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The Lack of Pure Religion in Shakespeare’s Hamlet
The final scene in Shakespeare’s “Hamlet” closes with bodies strewn about the ground.  This striking image is a powerful culmination to the play, in which a critique is made by the author on society as a whole.  His criticism is centered around religion and its importance in a political environment, and the society at large.  Hamlet is paralyzed by conflicting religious inclinations whereas Claudius receives all he wants.  An immoral balance exists until the final scene where the moral rectitude is made.  No pure religion exists in “Hamlet” and that is the cause of that which is “rotten in Denmark,” and the main point of Shakespeare’s critic.

Hamlet’s motivation to revenge, the revelation made by the ghostly figure of his father clapped in chains, is not entirely clear.  Is the ghost’s call a divine one, or one made by a man murdered in his sleep seeking vengeance only to satisfy his own appetite?  The ghost’s divinity is placed in question by the description, which Shakespeare yields it,

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damn'd,
Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell,
Be thy intents wicked or charitable,
Thou comest in such a questionable shape

With such a questionable description as this, the reader is left with the open question of whether or not the ghost was a divine being at all.  Schlegel suggests that the ghost was even “in the light of a deception.”  Hanmer goes even further to say that 

In the communications of such a visionary being, there is an uncertain kind of belief, and a dark unlimited horror…of a mind endowed with a delicacy of feeling that often shakes its fortitude, with sensibility that overpowers its strength.

In fact, the ghost’s most likely genesis is not from heaven at all.  This can be concluded by the ghost’s own statement that,

My hour is almost come,
When I to sulphurous and tormenting flames
Must render up myself.
So, the ghost, the source of Hamlet’s call to revenge and action, is a rather spurious and evil creation.  He does not bring a divine call at all, but rather the base desires of a hell-bound soul.


The call brought by the ghost also serves as a source of question for the ghost.  What is revenge, and is it justified, ever – especially in the Christian doctrine?  Webster defines revenge as “a returning of evil for evil.”  “Evil for evil” suggests that revenge does not come in some form of honorable moral power.  Rather, it is simply an evil act begat by some evil act before it.  If and when Hamlet participates in the revenge he will be “both opposed to and involved in evil” (Boyce).  If this is the nature of Denmark’s royals, it is no wonder that the play ends in tragedy.

Religiously, revenge is a very select activity reserved for the gods.  Specifically in the Christian model, God is the sole person for whom revenge is reserved.  It is written in Romans, “Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.”  Clearly, the act of even calling for vengeance by King Hamlet’s ghost is a violation of Christian philosophy.  Hamlet should have been alerted to this and immediately removed himself from the ghost.  However, his lack of religious knowledge provided him the ignorance needed by the evil ghost to persuade him to do the evil task.  Thus, the divinity of the ghost, Hamlet’s call, and the ghost’s place of residence at the time of his communion with Hamlet is very suspect and leads the reader to conclude that evil is more present in this call than good.


Of all the characters in the play, Hamlet is the most religious.  His dialogue is frequented with religious allusions such as “get thee to a nunnery,” “why be a breeder of sinners,” “O God! God!” and other various statements that show he is conscious of religion.  While it is true that he is the most religious of all the characters, his actual religiosity is very low.  Two specific defects exist within Hamlet that cause this.  Hamlet has a very difficult time dealing with his natural tendency to do that which is base and evil.  This natural human condition seems to plague him incessantly.  Suicide, ambition, greed, anger and other character flaws all follow him and shadow him relentlessly.  Not only, does his own natural character affect him, but even his subscription to the Christian religion is at times questionable.  He uses many classical allusions to pagan gods and Greco-Roman mythology.  This reliance on pagan philosophy suggests that he was not totally converted to his supposed religion.


Hamlet is a good character with a basic desire to do good.  However, this desire is often times thwarted by his baser instincts.  This conflict in desire and action is also produced by conflicting motivation.  Hamlet has a special love for his father.  In fact, he compares him to the great Hyperion.  However, he lets his love for his father and his desire to please him come between himself and his religion.  He is “a man who, in other circumstances, would have exercised all the moral and social virtues” but because of his desire to please his father and heaven, he could not (Hanmer).  Hamlet deceives his mother, his new father, and all the court of Denmark when he pretends to be mad, another deception that comes in a long line of lies and deceit in this play.  According to Poe, “it was natural that he should be impelled to exaggerate the insanity” (272-273).  His natural tendency to deceive causes more trouble in the play and leads Hamlet to more ruin and displeasure.  What’s more, rather than acting swiftly and taking his revenge, Hamlet allows his over-thoughtful mind to handicap him and prevent him from action.  Hamlet’s love for his father destroys his religion, and his own mind destroys his love for his father.


Where does Hamlet place more of his trust?  Is it in the Christian God or in the pagan gods?  This question is an important one because it reveals the intensity of his religious beliefs.  Oscar Wilde presented this argument:

He disbelieves in everything, including himself, and yet his doubt helps him not, as it comes not from skepticism but from a divided will (232-233).

On a large-scale survey of Hamlet, it is obvious that his reliance lies in the Christian God; however, the frequency with which he replaces his God with classical allusions to pagan gods suggests that he lacks a devotion to the Christian god.  His religiosity is spread out and divided.  Thus he cannot have a strong sense of pure religion.  G. K. Chesterton calls Hamlet “a moral coward,” however, this is wrong and it is evident that Hamlet does have moral strength, but his divided will is the factor that keeps him from acting appropriately.  Without pure religion and a complete devotion, the correct action will not happen.


Not only does Hamlet demonstrate a lack of pure religion, but on a larger scale, the entire state of Denmark seems to lack a religious devotion.  Denmark is essentially “a fallen Eden; thorns and thistles dominate the landscape” (Leithart).  For example, there is a church in the castle at Elsinore, but it is not used.  It is a stock room for a medieval castle, but its presence only further demonstrates the unreligious nature of the state of Denmark.  The one scene that takes place in the chapel is one in which Hamlet comes close to fulfilling his charge of revenge.  Claudius’ false prayer, however, saves his own life.  Thus Claudius is a symbol for Denmark as a whole.  He hypocritically uses the chapel as a sanctuary from his own conscience than a means by which to be closer to God.


Polonius’ son Laertes is a representation of the young culture in Denmark, and specifically of the disregard for religion.  He, like Hamlet substitutes many gods for the singular Christian God.  He even says, “Do you see this, you gods?”  His lack of religious fortitude when put in the position that presses his faith is one of Laertes major flaws.  However, what is bigger than just Laertes character flaws is the symbolic representation that he is for Denmark’s youth as a class.  Laertes is young and in the prime of his life.  His life is a metaphor for Denmark’s younger generation.  They are without religion, without zeal and fortitude.  This is clearly a critic by Shakespeare on such a youthful class.


Within Hamlet’s own family a religiously tragic even has occurred.  His own mother has wed her late husband’s brother.  This incest in marriage is one of the plaguing motifs within the story.  Hamlet’s pain with regard to the “wicked…incestuous sheets” is evident throughout the play.  Because Hamlet is the most religious of the characters in the story, his disgust at his mother’s incest is the more poignant and can be interpreted as a religiously motivated feeling.


The dead seem to have lost their standing as meriting respect in the kingdom of Denmark.  The scene in the graveyard with the clowns suggests a common irreverence for the dead of the country.  Surely, this kind of general impunity for the dead is contrary to any form of religion in the civilized parts of the world.  Even Polonius is disrespected after he is murdered.  His burial is quieted, and he is not given his rights as a statesman.


Ophelia commits suicide after she goes mad, and that robs her of her salvation.  She is simply another casualty of the irreverent nature of Denmark.  Though not directly killed by anyone or the direct result of any single action, Ophelia’s death can be traced to the immorality of those surrounding her.  Hamlet’s rejection of her and his madness is all feigned in his attempt to satisfy the hell-bound ghost.  Though it has been brought in question, Hanmer eloquently states that the relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia was “the mutual Attachment of a Lover and his Mistress.”  Surely then, Hamlet did love Ophelia and was lying to himself, her, and the rest of the court when he declared, “I loved you not.”  Bielmeier supports this in his analysis of ecstasy as it relates to love between Hamlet and Ophelia.  “The cause of ecstasy is love” (Bielmeier).  Polonius was manipulating her for his own gains.  And Claudius was dictating to her to hide his own sins and protect his own life.  Thus, Ophelia died at her own hand, but it was the weight of those around her that broke the branch and sent her into the brook.


A common lack of religion is what unites all the characters in this book.  The one character that violates this general description is Hamlet, but even he fails in the religious sense in the end.  His devotion to his father over his God lands him and his family and the entire court of Denmark poisoned, stabbed, and otherwise killed.  Religion is present in the work from the beginning with the introduction of the ghost.  Religion is a common motif that is demonstrated through immorality, greed, deception, and other negative traits.  All of this is used by Shakespeare to critic society and point to a lack of religion within England.  There was a lack of religion in England at the time that is reflected in “Hamlet,” and that is the source of the tragedy.
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