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HAMLET play, are. As critics L. is C. a are Knights highly in clanger personal has 

observed, of finding play. "more We reflected bring than what to with it all they any that 

bring other we are. As L. C. Knights has observed, "more than with any other play, critics 

in clanger of finding reflected what they bring with them."1 The gratifications of 

interpretation may turn out to be gratifications of another sort; instead of serving the play, 

we are likely to make it serve us. Kenneth Muir, commenting on C. S. Lewis' view of 

Hamlet , emphasizes this danger: "It was inevitable, Lewis thinks, that Coleridge should 

ascribe to Hamlet his own weaknesses; it was equally inevitable that the pacifists should 

regard Hamlet as a pacifist, and that the Freudians should diagnose their favourite 

complex. To Lewis, the explanation is that Hamlet is not an individual at all, but 

Everyman, haunted by the fear of being dead, and burdened by original sin. But Lewis's 

theory, ingenious as it is, invites the retort that he too, the amateur theologian, has 

saddled Hamlet with his own prepossessions."2 Both protagonist and play, one may add, 

have appealed to one of our current prepossessions. Valuing multiplicity of meaning as 

we do, we hold Hamlet in our heart of hearts. It is a play in which many meanings dance. 

And, of course, since Hamlet has so much in it, critics are encouraged to find more 

something overlooked, misconstrued, or imperfectly sensed by previous writers. 

Contemplating the vast outpouring of heterogeneous commentary, Elder Olson began a 

discussion of Hamlet with the melancholy observation: "In the present condition of 

Hamlet studies, it is almost useless to offer one more interpretation of the play."3 Yet the 

play persists; like its portentous Ghost, it would be spoke to. And much of what has been 
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written in the years since Olson's essay confirms the soundness of his diagnosis of the 

state of Hamlet criticism: . . problems, methods, and solutions of the most fantastic order 

seem often to be given an authority equal to or even greater than that of the most solid 

scholarship, as if the criteria on which authority depended were novelty and ingenuity 

rather than cogency of proof" (p. 225). Inevitably, of course, all readers and critics of 

Hamlet must form some opinion concerning what may be called the play's attitude toward 

Hamlet and his revenge. And it is here, I think, that the temptation to read our 

prepossessions into the play is particularly strong. Since many critics regard blood 

revenge as a great evil, they contend  to state the matter most simply that Hamlet should 

either abstain from vengeance altogether, or undertake it in the proper spirit. For some 

only the former would suffice;4 for others, Hamlet may emerge from the play a noble and 

sweet prince if he can achieve vengeance without tainting his mind with hatred  if, in 

short, he learns to act as God's minister rather than out of personal vindictiveness.5 There 

are two schools of thought as to whether Hamlet passes this test, though most critics join 

Fredson Bowers in answering in the affirmative. The most influential recent discussion of 

this subject is Eleanor Prosser's Hamlet and Revenge . Because of my profound 

disagreement with the critical approach her book represents, I should like to indicate 

some of the fundamental differences in our premises..I agree with Prosser that "our truest 

guide to understanding Hamlet is our intuitive response" (p. xiii).  

But I disagree as to the nature of this response. Like some others before her,6 she argues 

for a dual response: emotional approval followed by moral judgment. "Is it not at least 

possible," she inquires, "that the Elizabethan audience could instinctively identify with 

the revenger and yet  either at the same time or later, when released from emotional 

involvement- judge him, too?" sounds plausible enough until one realizes that Prosser 

means atrical judgment as well as responses experienced during a To speak of judgment 

during a play is one thing: it is true, that our attitude toward Richard III and Macbeth 

changes; kill with them, but are dissociated from them before the end so that each dies 

alone. For both of them, there is judgment play. The idea that a moral judgment arrived at 

after a play thority is, I feel sure, a dangerous one dangerous because too eager to 

substitute our own moral notions for the dramatic created by the playwright and actors. 


