
 

 

An inherent tension between confrontation and resolution is revealed through characterisation in Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

  

To what extent does your interpretation of Hamlet align with this view? 

 

In your response make detailed reference to the play as a whole. 

 

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 1603, is a revenge tragedy that demonstrates an inherent tension 

between confrontation and resolution through effective characterisation. The English renaissance 

period prompted the humanist way of thinking that is based on the principles of being rational, 

logical and acting based on your senses and evidence, rather than impulse of a sense of duty. 

This is reflected in the characters that Shakespeare chose to portray within the play, specifically 

Hamlet and his interactions with other characters. Shakespeare also challenges normality and the 

values associated with Christianity with the concept of Machiavellianism being used to 

characterise characters such as Claudius, whose pragmatic representation embodies the 

corruption of the State of Denmark. Shakespeare demonstrates these values further through 

Hamlet’s reluctance to enact revenge due to values that are relevant to Shakespeare's early 17th 

century context, where he is conflicted between Christian and humanist ideologies. Through the 

apparition of the ghost of Elder Hamlet, Hamlet’s Antic-Disposition and questionable sanity 

‘Hamlet’ demonstrates the immense tension between confrontation and resolution which 

provides audiences, regardless of context, with an insight into the flaws of the human condition. 

Corruption is a circumstantial human flaw that festers in the form of moral and political 

manipulation. Dishonest and fraudulent conduct is portrayed through the characterisation of 

Claudius and consequently is representative of the corruption and the decline in the health of the 

state of Denmark, establishing an inherent tension between confrontation and resolution. 

Corruption is alluded to instantaneously in the first act of the play, where Shakespeare 

characterises Claudius to be distinctly different to Hamlet. This can be seen where Claudius is 

first introduced and addresses his court; “With an auspicious and dropping eye,/ With mirth in 

funeral and/with dirge in marriage,/In equal scale weighing delight and dole–/Taken to wife.” 

(I.II. 11-14) Shakespeare’s use of antithesis indicates the sense of counterfeit character that 

Claudius possess. Shakespeare effectively demonstrates this as the audience of the Elizabethan 

era and modern responders gain insight into how unbalanced Claudius is and how corruption is 

present in Elsinore, Denmark; as, if a ruler of a country is fundamentally flawed, the state 

ultimately follows suit. Inconsistencies in the character of Claudius are frequently represented 

throughout the play, as he is depicted as the embodiment of Niccolò Machiavelli’s description of 

a Machiavellian man, who is pragmatic in nature and will only act to achieve a desired result 

regardless of the consequences for others. For example in Claudius’ soliloquy “‘Forgive me my 

foul murder’? / That cannot be, since I am still possess'd / Of those effects for which I did the 

murder: / My crown, mine own ambition, and my queen. / May one be pardon'd and retain th’ 

offense?” he is willing to commit regicide to expedite his ascension to his desired position, King 

of Denmark. The deep abhorrence and confrontation between Hamlet and Claudius is further 

represented in Hamlet’s first soliloquy, where he portrays his sense of suspicion through the use 



 

 

of a garden metaphor; “Fie on ‘t, ah fie! ‘Tis an unweeded garden / That grows to seed. Things 

rank and gross in nature / Possess it merely.” (Act 1 – Scene 2 – Line 135-137) where Hamlet 

clearly reflects on the view he holds on not only Claudius but the state of Denmark, that 

corruption and immense tension is looming. The use of garden and flower imagery is used to 

emphasise how Claudius possesses immense power by corrupt means and the characters 

surrounding them are affected thus creating empathy amongst audiences. Claudius himself also 

identifies the substantial flaws within his character, as Shakespeare has characterised him to 

acknowledge his corrupt state which brings immense confrontation to the state of Denmark with 

the use of biblical allusion; “O, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven; / It hath the primal eldest 

curse upon ‘t, / A brother’s murder. (Act 3 – Scene 3 – Line 42-44). This further demonstrates 

the Cain-like crime Claudius has committed in the regicide of his brother. This self-recognition 

of guilt and the heinous act Claudius has committed emphasises confrontation in the play and 

how Shakespeare is able to effectively characterise Claudius to fit into the category of a 

Machiavellian villain. The inherent tension between confrontation and resolution are evident 

within Shakespeare’s characterisation of Claudius and his interactions with Hamlet, as audiences 

are continually exposed to the corruption that Claudius and, inevitably, the state of Denmark 

possesses. 

In the 17th century, the use of supernatural beings and ghostly intervention within plays 

captivated audience’s attention, as the dead were assumed to be the devil masquerading dead 

loved ones. The inherent tension between confrontation and resolution is evident in 

Shakespeare's use of the apparition of Elder Hamlet, that creates immense tension and 

confrontation throughout the play. Hamlet is seen to embody Protestant Christian values, and 

when introduced to the Ghost he immediately ascends into disbelief “Be thou a spirit of health or 

goblin damned, / Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell / Be thy intents wicked or 

charitable”. Shakespeare’s use of vivid antithesis demonstrates to the audience that Hamlet is in 

utter disbelief and demonstrates his Religious values by the juxtaposition of “heaven” and “hell”. 

Although Hamlet is not scared of the ghost as Shakespeare depicts through intertextuality: “And 

makes each petty artery in this body / As hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve.” (Act 1 Scene 4 - 

Line 87-88) Hamlet and those that are witnessing the ghost are now aware that normality is no 

longer. “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.” (Act 1 Scene 4 Line 96) Shakespeare 

continues to utilise the fear of uncertainty and the confrontation caused by the ghost to further 

establish the plot and the characterisation of the main figures. The ghost further alludes to the 

uncertainty and the presence of the devil, as the explanation of the regicide of the King is given 

to the audience. “A serpent stung me / so the whole ear of Denmark / is by forged process of my 

death / rankly abused.” (Act 1 Scene 5 36-38) Shakespeare uses an allusion to the devil to 

symbolise not only how the king has been murdered but to establish a clear pathway for Hamlet 

to gain motivation to enact his revenge when the concept of Claudius’ guilt and moral 

corruption. This is hinted at “The serpent that did sting thy father's life / Now wears his crown.” 

(Act 1 Scene 5 39-40). To gain validation that the ghost is not a figment of his imagination due 

to grief, and to adhere to his Christian beliefs, Shakespeare characterizes Hamlet to establish a 



 

 

plot to enact his revenge. This can be demonstrated in his use of Iambic Pentameter “The play’s 

the thing / Wherein I'll catch the conscience of the king”. This establishes further the links to 

Elizabethan values of Renaissance and Humanist ideologies and Hamlet’s thought process and 

gives him validation that the ghost is real and that Claudius is corrupt. Throughout the entirety of 

the play the allusion to the devil and moral corruption is substantially evident, and this is 

confronting as it challenges the Elizabethan ideologies of Christianity through the apparition of 

Elder Hamlet, thus establishing an inherent tension between confrontation and resolution. 

Throughout the entirety of the play after the interaction with the Ghost of elder Hamlet, Hamlet’s 

inability to enact revenge expeditiously and his constant re-evaluation of all situations illustrate 

him as Aristotle’s version of a fatally flawed hero. Hamlet’s thinking processes is closely 

attributed to the shift in values and ideologies that held profound resonation in Elizabethan 

England and theatre audiences of Shakespeare’s context from the 17th century. The vast shift 

from the values of feudalism to the Renaissance-Humanism schools of thought in Elizabethan 

England influenced Shakespeare in the characterising Hamlet, as it is critical to understand the 

context of Hamlet’s character dynamics when exploring his consistent delay in revenge. 

Shakespeare uses simile to foreshadow hamlets inevitable delay in avenging his father through; 

“Haste me to know’t, that I, with / Wings as swift as meditation or the / Thoughts of love, may 

sweep to my / Revenge.” (Act 1 – Scene 5 – Line 29-31) Shakespeare’s use of simile 

demonstrates  that hamlet is an unconventional tragic revenge hero, and how he is ultimately the 

embodiment of a renaissance-humanist man, as he continues to evaluate his decisions and think 

rationally, demonstrating a conflicted mindset. Furthermore demonstrations of Hamlet’s 

profound procrastination to enact revenge can be seen in the lines ‘The time is out of joint: O 

cursed spite, / That ever I was born to set it right!” (Act 1 – Scene 5 – Line 189-190) 

Shakespeare utilizes this to demonstrate Hamlet’s reluctance to enact revenge, and how he 

considers it spiteful; however, it is his inevitable fate. Hamlet’s character demonstrates the 

inherent tension between confrontation and resolution and  to emphasise the imperfect nature of 

humanity. Through Hamlet’s internal monologue the audience, regardless of social context, is 

subjected to the character’s procrastination regarding the plot to expose the king, providing 

himself with the opportunity to give himself clarity and validation on the integrity from the ghost 

of Elder Hamlet. 

Shakespeare’s exploration of the mental state of his characters, specifically Hamlet, demonstrate 

the inherent tension between confrontation and resolution through the human psyche and is 

therefore relatable to audiences of all contexts. Throughout the play Hamlet is depicted as a 

renaissance humanist who struggles with what the appropriate action to take would be, 

consequently deciding to “put an antic disposition on” (Act 1 – Scene 5 – Line 172) However, it 

is clear he is attempting to strategically pursue revenge. The first appearance of Hamlet’s “antic-

disposition” is seen through Ophelia “Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbraced / To speak of 

horrors – he comes before me” (Act 2 – Scene 1 – 78 & 84) And then Polonius’ insight “I will be 

brief: your noble son is mad. / Mad call I it, for, to define true madness, / What is ‘t but to be 



 

 

nothing else but mad?” (Act 2 – Scene 2 – Line 93-95) Shakespeare utilizes repetition of the 

word “mad” to enforce the idea that Hamlet is perceived mad by nobles amongst the court, 

demonstrating the effectiveness in Hamlet’s effort to sustain a  humanist approach to the 

situation. After pretending to be insane for so long, Hamlet actually becomes insane, which is 

supported by Shakespeare’s shift from verse to prose to demonstrate the degradation of Hamlet’s 

character. When having intellectual conversations with characters such as Horatio, Hamlet, as a 

noble, speaks in verse. However, Hamlet begins to speak in prose, as does Ophelia, as they 

continue to fall into insanity. Although there is madness depicted in Hamlet’s character, 

Shakespeare allows for interpretation as there are many indications that Hamlet has control of his 

sanity. Hamlet has interactions with Guildenstern, Polonius and his mother, Gertrude in 

particular demonstrates feign within his antic-disposition. “Nor do we find him forward to be 

sounded. / But with a crafty madness keeps aloof / When we would bring him on to some 

confession / Of his true state.” (Act 3 Scene 1 Lines 7-10), The repetition of the word madness in 

"Though this be madness, yet there is method in't." (Act 2 Scene 2 line 203-4) and “That I 

essentially am not in madness / But mad in craft” (Act 3 Scene 4 Line 191-2) again emphasises 

the concept of Hamlet’s antic-disposition. The presence of madness, affiliated with the concept 

of corruption and the strange presence of the ghost in Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’, demonstrates how 

characterisation of characters such as Hamlet effectively demonstrate the inherent tension 

between confrontation and resolution and how it affects the human condition. 

Resolution is undoubtedly the most uncommon thematic concern that has been represented in 

Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’; however, Hamlet does initiate steps towards securing revenge and 

resolution. ‘Hamlet’ demonstrates the inherent tension between confrontation and resolution, as 

Shakespeare characterises all the characters in his revenge tragedy to be the embodiment of 

Elizabethan values of shifting from Feudalism to Renaissance – Humanism the challenging of 

Christianity and what embodies a Machiavellian man. Although audiences are given clarity of 

how Hamlet attempts to claim vengeance for his father; ultimately conventions of revenge 

tragedy have prevailed and consequently Hamlet’s hamartia as a tragic hero is thus 

demonstrated. The characterisation of Claudius as the epithet of a Machiavellian man and his 

pragmatic nature embodying corruption, Hamlet’s reluctance to enact revenge due to values that 

are relevant to Shakespeare's early 17th century context, where he is conflicted between 

Christian and humanist ideologies, the apparition of the ghost of Elder Hamlet and Hamlet’s 

Antic-Disposition and questionable sanity all demonstrate further the inherent tension between 

confrontation and resolution which provides audiences, regardless of context, with an insight into 

the flaws of the human condition. 


