a ring ¢f true devotiocon
and passion tc them. This impression 1s reenforced by Mamlet's
actions ard words when he learns that it 1s Ophellial's grave
that has been prepared. He rejects Laertes' right to feel more
grief than he does when he sayss

What 13 he whose grief

Bears such an emphasis, whose phrase of 8orTrow

Conjures the wand'ring stars, and mak%es them stand

Like wonder-wounded hearers? This 1is I,

Hamlet the Dane. (5, 1, 230 rf.)
&nd his leap into the grave 18 not to be dismissed merely as
an overly melodramatic gesture; rather it 1s consistent with the
love he exnressed early in the play. There 18 polgnancy, too,
when Hamlet says sinply:

I loved Ophella. Forty thousand brothers

Could not with all thelr zuantity of love

Make up my sum. (S5, 1, 247 ffr.

Then 1€ Hamlet loved Ophelia why did he treat her as he
did? Here the reasons are no less obscure than XKlerxegaard's
reasons for treating Regina as he did. To justify Hamlet's

admittedly shabby aotions by arguing that he waz disgruntled

7K10rkegaaxd, ops._cit., p. 76.



beocause Polonius had insisted that Cphella repel his attentions
is8 to imply that Hamlet had more respect for the wishes of
Poloniusr than he shows anywhere in the play. OCn the contrary,
his words imply oontempi for the old man, “These tedlous old
foolsi™ (2, 2, 215) His disrespect 1s evident even after he
has killled Polcnius: *Thou wretched, rssh, intruding fool,
farewelll I tonk thee for thy better.” (3, 4, 32 rr.) It is
more reagonabhle to suppose that Hamlet had been torn by hils
love for Ophelia and his dusy to avenge the death of his father,
and that he cane to the conclusion that he must give up his
Ophelia, as Klerieganrd later gzave up Regina. If Kamlet had
not been a melancholy individual, perhaps he would not have
felt that he had to renounce Ophelias; but as Xierkegasrd's
Judgments were clouded by his melancholy, so were liamlet's,
And so Kiericegaard turned from Reginra and Hamlet from Ophelia.

Neither of the women involved understood the reasons for
thelr lovers! actions. Klerkegaard's rejection was an excruciate-
ingly painful one to him which led him from violent protestations
of love at one time to outright rudeness the next, so Eeglna's
bawilderment 1s understandable. Ophelia, as puzzled as was
Regina, descrited Hamlet's actions:

He falls to such perusal of my face

As 'a would draw it. Long stayed he so,

At laszst, a 1little shaking of mine am,

Ard thrioe his head Shus waving up end down,

He raized a slgh so piteous and profound

As 1t did seem to shatter all his bulk,

And end his belng. That done, he lets me go,

And with his head over his shoulder turned

He seemed to find his way without hig eyes,

FPoxr ocut adoors he went without their helps,

And to the last bended their light on me. (2, 1, 90 ff.)



Then in the very next scene we hear rolonius read Hamlett's
touching love letter €0 Ophelia, followed almost immediately
by an excianie where Hanlet makes vulgar inslnuations about
Gphelia to her father. The contrast of, "3oft gou now,/ The
falr Ophelia., «--Nymph, in thy orisons/ Be all my sins remembered,”
(3, 1, 8dff,) when Hamlet sees Ophelia and his taunting her
lmmediately afterward 1s difficult to understand. It makes
sense only if we interpret 1t that Hamlet 13 pretendins to be
the unfesling eooundrel that Xierkegaard pretended to be, a
pretens? nis melancholy nade him feel was necessary and which
was motivated by love of the rejected one.

As Regina loved Xleritegaard, so Cphella loved Hanlet,
At first Regina refused to believe that Kierkegsard really
wanted to hreak thelr engagement. She was convinced of his
love, recoznized the instabllity of his temperazment, and begged
him not tc leave her, "in the name of Christ and by the mexory
of his dereased father."8 Hexr father also entreated Kierkegaard
not to breai the enzagenent, becausc he feared what would happen
to his grieving daughtexr. Ophelia’zs love for Hamlet was no less
real. Laerites, in blg brotherly fashion, warns her against
taking Hamlet too seriously:

Pcr Hamlet, and the trifling of his favor,

Hold 1t a fashlion and a toy in blood,

A viclet in the youth of primy nature,

Forward, not permenent, sweet, not lasting,

Thie Dgrfume and suppllance of a minute,

No mora. (1, 3, S5 ff.)
Uphellia obvliously does not take him too seriously. She lightly

responds, "No more but so?® (1, 3, 9) 4nd then she proceeds to

aLowrle, op., cit., p. 139,
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tease Laertes about taking his own advice. Her defensive attitude
when her father minimizes Hamlet's seriousness, "My lord, he
hath importuned me with love/ In honorable fashion,” (1, &4, 110)
implies her own receptiveness to Hamlett!s advances, although
she obeys heyr father ag a dutiful deuwsgthter should. HNowever,
the denth of her feelling for Hamlet is more evident in her
80liloguy following the nunnery scenes

0, whaet a notle mind 18 here o'thrown!

The courtierts, soldler's, scholarts, eye, tongue, sword,

Th'! expectancy and roee of the failr state,

The ¢lass of fashion and the mould of fornm,

Tht observed of all observers, quite guite down!

And I of ladles most dejected and wretched,

That sucked the honey of his musickxed vows. . .(3, 1, 145 fr.)

Another way in which Xlerkegeard and Zemlet were allike
is that hoth men were melancholy. Klerkegaard's melancholy had
a profound effect on his whole life. Hjalmar Helweg, Director
of the Hoapital for the Insane at Oringe, Denmerk, read pein-
statingly every word Klerkegaard ever wrote and ooncluded that
he ", , . suffered from a condition of depression alternating
with, or more commonly blended with, maniamoal exaltation."?
Surely such a description could just as well have been written
about Hamleb! At the beginning of the play, Hamlet 1s a thinking,
speculative, introverted young man. He 18 haunted by the gross-
ness of nalace soclety and bedeviled by thoughts of his mother's
too early marriazxe. Ke becomes transformed, at least temporarily,
from a youns men of brooding thought to a man given over to

enotion, As a matter of fact, the vendulum swings so far from

pagslive thought that young Hemlet at times seems almost out of

emotional control.

71bid., . 28,
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0 all you host of heaven! © earth! What else?

And shall I couple hell? ¢, fle! Hold, hold, my heart. . .

Remenber thee? Ay, thon poor ghost, while memory holds a seat

In this distracted globe. (1, 5, 90 ff.)

Pollowlng these lines Horatlo and Marcellus reenter and iHamlet
has a serles of short, staccato lines that approasch the “maniscal
exal tation” Ghe dootor used in describing Xlerkegaard. Stald
Horatio finslly says, ”Theselare but wild and whirling words,

ny lord.” (1, 9, 132) Yet a hint of the melancholy tha%t is

the opposite coin of the exaltation quickly follows in, "The

time 18 ocut of Joint.. ¢ ocursed spite/ That ever I was born

to set it righti* (1, 5, 187 ff,)

It is true that Hamlet speaks to Horatlc and Harcellus
about putting on, or pretending, his antic disposition. Does
the pretended disposition, however, become the real one when
ilamlet confronts (phelia? O©Ophellats very real reaction of
alara and fright indicate mcre than a pretended change in the
personallity of a man she knew very well, Hamlet's actions and
appearance constitute one of the smaller mysteries of the play,
but they wonlc support the concluslon, whether they were put
on or not, vthat Hamlet's behavicr, tc which Claudius refers in
speaking tc Gertrmde as *your son's distemper," could be compared
to that of Kleriegaard.

There is =2lso a parallel in the beglinnings of the melancholla
in the lives of Xiexrkegaard and Hamlet. While the childhood of
£lerktesasrd was not a conventional one, melancholy seens to
have disabled him cnly after the so-called "Great Earthquake,”

a term uszed Lo refer to the swviritual shock that Kierkegaard

felt when he learned, elther accidentally or from a partial
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conféesasion by his father, that the father in what seemed to
Klerxegaard as gross, unforgivable sensuality, had seduced his
mother while she was working as a servant girl for the older
Klerkesaard and his first wife., Kierkegaard'a blographers have
reoconstructed the chronologlioal events of the Great Earthquaxke
referred to in a veiled manner in his Joyrngle. In one entry
he s8ald that if he wrote a tragsedy of his 1life, "It would begin
on a completely ldyllie, patriarchel note 8o that no one suspected
anything until suddenly the word sounded which translated every~
thing into terror."l0 In another entry he said that depression
mey be a result of a susplolon that all is not right in the
area of family relstions, though there may be no proof of anything
wrong, that depression ocan descend to the point of despalr, and
that this despalr affects one more terribly than any fact of
urongdolng.ll

Surely the parellel to Hamle? is a strikihg onel! Hamlet by
inference had bLeen a soholar, a dutiful and loving son, and a
gay prince amusad by the travelling players at thelir previous
palace appearances, But he too had suffered an onslaught of
melanchonlla, and Kierkegaard's remarkas that it must come from
a disruption in family relaticns is particularly applicable to
damlet, since hie melqncholia evidently began with the narriage
of his mother and Claudius, a marriage that had incestuoug overw
tones to Hamlet. &Brnest Jones in hls {lamlet and Cedipys advances
the thesls tinat only this relationship, with all 1ts subtletles,

10Kieritegaard, gQp, git.. P. 89
ll1pad., p. S3.
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can fully account for Hamlet's delay in killing c1aud1us.12

The melancholia which gnawed away at the emotional stabllity
of Klerkegaard and Hamlet led both of them to contemplate sulcide.
Une of the most poignant entries in Klerkegeard's Journals was
written in 15836 at a time when Klerkegaard was soclally much
sought after ard when he was already a recognized wit and a
brilliant coanversationalist. "I have just returned from a party
of whioch T waa the life and souls wit poured from my lips, evexrye
one laughsd and admired me--tut I went away--and the dash shoculd
be ag long a3 the earth's orbltevevwesw-<-wsand wanted to shoot
myself."l2 He shows similar suicidal thoughts in anobher entry
when he describes a man walking along thinking about killing
himself. Something fell on him at that moment and killled hinm
a&s he thanked od with his dying breath.1¥ Hemlet, %too, obviously
was tempted to destroy himself, even though he was on the surface
a fortunate young man. It 1s txue that his uncle was sitting
on the throne, but he seems to have been assured that he woild
he the next successor, and he was loved and admired by the
populace. He was intelligent, witty, and had all the pleasures
of the palace at hls command. Yet he would not cast off hils
"nighted color,* and his utter despalr is evident when he muses:

C, that this too too sallied flesh would nelt,

Thaw, and resclve itself into a dew,

Or that the Bverlsasting had not fixed
His ocanon 'galnst self-slaughter. (1, 2, 128 frr,)

128mmest Jones,

ﬁgg%og and Oedipus (New Yorks W. W. Norton
& CO.. Inca’ 1;49). ?p- - 1.

laﬁlerkegaard. OE' QLEo. Pe 50.
141p4d., p. 50.



14

Then for a whlle Hamlet seema caught up in the mizgsion ziven

to him by his father's ghost, in the oonversational sparring

wlith Rosencrantz and Gulldenstern, and in the tauntinz of Polonlus;
yet the melancholia descends agailn, and Hamlet sPeaks some of
literature's most famous words about the temptation of death:

To be, or not to be, that 1s the question:
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Cr to take arms agalnst a sea of troubles,

And by opposing end them. To dle, to sleepw-
No more; and by a gleep to say we end

The heartache, and the thousand natural szhocks
That flesh 18 helr te. 'Tis a consumation
Devoutly to be wished. . . (3, 1, 55 ¢¢.}

Hamlet states very plainly that 1t 1s religlous scruples
and fear of the life after death that keep him from ¥illing
himself, “Cr that the Zvezrlasting had not fixed/ His canon
gainst self-slaughter.” (1, 2, 131 £f.) Fear of what msy coume
after death 15 plain when he says:

But that the dread of something after death,

The undiscovered country, from whose bourn

No traveller returns, puzzles the will,

And maltes us rather bear those 111ls we have

Than fly to others that we know not of?

Thug consclence does neite cowards of us all; (3, 1, 78 ff.)

Hamlet, afte:r all, has had a very graphlc description of the
terrors of purgatory from his father's ghost:

But that I an forbid

To tell the secrets of my prison house,

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word

Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,

Make thy two eyes like stars start from theilr spheres,
Thy knotted and combined locks to part,

And each particular helr to stand an end,

Llke quills upon the fretful porcupine. (1, 5, 3 ff.}

While later in the play Hamlet tries to rationalize hls delay
by speculating whether or not it was an honest ghost, there 1is

never any indicatlion that Hamlet thought the terrors of the
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afterlife were emaggerated. Surely the ghoatt's harrowing account
of the "undilscoversed country" was one to zake 3Zanlet think twlce
before exchanglrng earthly existence for a ghostly one.

Klerkegaard 18 not as explicit a3 Hamlet 18 in hisg =o0lilo-
quies, but even in his university days when he had dethroned
religlen fer nhilosophy, he ocould not escape from the effects
of his fatherts suffocating religious upbringing, a background
that would makte him as uniikely as Hamlet to suscumb easily to
suicidal teaptations.

Againr both {lerkegeard and Hamlet had a brilliant wit which
by turn conld amuse, bemuse, and lacerate thelr less mentally
aglle onlooiers. ¥Xlerkegaard early reconglzed that whils his
melancholy %Lexperament wes a handicap, he could hold his own
with any of hls comrades because of his ", . , eminently shrewd
wit, glven me presumabdly in oxder that I might not be defenselass."15
Hdans Christlan Anderson was a favorite target of Xlerkegaarl's
wounding wit during his university days; yet this very wit made
him socially popular. Hamlet's wit 1s obvious in hils very first
line, ®A 1ittle more than Zin, and less than kind." (1, 2, 65)
And tne intense bltterness of *Thrift, thrift, Horatio. The
funeral btased-meats/ Did coldly furnisn foxrth the marriage tables,*
(L, 2, 180) dces not obscure the wittiness of the remark. Rt
it 18 Pnlonius whose pragmatic mind is completely befuddled by
Hamlet's conversational fireworiks. In thelr first exchamnre,
Polonius says in an aside, "Though thlis be madness, yet there

is method intt," (2, 2, 202) and again, "How pregnant sometimes

Yotowrie, gp, oit., D. 42.
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his replies are!” (2, 2, 205) Hamlet completely bewilders
Gphelia in the nunnery scene, and she, thinking he is deranged,
pays tribute first of all to his nmind in her soliloquy, "0, what
a noble aind 1s here oterthrownt™ (3, 1, 146) As Klerxegaard used
wit as a shleld, s0 famlet frequently screened himself with a
barrage of witticlisms as evidenced when he spoke to liosencrantz
and Guilcenstern following the Kouse-Trep scene. Then the
screen was dropped and the tormerted soul of the young prinoe
revealsd itself clearly when he pleaded with his mother to
reject her hugsvand and embrace the purer half of her broken
heart.

"Absurd" was one of Xlerkegsard's Tavorite words, and both
he and Hanlet with their superior intellects and great sensitivity
saw 1life as essentlally absurd, long before modern writers and
artists made that judgnent thelr password. Fach recognlzed the
great ahyss that separates what 1s from what appears to be,
which is the essence of the absurd, and Wyllie Sypher has d2scribed
Hamlet asg a prefoundly comic charsster, since absurdlty 1s one
of the rauses of laughter. "He encounters what Xierkegsard calls
either/or cholces, the extremes that cannot be medlated but
only transcended. That is, the coamlc hero and the saint acoept
the irreconcilables in mants existence."16 Syphex proposes
that Hamlet 1s a comic hero whose humor holds up and 1lluminates
tragic themnes, rather than the opposite idea that hils tragedy
is 1lluninated by humor. <Certailnly, regardless of which is

the case, the bitter humor of both men emphasized the pain they

felt when they observed the absurdity of human existence.

16sypher, op | o1¢., p. 48.
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Xlerkeegmard Xeenly percelved the Alffsrence between appearsnce
and reallity, the absurdity, that permeated his sosclety. He
knew hla father to be a man who hed ocursed God and seduced a
servant girl: yet he was respscted throughomit Comenhasen as a
man of tremendous Chriztian integrity., HRe saw the church and
in it he =zaw little of Thrist: and the kxnowledge brought him to
despalr. £fven in himself he saw irony in his frall, naisshanen
body houainz the intellect of & genlus. fHe loolted clearly at
the restlessness of his contemporaries, and the absurdlties were

obviocus:

2f all ridiculous things, it seems to me the nost
ridleilous 4s to be a bugy man nf affalrs, proapt te
meals, and proant to work. Hence when 1 see & Tly
settle down in & crncial aoment on the nose of a
businegs man, or see him bespattered by a carriage
wirlen nasses by him in even gresater haste, or a
drawbridge opens before him, or a tile from tne roof
falls down and strikes him dead, then I laugh heartily.
And who could nelp laughing? Wha?® 40 they accomblishi,
theze hustlers? Are they not lire the housewife, when
her house was on fire, wvho in her excitement saved the
fire.tongs? What more 4o they save from the great
fire of life?l?

Llerrepaerd says he laughs heartily, hit the laughter is
frightening and sends quivers down the apine, becausns it hilnts
that there 12 no more meaning in life than irn the hustle-buatle
of antg in an ant hill,.

Hamlef, too, saw this absurd aspect of life. lils mother had
seened to love hlg father devotedly and had grieved his death,
"Like Xiobe, all tears.” (1, 2, 149) ¥Yet she had married within
a mont: a2 man who had none of his fatherts virtues, and his

father's brother at that! The ansuished disillusionment of a

ed. Carl
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son is heard in iHaulet's cry, "O GCod, a besast that wants discourse
of reason/ Would have mourned longer.” (1, 2, 150) That it is
of his mother that Hamlet 18 speaking, as Ylexrikegaard zpoke of
nis father, maxes the discrepancy between what was and what had
ssemed Lo be even more hearthreauing. Hls father had served
his peconls falthfully; yet they apparently had lmmediateily switched
their alfection to thelr new ™Mler with no remorse or sense of
inmpropriety, and agaln the absurdity of 1ife becomes as evident
as 1n I¢nescets plays today. Hamletts disiliusionxent zekes
him see 2 vicious mole of nature 1ln people even if they . , . be
pure as srace,” (1, 4, 33) a mole which ohlliterates all tne
noble subhstance of thelr characters, Hamlet sgaw the hunor,
the absuyd huzor, ln using funeral nmeats to gel a marrisge table.
He saw Polonius, not &g a wise elder statesman, but ag a tedlous
old fool whose "candied tongue" would *licX absurd ponp." (3, 2, 51)
Rogenorarntz and Guildenstern were supposed to be hilis friends; yeot
nhe quicikiy recognized them as tools of the king. He saw WOIRS
feeding on the remains of beggars and kings alike. &e sven saw
the discrepancy in himself, as dld Kilerkegaard, He had been
ordered to avenge the death of a noble king; yet he delayed and
was entertained by an aotorts speech, a speesh which embodied
the paaslon ne himself had reason to fesl, YWhat's lisasuba to
him or he to her,/ That he should weep for rer?" (2, 2, 525)
tle, the handscme, loved, ycung prines of Denmark, rsproaciies
himsels:
Thils 18 most brave,
That I, the son of a dear father murdered,
Prompted to my revenge by heaven ané hell,

Must lika a whore un ck ny hoart with words,

And {‘ali a-cursing ilke a ver
y stalllont ?lsﬂgpon 161 f fﬁ 2, 549 r¢,)
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The bitter humor that is a dasiec part of an absurd view
of 1life, plus something much deeper that perhaps 1e the essence
of tragedy, 18 most obvious in BEamlet's comments in the grave-
yard scene. The gyavedigger 1s singing while he digs the grave,
and the stage is set for the sontrast of the grotesque and the
gserious., Hamlet holds up a skull and the reader is immediately
uneasy. A skull i1s an absurdity that remains when 1life is
gone, lamlet comments as he holds the skull, "This might be
the pate of a politisian, whioh this ass now o'erreaches; one
that would oircumvent God, might it not?® (5, 1, 70 ff.) And
we think of Polonius, the court politiocian, and we think of
Godi It 1s ridiculous to Hamlet to think that the next skull
might have been that of a lawysr, a proper gentleman, respected,
able to praotioe the fine points of lawis it was as ridiculous
and laughable as 1t was to Klerkegaard to observe the f{ly settling
on the nose of the "buey man of affairs."” Hamlet holds the skull
and thinks that "The very oonveyances of his lands will scarcely
lie in this box, and must the' inheritor himself have no more,
ha?* (5, 1, 98 ff,) Hamlet trades wittiolsms with the grave-
digger, but all the time the dbanter ia going on, the skull 1s
providing the beokground for the humor.

Hemlet 1s fascinated by the physical aspects of death and
with the ocontrast of the nothingness of the skeleton with the
wholeness of the body. “How long will a man lie 1' the earth
ere he rot?" (S, 1, 144) And the Adissolution into dirt of the
flesh of a politician, a courtier, a lawyer, or a king, even

his father, becomes a degradation and an absurdity., The poignancy
becomes acute when Hamlet realizes that the skull he picked up
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did not belong to someé unknown tut to his father's jester, Yoricilc.
Alas, poor Yorickt I kxnew him, Horatio--a fellow

of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. He hath bore

me on hiz back a thousand times, and now how abhorred

in my imagination it 131 My gorse rises at 1it. Ners

hung those 1lipe that I have kissed I know not how oft.

Where be your gibes now, your gembols, your songs,

your flashes of merrlment that were wont to set the

table on a roar? (5, 1, 163)
Untll this time Hamlet has intellectually comprehended the
absurdity thsat such is the end of all men, but now he realizes
smotionally--or axistentielly, sinoce it now has a subjective,
individual meaningee-that each man, great as Alexander, or humble
as the court jester, or falr as Ophelia, or noble as his father,
becomes at last a skull and part of the earth, earth which may
be used %o stop a bung-hole. And, like Xlexkegesrd, he sees
a grisly humor in 1life's absurdity. "Now get you to my lady's
chamber, and tell her, let her paint an inch thick, to this
favor she must oome., Make her laugh at that.” (5, 1, 170 rf.)

For men as sensitive as Elerkegaerd and Hamlet the perception
of life's absurdity leads them to suffering and deep despair.
The despair of Kierkegaard was such that the translators found
"despalir® too mild a word and thus “%dread™ became a stronger
substitute, Hie ggg;gggg_gggg_ggggg is a study in despsir, and
the emotion led him to contemplate sulcide and made him afrald
at times that he was losing his mind, though his writings make
it orystal oclear that his powerful intelleect remained in control.
Both suicide and insanity are escapes, and Barrett describes
despalr as a sickness where the vietim longe to dle tut cannot, an

emotion where people want to escape from themnelvos.la Hamletts

1%arrett, op, eit., p. 150.
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utter despair 1s apparent early in the play, as 18 hig desire
for escape, out God has forbidden sulcide, His despeair volces

itself:

¢ God, God,
How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable
Seem to me all the uses of this worldl
Pie on't ah, fle, 'tis an unweeded garden
That grows to seed. Things rank and gross in nature
Possess 1t merely. (1, 2, 132 £f.)

HSamlet talls Rosencrantz and Gulildenstern that he hasg 1ost his
laughter, he does not exerclse, and that:

This most excellent canopy the ailr. . . why it

appearéth nothing to mes but a foul and pestilent con-

gregzotion of vapors, . . Andéd yet to me, what 1s this

quintessence of dust? Man delights not me, nor woman

nelther. . . {2, 2, 287 ff.)
As Hamlet was brought to the brink of suiclde by his despalr,
ne seenmsz, hLoo, to wonder about hls own stabiliity. He appzared
out of control with Cphelia, but that wes a pretense; he played
games with Polonlug, btut hls immediate ahandonment of the role
when Polonius left rmakes it clear that it was cnly a game.
But he says to Heratlo, the character with whom he never pretends,

« « « and blest are those

Whose blood and judgment are 8o well comeddied

That they are not a pipe for Fortunels finger

To sound what stop she pleese. Give me that man

That 1s not passion'’s slave, and I will wear him

In my heart's oore, 8y, in my heart of heart,

As I do thee. (3, 2, 59 ftf.)
The impllcation is that while Hamlet may not consider himself
&ctually unstable, he considers himself a slave to passion, in
contrast to tioratio, a man of balance and self-.control.

Thelr view of 1life as absurd and xeaningless led both
Kierkecasrd and Hamlet to despalr, but the despailr did not result

in suicide ¢r insanity. Rathexr the responses of both men to
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their sufferings were more affirmative. How did they arrive
at positive reeponses? Here the specifice differ; yet, here,
too, there is a basic similarity. Kierkegaeard said that it is
from the basis of desveir that an individual launohes out to
find the absolute and that is what both he and Harlet dide-
launch out from despair.

Kierkegaard's was an emotional launching as well as an
intellectual one. The effect of his father on his life cannot
be over-emphaeized, and it was on his twenty-~fifth birthday
that he became reconciled with his father. Blographers believe
that Kierkegaard'’s father asked his son's forgiveness, and
oconvinced him that he was repentant and that his love for God
was real, not hypoeritical. Kilerkegaard forgave him, and through
his reconoilation with his earthly father, he also wae reconciled
with his heavenly one., He wrote that it was from his father
that he leained the true meaning of human fatherly love, and
reoceived a oconception of what divine love must dbe, the divine
love which is the one stable thing in 1ife,l9 In his Journal
entry dealing with the resconcilation, Xlerkegeard appropriately
copied the Lear-Cordelia reoconcilation speech. It was a short
time after the birthday that for the first time Kierkegaard
entered a prayer in his Journal, and it was shortly after the
birthday that the father died. Kilerkegsard grieved deeply.

"My father was the most loving father, and my yearning for him
was and 13 most profound--whom never a& day have 1 failed to

Tremember in my prayers, bdboth morning and ovonins.'zo Be looked

19Lowrie, op, gtt,, p. 119,
20zbad., p. 121.
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upon his father's death as a death for hin, &ince his oonfession
may sotually have hastened the end, and gince it was by the
confession that he was reconciied with his heavenly father.

Int knowing the genius of Klerkegaard, it is doudbtful
that even the removal of an emotional barrier to falth, as
represented by his relationship to his father, would have led
automatically to a vital, arffirmative faith, and a rejection
of 1ife as meaningless. In reality, what it did was to free
Klerkegeaxd from the orippling effects of the despair, although
he contimed to regard 1life as absurd. Religion, in effect,
becane part of the absurdity. flerkegaard felt that no one
can prove the suthenticity and relevancy of religious faith.
An individual must make an Either/Or cholioe, one in which
Kiexkegaeard arzues that all other cholces are posited, since
it 13 the basioc ohcisce detween what he ternas good and evll,
falth and disbelief, between the aesthetic view of 1life and
the ethical-~religious. Gther cholces may be hetween relative
goods; this one is the ultimate ohclce. And here Kierkegcaard
says he risks all; intellectually as well as emotionally he
decldes to stake his whole 1ife on an unocertainty, on the
adsurd, if you will., Faith then is a leap, a striking out from
the safe waters to water fathoms deep; only there can a man put
into practioe what he has theorired addut the art of swimning,

Then since it is from the depths of deapalr that man launches
out, making the choice and the leap, it follows that desnair 1ie
the sickness that it would be unfortunate not to have.

30 then I bid you despair, and never more will
your frivolity ceuse you to wander like an unquiet
epirit, 1ike a ghoss, anid the ™ins of a world which
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to you 18 lost. Despelir, and never more will your

spirit sigh in melansholy, for again the world will

become beautiful to you and joyful, although you see

it with differenteyes than before, and your liberated

spirit will soar up into the world of freedom.?l
Klerkegaard here was a 1little carried away., FHe lived with
melancholy all his life, but despair ended when he turned
emotionslly and intellectually to faith.

Hamlet, too, took steps toward an integration of personality
and the finding of some absolute, as Kierkegaard termed 1it,
which resulted in a different Hamlet in the fifth act, a Hamlet
who was ready to act decilsively. These steps, however, are
not as clearly outlined as are Xierkegaard's in the Journale.

Yet eome varallels can be seen.

As Xlerkegaard's resolution to despair tegan with a recon-
ocllation with his father, Hamlet's evidently began with his
mother, though any resoncilation 1s implied, not stated. Hamlet's
mother 4id not have the brooding sense of sin nor the conscience
of Kieritegaard's fathexr, only his sensuality. Kierkegaard's
father saw his spots as clearly as 4dild Kierkegaard, and perhaps
he even magnified their size. Xot so Gertrude. She aciknowledges
her sins only when Hamlet has depioted them in the moat vivid
terms. She guakes under his attack:

0 Hamlet, speak no morel

Thou turn?st my eyes into my very soulj;

And there I see such black and grained spots

As will not leave their tinct. (3, 4, 89 fr.)

She asks Hamlet what she #hould do and he tells her to turn
away from the sinful, sensual pleasures of the king's bed.

While she never tells Hamlet in so many words that she will turn

2lgiercegaard, op. ocit.., p. 56.



from Cleaudiung, she at least acknowledges her giilt, and he could
have bean justified in assuminzg that she would. The gueen
assurses Hanlet that she will not tell the iKing what lamlet has
sald, and Hamlet could easily presume that while not reconciled
with his mother, yet the firs?® few tentative steps toward such
a reaconcilation had taken place, and perhaps Gertrmide intended
him to thin¥ so, 8Sueh a conclusion is strengthened by her
turning on the king at the end of the play to tell Hemlet that
the drinkz was polisoned.

So Famlet left for England, and he is a much aifferent
Hamlet when ne returns. There 1s a decisiveness, a sureness
of purbose that was not there when he left., Gone are the wild
and whirling words of Hamlet from the beginnifig of the play.
Rather here he is calm, reasonable, and determined when he says
of the king, ". . . 18't not perfect conscience/ To quit him
with this arm? And ia't not to be demned/ To let this canker
of our nature come? In further evil?® (5, 2, 67 ff.) EHoratio
reninds him that the king will shortly find out that he has
returned, but Hemlet's answer indicates sslf.confildence thet
hags nc relationship to the erratic, introspective musinzs of
the earlier Hamlet, He gimply says, "It will bs short: the
Anterim is mine." (5, 2, 73)

Wihile Haemlet s8tlll looks on life as absurd--he naites this
memorably olear in the graveyard secene-~yet thexre has been some
finding of the absolute, because he says to Horatlio, "Therets a
divinity that shapee our ends,/ Roughhew them how we will,."

(5, 2, 10 ff.) A similar recognition of a divine forsce is

indicated in his answer to Horatio's question about the seal,
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"Jhy, even in that was heaven ordinant.” (S5, 2, 48) These are
hints that Famlet has taken the leap of faith that Kierkegaard
speaks of, even though we do not have the road slearly outlined
that led to such a leap. We wonder what happened in the socul
of Hamlet as he salled to Englend. Wwhen he 1= relating his
adventures to Horatio, he says, "Sir, in my heart there was a
kind of fighting/ That would not let me sleep.* (5, 2, 4 £r,)
And it was this restlessness, whioch he implies was oaused by
the *divinity that shapes our ends," that led him to get up
and search for the packets that contained instruotions for his
execution. We are not sure why he left unable to act and came
back calm and resolute. But certainly Hamlet had ocome to scome
terms with the absolute, with God. There ars too many referensss
to a supreme power for us to think otherwise. Perhaps Hamlet
experienced an instant as desorided by Klerkegaard:
S0 when all has become still around one, as

solemn as a starlit night, when the scul is alone 1in

the whole world, then there appears before one, not

& distinguished man, btut the eternal Power itself., . .

He does not become another man than he was defore,

but he beoom.saslmsclf. coneciousnees 18 unified, and

he 1s himself.
Hamlet is not gnother man. He 1s still the noble prince with all
the qualities that made us love and admire him before: he simply
has shrugged off the coat of indecision, ". . . and he iz himself.*

Thus Xierkegaayd's reconcilation with God and his leap of
faith left him free to follow the tortucus, original paths of
his own nhilosophical thinking, and thus Hamlet's leap of faith
left him free tc act irn his own life. ¥ierkegaecrd wrote hooke

that fi1l]l a twenty-~four foot shelf; Hamlet kztilled a king. A

szlerkegaaxd. oD, cit., p. U9.
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A make-believe Uamlet lashed out at the corruption of a nare-
believe soclety; a real Kierkegsard lashed out at the self-

satisfaction of Christendom. Today students of theology stumble

over Ylerkegaard's Either/Cr and Congept of Dread: serious setors
shake at the thought of playing Hamlet,

Yet behind the encrustation of scholayship there are two
haunting spirits that have much in common. two spirits that
shine from the past to haunt us in much the same way. They
ask questions we ask in our own souls when we no longer can
dodge s confrontation of self; and their insights have a twentieth-
century contemporary quality to them., We feel a kinshlp of spirit,
and the fact that both not only posad the questions but found
what were to them acceptable answers points a possible path from
o oWn gpiritual labyrinths, And both men stand out in bas=
relisf to the sccietlies which surrounded thex, not merely as
cold figsures philosophizing on life's problems, but as lovable,
very real people, lHoratiots words, "Good night, sweet prince,/
And flighte of angels sing thee to thy resti® (5, 2, 344 ff.)
aepply approvriately to both of them and are a fitting ferewell

to the two melancholy Danes.
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