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 (رحيت هاهلجهشكلت الرغبت في هس(الوسرح الشكسبيري هحاضراث هادة 

 

As a sort of come-on, I announced that I would speak today about that piece of bait 

named Ophelia, and I'll be as good as my word. Our purpose, as you remember, is to 

show the tragedy of desire as it appears in Hamlet, human desire, that is, such as we are 

concerned with in psychoanalysis. 

 We distort this desire and confuse it with other terms if we fail to locate it in reference to 

a set of co-ordinates that, as Freud showed, establish the subject in a certain position of 

dependence upon the signifier. The signifier is not a reflection, a product pure and simple 

of what are called interhuman relationships  all psychoanalytic experience indicates the 

contrary. To account for the presuppositions of this experience, we must refer to a 

topological system without which all the phenomena produced in our domain would be 

indistinguishable and meaningless. The illustration shows the essential coordinates of this 

topology. 

 The story of Hamlet (and this is why I chose it) reveals a most vivid dramatic sense of 

this topology, and this is the source of its exceptional power of captivation. Shakespeare's 

poetic skill doubtless guided him along the way, step by step, but we can also assume that 

he introduced into. the play some observations from his own experience, however 

indirectly.  

Shakespeare's play contains one shift in the plot that distinguishes it from previous 

treatments of the story, including both the narratives of Saxo Grammaticus and 
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Belleforest and the other plays of which we possess fragments. This shift involves the 

character Ophelia. 

Ophelia is present, to be sure, from the beginning of the legend on. She appears in the 

early versions, as I've said, as the bait in the trap that Hamlet doesn't fall into, first 

because he's warned in advance, and then because Ophelia herself refuses to have any 

part of it, having long been in love with the prince, according to Belleforest's version. 

Perhaps Shakespeare merely extended her function in the plot, which is to capture 

Hamlet's secret by surprise. But she thus becomes one of the innermost elements in 

Hamlet's drama, the drama of Hamlet as the man who has lost the way of his desire. She 

provides an essential pivot in the hero's progress toward his mortal rendezvous with his 

act an act that he carries out, in some sense, in spite of himself. There is a level in the 

subject on which it can be said that his fate is expressed in terms of a pure signifier, a 

level at which he is merely the reverse- side of a message that is not even his own. Well, 

Hamlet is the very image of this level of subjectivity, as we shall see even more clearly in 

what follows. 

Our first step in this direction was to express the extent to which the play is dominated by 

the Mother as Other [Autre], i.e., the primordial subject of the demand [la demande]. The 

omnipotence of which we are always speaking in psychoanalysis is first of all the 

omnipotence of the subject as subject of the first demand, and this omnipotence must be 

related back to the Mother.  

The principal subject of the play is beyond all doubt Prince Hamlet. The play is the 

drama of an individual subjectivity, and the hero is always present on stage, more than in 

any other play. How is the desire of the Other manifested in the very perspective of this 

subject, Prince Hamlet? This desire, of the mother, is essentially manifested in the fact 

that, confronted on one hand with an eminent, idealized, exalted object -his father -and on 

the other with the degraded, despicable object Claudius, the criminal and adulterous 

brother, Hamlet does not choose. 

His mother does not choose because of something present inside her, like an instinctive 

voracity. The sacrosanct genital object that we recently added to our technical vocabulary 

appears to her as an object to be enjoyed [objet d'une jouissance] in what is truly the 
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direct satisfaction of a need, and nothing else. This is the aspect that makes Hamlet waver 

in his abjuration of his mother. Even when he transmits to her in the crudest, cruellest 

terms the essential message with which the ghost, his father, has entrusted him, he still 

first appeals to her to abstain. Then, a moment later, his appeal fails, and he sends her to 

Claudius' bed, into the arms of the man who once again will not fail to make her yield. 

The man who once again will not fail to make her yield. This fall, this abandon, gives us 

a model that enables us to conceive how it is that Hamlet's desire his zeal with respect to 

an act that he so longs to carry out that the whole world be- comes for him a living 

reproach for his perpetual inadequacy to his own will how this zeal always flags. The 

dependence of his desire on the Other subject forms the permanent dimension of Hamlet's 

drama. 


