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Hamlet: Destined to Rule or Destined to Fail?

Throughout William Shakespeare’s tragic play Hamlet: Prince of Denmark, much of Hamlet’s actions are best analyzed through the use of the archetypal view of literature.  Much of the plays story line follows the pattern of the Oedipus complex and entails a young man’s journey to answer the call of his destiny and surrounds his attempt to “set things right in Denmark” with the help of some divine power.  Shakespeare takes great use of Hamlet’s psychological depths as a character by further expounding on and more fully exposing his purpose in choosing to create Hamlet as an archetypal figure deeply enveloped in the Oedipus complex.  Furthermore, “what Shakespeare presents in Hamlet: Prince of Denmark is an agonizing confrontation between the will of a good and intelligent man and the uncongenial role – that of avenger – that fate calls upon him to play” (Foster 2740).  Hamlet is thus left to make a choice: he can either follow the path assigned to him by God by accepting the fate assigned to him and by answering the call to responsibility that accompanies it, or he can try and change his destiny through the use of his free will and the exercise of his individual judgments.  Left with a choice such as this and the decisions he makes, Hamlet is undoubtedly an archetypal elite and his “hero’s journey” is one so complex that it not only entails a hero’s call to action, but elaborates on the internal struggle to either answer God’s call or to answer the human mind’s call for revenge.

Hamlet himself is born into nobility and the popular belief of the time period stated that kings and queens ruled their lands by divine right.  When King Hamlet dies, the next heir to succession is Prince Hamlet, yet through a hasty marriage and popular election Claudius surpasses Hamlet for the throne thus establishing the first stage in the Oedipus complex: the direct heir to the throne has been succeeded by another family member and the divine will of God has been interrupted by some corrupting force.  In Sophocles’s Oedipus Complex, “the cause of the plague is the presence in the city of a man who has done two things foul and unnatural above all others: he has killed his own father, and he is living incestuously with his own mother” (Kitto 2043).  This scenario is paralleled in Hamlet by the actions of Claudius, and, just as Oedipus’s actions brought a plague upon Thebes, so have Claudius’s actions brought “rottenness” upon Denmark. 
As parallels, only Oedipus and Hamlet – the two men chosen to rule by divinity – can correct the problems within their countries.  In addition, each character is slow to act fully and their delayed recognition of their traffic flaws (Oedipus’s is his unwillingness to accept the truth, Hamlet’s is his over-analysis of situations) results in death or tragedy at the end of each play.  Furthermore, “at the heart of every great tragedy lies the universal struggle between the human inclination to accept fate absolutely and the natural desire to control destiny” (Stockton 111).  The main difference, however, between Hamlet and Oedipus is that whereas Hamlet has free will and the blessings of the Christian God, Oedipus finds himself at the mercy of the Greek gods with no control whatsoever over his own destiny.  Oedipus is merely a pawn of the supernatural forces whereas Hamlet is an obedient servant who answers the call God gives him: the call to bring justice upon Denmark.  Claudius, like Oedipus, must be either exiled or executed in order to raise the stench of his own wretchedness from amidst the country.  Hamlet is the only person who can end the scandal within Denmark, yet amidst his confusion he is unsure as to which path to follow: the path of God, or the path of humanity.

One of Hamlet’s main struggles in the play is the battle between right and wrong; good and evil; heaven and earth.  It is Hamlet’s internal struggles and freedom of choice that make his journey truly archetypal as “Shakespeare’s use of the technique of character ‘splitting’ - using two separate figures to embody aspects of a single psychological idea - represents the complexities of separate treatments of the Oedipal archetype” (Grant Internet).  Hamlet lives in a world where human interest conflicts with divine interest.  On the one hand, the rules of Hamlet’s society call for an “eye for an eye” punishment for those who break the law, so thus Hamlet is deeply compelled to enact revenge on Claudius.  On the other hand, however, Hamlet realizes that it is a sin to kill a person regardless of the reason and so Hamlet ponders the questions of life and death for “he is a human being, one who must battle within himself a war in itself, a war between ruthlessness (a terrible passion) and humane feelings” (Kinney 52).  These psychological analyses by Hamlet are essential to the archetypal character because they more fully expose Hamlet’s tragic flaw – his lack of action.  Essentially, it is Hamlet’s unwillingness to enact revenge that leads to his downfall at the end of the play for “he is aware that his father’s Ghost expects him to commit murder, that the Bible dictates that murder is wrong, even when executing an evil man, and that fate desires him to violate his God’s Ten Commandments” (Stockholm 113).
Shakespeare uses many religious references throughout Hamlet.  One of the main conflicts occurring within the play is Hamlet’s inner struggle between the laws of God and the laws of humanity.  Hamlet can either obey the laws of God by remaining true to his Christian beliefs that murder is a sin regardless of the purpose, or he can follow the notions of humanity and enact retribution on Claudius for the murder of his father, King Hamlet.  This struggle of free will is best represented in the character of the ghost, as both Hamlet and the reader/viewer are not aware of the true nature of the ghost.  The ghost – a symbol of divine intervention – tells Hamlet that King Hamlet has been murdered and that only the Prince can set things right in Denmark for “the Ghost declares that he is his father’s spirit, gives him the extraordinary tidings of murder and adultery, and asks him to take revenge” (Edwards 67).    
The murder of King Hamlet by Claudius is Biblical in itself, closely resembling the murder of Abel by Cain sparked over a brother’s jealousy for another brother.  In addition, in medieval times it was believed that kings and queens held power due to divine right and that direct succession of power derived from God himself.  If this belief is to hold true, then Hamlet is directly favored by God on his journey to “set things right in Denmark” seeing as the Prince is the direct son of the slain king.  When this notion of divine right is added with the supernatural powers of the ghost backing Hamlet, it is seemingly impossible to believe that Claudius even has a chance of retaining power upon realizing that Shakespeare indirectly pits Claudius against God Himself.  “Hamlet’s task is not so simple as killing the king.  His, rather, is the most profound kind of revenge imposed upon a hero.  His task is to set the times right, to purge the court of Elsinore” (Kinney 48).
Hamlet’s downfall is ultimately caused by his lack of action for “Hamlet….is constrained by his Christian beliefs about a mysterious afterlife and possible divine retribution for certain earthly actions.  Thus, he fatally hesitates and in the end….he is not all that sure about what he is fighting for and why” (Cantor 117).  Hamlet is given the chance to kill Claudius while he is kneeling, yet Hamlet mistakes Claudius for praying and thus gives into his Christian impulses and chooses to spare him temporarily for fear of sending the tyrant to heaven.  Hamlet fully realizes his tragic flaw in Act IV, Scene IV upon the arrival of Fortinbras and his army when Hamlet says “O, from this time forth, my thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!” (Shakespeare 125).  Upon the sight of Fortinbras, one of the foils to Hamlet, Prince Hamlet fully realizes that he has indeed wasted too much time enacting his plot of revenge.  His downfall can also be connected to his cowardice to act seeing as he mentions cowardice in his soliloquy before the arrival of Fortinbras as well as in his “To be or not to be” soliloquy.  
Fortinbras is indeed a foil to Hamlet as both Hamlet and Fortinbras have lost their fathers, are connected with the ideas of nobility and honor, and have a desire to enact revenge for something they weren’t directly involved with.  Fortinbras wishes to regain lost lands whereas Hamlet wishes to regain honor and dignity to Denmark while answering the call given to him by the ghost.  Fortinbras, however, is quick to enact his plan and invades Denmark knowing that many of his troops will die – in fact more troops than would be able to be buried on the piece of land being fought over.  Despite the odds, Fortinbras is unshaken in his course of action and, at the end of the play, enters a Denmark free of the ruling monarchy.  Hamlet on the other hand thinks everything through with great detail.  His careful planning and murders of character such as Polonius, Rosencratz, and Guildenstern causes Hamlet to “play God” so to say and he believes that since God is fighting on his side and backing his every move (due to divine right, the revealing of the ghost, his knowledge of theology, etc.).  Ironically though, at the end of the play every major character dies as a result of Hamlet’s attempt to take matters into his own hand, whereas Horatio is left completely unaffected by the matters, and Fortinbras arrives at the castle completely unopposed.  Horatio is the one character who has truly been spared by God seeing as he is the only member of the Danish family who is still living.  Horatio is uninvolved in all of the corrupt politicking partaken by the Danes and his humility and soft ways most accurately represented true Christian values, and thus his life is spared by God.

Hamlet, in contrast, is destined to rule through the acts of God, yet destined to fail through the choices he makes.  The great paradox to Hamlet’s story is that although he is given support from God, his terrestrial free will brings about his downfall.  Hamlet, however, is the only person in Denmark who can end the scandal, yet he never realizes it until divine intervention is sent via the ghost.  Upon hearing the revelations of the ghost, Hamlet learns that it is his destiny to answer the call given to him and correct the wrongs within his country and restore his family’s honor.  His unwillingness to fully accept this call to action and his hesitation to enact his plan of revenge reveal the essential tragic flaw of the archetypal hero.  By the end of the play, Hamlet has endured the full course of the hero’s journey beginning with the call given to him by the ghost and ending with the death of Claudius.
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