
 

 

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? 
Through the antithetical use of character foils, Shakespeare demonstrates to a great extent the renaissance values of humanism. 
William Shakespeare’s eponymous revenge tragedy ‘Hamlet’ (1603) segregates from the conventions of Shakespearean 
dramaturgy, exploring the ineffectuality of vengeance through the inaction of Hamlet. The imposed revenging eschatology shifts the 
play from a Machiavellian world order to a providential one, as the social milieu is depicted as inherently corrupt due to power 
struggles of Claudius. George Brandes describes the play as being ‘laden with riddles and contradictions’; verisimilitude adding to 
the tense dichotomy between appearance and reality, affecting Ophelia’s mentality. Through critical study, Shakespeare’s 
integration of these ideas with the central characters creates a unified text, rich in meaning and value to ultimately unveil the 
inherent tension between confrontation and resolution prominent in the Elizabethan-Jacobean context. 
 
Through Hamlet’s emotional complexity, Shakespeare explores the intricacies of the duality between reason and emotion, and the 
internal conflict between them, which exists at the heart of humanity. Hamlet’s contemplative nature is evident when he questions 
his father’s ghost, “be thy intents wicked or charitable”. The ghost’s revelation regarding the Old king’s murder elicits a strong 
emotional response from Hamlet, “O villain, villain, smiling damned villain!” The epizeuxis conveys an exasperation, which 
juxtaposed his earlier reasoning, highlighting strong emotional and intellectual faculties. Reason eventually prevents confrontation, 
as despite obtaining ocular evidence of Claudius’ treachery, Hamlet forsakes the opportunity to kill Claudius during prayer, as it 
would not meet the conventional devices of a traditional Senecan tragedy. The hyperbaton “I his sole son do this same villain send 
to heaven” reflects a mimetic syntax and the precariousness of the balance between rationality and irrationality; revealing a 
disturbed world filled with anguish and vengeance. It is the Christian conscience that defers the revengeful murder to contemplate 
the “mortal coil” of man, further dramatized in the rhyming couplet and foreshadowing “O cursed spite, that ever I was born to set it 
right”. Shakespeare demonstrates several raison d’être, which drives Hamlet’s vengeance, but even though he fathoms the need 
for immediate revenge, he refuses to confront Claudius despite his role as the avenger since “the greatest object of [Hamlet’s] life is 
defeated by continually resolving to do, yet doing nothing to resolve” (Coleridge). This coincides with the 16th century convention of 
the Chain of Being and the Divine Right of Kings as Hamlet castigates his failure to act, “I am pigeon-liver’d and lack gall”. This 
contrasts Laertes’s desire “to cut his throat”, revealing conversely, the mindset of a man controlled by rage and irrationality. Upon 
reviewing Hamlet’s prehension, it is clear that his procrastination is an exemplar of intellectual hyperactivity and as a result, Hamlet 
embodies the conflict between emotion and reason. Shakespeare not only encapsulates the tensions between Renaissance 
humanism and Christianity but also enraptures the modern audience as we witness the corruption from which procrastination 
stems.  
 
Hamlet’s desire to uphold justice and prove his worth is fundamentally problematised amongst the spreading decay of morality. 
Living within a metaphorical “prison” of perennial surveillance, Hamlet perceives that, in light of his father’s ‘foul’ murder, 
“something is rotten in the state of Denmark”. Hamlet’s soliloquy “To be or not to be…suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortune…take arms against a sea of troubles” contemplates death as a means of escaping corruption. The antithetical aporia 
conjures his yearn for death and considers the consequence of death better than existing in the immorality bred from deception. 
The potential evils of humanity in the face of fallibilities are represented by Claudius who disturbs the natural order and act of 
regicide results in a descent into chaos. This deliberate violation of social hierarchy reinforces the Elizabethan values and warns of 
the consequences of corruption. As Claudius deports Hamlet, “Do it England; for like the hectic in my blood he rages…Till I know 
‘tis done…”, modern audiences interpret Claudius’ Machiavellian actions as a result of his greed, lust and struggle for power but 
because he was last to die, resolution is delayed even in a moment of confrontation. This delay has been widely attributed to the 
Elizabethan guilt complex and obsession with “the functions of conscience” (Reed). Claudius’ confessional soliloquy “O, my offence 
is rank it smells to heaven” concedes that he cannot repent for his crimes when still “possessed/ of those effects for which I did the 
murder?” Ophelia, presented as pure and virtuous, is also brought down by the vice around her, “lay her I’th’earth, And from 
her…unpolluted flesh/may violets spring!” Thus Shakespeare arguably implies that those who are unaware of corruption are as 
accountable as those who facilitate it, and the characterization within his Senecan model play reveals the inherent tension present 
between confrontation and resolution. 
 
The decidedly humanistic ideals represented in “Hamlet” are grounded in the most evident controversy between appearance and 
reality. The bird imagery “I am but mad north north west: when the wind is southerly I know a hawk from a handsaw” reveals 
Hamlet calculatedly chooses when to show his “antic deposition”. Using pun, “seems madam? Nay it is, I know not seems”, Hamlet 
highlights the inconsistencies between reality and the various facades of mankind and in doing so demonstrates the imperfections 
within humanity. Claudius appears honorable as he mourns late Hamlet’s death, “though yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s death. 
The memory be green” where the eloquent language creates an initial visage of a good leader. However, the true essence of 
Claudius is revealed through juxtaposition “one auspicious eye and one dropping eye” alluding to his dual personality and 
reinforced by the paradox “one may smile and smile and be a villain”. The juxtaposing “thorny ways” and “primrose path” 
exemplifies Ophelia’s victimisation of societal expectations of her as a woman and representations of the harsh life of virtue and 
hedonistic life of lust. The notion of appearance and reality, which drives the play, as showcased by Shakespeare’s characters 
therefore, is a catalyst for the inherent tension between confrontation and resolution.  
 

Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’ takes us on a journey through the downward spiral of man undone by his own decaying morality stemming 
from corruption, procrastination and deception. The exploration of values of his Elizabethan context forms the foundation for 
reflection of the relationships between Hamlet, Claudius and Ophelia. Through the internal struggles associated with the inherent 
tension between confrontation and resolution, Shakespeare presents a multifaceted exploration of the darker aspects of the human 
condition and confronts us with a searing echo of human weakness through the protagonist Hamlet as William Hazlitt states “It is 
we who are Hamlet”. This in turn leaves the audience pondering upon the futility of reprisal, consequently allowing the play to be a 
continued medium of interest and critical study.   
 


