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 (ريت الدارونيتظالن(الوسرح الشكسبيري هحاضراث هادة 

THE character of Hamlet's mother has not received the specific critical attention it 

deserves. Moreover, the traditional account of her personality as rendered by the critics 

will not stand up under close scrutiny of Shakespeare's play. None of the critics of course 

has failed to see Gertrude as vital to the action of the play; not only is she the mother of 

the hero, the widow of the Ghost, and the wife of the current King of Denmark, but the 

fact of her hasty and, to the Elizabethans, incestuous marriage, the whole question of her 

"falling off", occupies a position of barely secondary importance in the mind of her son, 

and of the Ghost. Indeed, Freud and Jones see her, the object of Hamlet's Oedipus 

complex, as central to the motivation of the play.' But the critics, with no exception that I 

have been able to find, have accepted Hamlet's word "fraility" as applying to her whole 

personality, and have seen in her not one weakness, or passion in the Elizabethan sense, 

but a character of which weakness and lack of depth and vigorous intelligence are the 

entire explanation. Of her can it truly be said that carrying the "stamp of one defect", she 

did "in the general censure take corruption from that particular fault," (I. iv. 35-36). 

The critics are agreed that Gertrude was not a party to the late King's murder and indeed 

knew nothing of it, a point which on the clear evidence of the play, is indisputable. They 

have also discussed whether or not Gertrude, guilty of more than an "o'er-hasty 

marriage", had committed adultery with Claudius before her husband's death. I will return 

to this point later on. Beyond discussing these two points, those critics who have dealt 

specifically with the Queen have traditionally seen her as well-meaning but shallow and 

feminine, in the pejorative sense of the word: incapable of any sustained rational process, 
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superficial and flighty. It is this tradition which a closer reading of the play will show to 

be erroneous. 

Professor Bradley describes the traditional Gertrude thus: 

The Queen was not a bad-hearted woman, not at all the woman to think little of murder. 

But she had a soft animal nature and was very dull and very shallow. She loved to be 

happy, like a sheep in the sun, and to do her justice, it pleased her to see others happy, 

like more sheep in the sun. ... It was pleasant to sit upon her throne and see smiling faces 

around her, and foolish and unkind in Hamlet to persist in grieving for his father in- stead 

of marrying Ophelia and making everything comfortable. . . . The belief at the bottom of 

her heart was simply that people may be happy in it in a good-humored sensual fashion.2 

Later on, Bradley says of her that when nature struggles to the surface through Granville-

Barker is not quite so extreme. Shakespeare, he says, 

 gives us in Gertrude the woman who does not mature, who clings to her youth and all 

that belongs to it, whose charm will not change but at last fade and wither; a pretty 

creature, as we see her, desperately refusing to grow old.... She is drawn for us with 

unemphatic strokes, and she has but a passive part in the play's action. She moves 

throughout in Claudius' shadow; he holds her as he won her, by the witchcraft of his wit.3 

 Elsewhere Granville-Barker says "Gertrude who will certainly never see forty- five 

again, might better be 'old'. [That is, portrayed by an older, mature actress.] But that 

would make her relations with Claudius-and their likelihood is vital to the play-quite 

incredible" (p. 226). Granville-Barker is saying here that a woman about forty-five years 

of age cannot feel any sexual passion nor arouse it. This is one of the mistakes which lie 

at the heart of the misunderstanding about Gertrude. 

Professor Dover Wilson sees Gertrude as more forceful than either of these two critics 

will admit, but even he finds the Ghost's unwillingness to shock her with knowledge of 

his murder to be one of the basic motivations of the play, and he says of her "Gertrude is 

always hoping for the best."4 

 


