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ONE of the most perplexing moments in the perplexing play of Hamlet comes in the 

Prayer Scene when Hamlet, convinced of the King's guilt and ready "to drink hot blood," 

happens upon Claudius at prayer, unsheathes his sword, is about to kill him-and then does 

not, giving as reason B en his unwillingness to send Claudius' soul to heaven and thus 

mar his own revenge: 

Up, sword, and know thou a more horrid hent, When he is drunk asleep; or in his rage; Or 

in th' incestuous pleasure of his bed; At gaming, swearing, or about some act That has no 

relish of salvation in't- Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven, And that his soul 

may be as damn'd and black As hell, whereto it goes. My mother stays. This physic but 

prolongs thy sickly days. (111. iv. 88-96)1 

In a famous gloss, Dr. Johnson raised the dilemma- for critics to come: "This speech, in 

which Hamlet, represented as a virtuous character, is not content with taking blood for 

blood, but contrives damnation for the man that he would punish, is too horrible to be 

read or to be uttered."2 In response to this dilemma, the critical trend from Coleridge 

onward has been to insist that, however horrible Hamlet's words, they do not reflect the 

true man; he does not really mean to contrive damnation for the man he would punish.3 

Meanwhile, historically oriented critics have suggested that Hamlet's words, to one 

familiar with the ethics and conventions of Elizabethan revenge tragedy, are not too 

horrible to be read or to be uttered at all. Our injured sensibilities are merely 
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anachronistic; Shakespeare's felt no qualms at Hamlet's speech at least, not in the 

theatre.4 

Most recently, Professor Eleanor Prosser has argued convincingly neither view is 

acceptable. If the speech were mere rationalization inaction, Hamlet would have invoked 

some more morally for delay, such as unwillingness to stab in the back a man may add 

that to dismiss Hamlet's speech a priori as somehow sentative of his true character, as 

critics have traditionally It is hard to see how a long and powerful speech, virtually thus 

sincere by dramatic convention, can be anything but the speaker's character. Otherwise, 

we are asked to disregard import of twenty-four lines of impressive poetry which, 

Shakespeare threw in either to mislead us or, at most, to Either way seems rather cheap. 

The historical solution dilemma, Prosser has shown, is equally misleading. Not was the 

vengeance that Hamlet proposes irreconcilable to Christian but those characters, in fiction 

or on the stage, who proposed souls of their victims were villains-among them, some of 

the worst in Elizabethan literature-Nashe's Cutwolfe, Tourneur's Vendice, Webster's 

Lodovico."' Historical evidence, then, bears out what Johnson felt and subsequent critics 

have continually sought to excuse: that Hamlet utters words too horrible to be read or to 

be uttered. 

Prosser's solution is to controvert Johnson's earliest premise: Hamlet, in fact, is not 

represented at this point as a virtuous character. The Ghost's commands are diabolic, and 

in heeding them Hamlet abandons the teaching of Christianity to follow a course to 

blood-revenge and villainy. No purgatorial spirit would enjoin revenge. Prosser argues, 

and no purely virtuous person would seek it; Hamlet has yielded to his human nature and 

for- gotten his spiritual-but at a time in history when human nature was making 

increasing demands on traditional notions of piety: "Hamlet is trapped between two 

worlds. The moral code from which he cannot escape is basically medieval, but his 

instincts are with the Renaissance. . . . Can God have created man a thinking creature and 

yet have ordered him not to use the very faculty that raises him above the animals?" 

Prosser's study leaves several questions unanswered. First, why are our sympathies with 

Hamlet far more than they are with his villainous colleagues in other revenge plays? 

Second, why do we accept his final submission to the providence of God-a submission 
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that would be ludicrously improbable in the case of Hoffman, say, or Vendice?8 And 

most important, how much difference does it make whether or not the Ghost is a devil? 

To identify the Ghost is not to identify Hamlet. Spirit of health or goblin damned, its 

behests are not so diabolic, I hope to show, as Hamlet's response to them. Just what 

manner of man, then, would follow a Ghost as if it were the devil-follow it, at that, in 

order to combat evil? For Hamlet's problem is not to be defined simply in terms of the 

precise doctrines between which he is torn-Christian patience versus the code of revenge, 

filial duty versus pneumatological caution-but also in terms of the dramatic presentation 

of a character thus torn. It is the sound of the rending fabric that arrests us, not the 

composition of the cloth. To answer these questions, I propose once more to examine the 

Prayer Scene as the low point in Hamlet's spiritual pilgrimage. More specifically, I 

propose to examine it as a prime example, among many in the play, of the perplexity with 

which Hamlet responds to events and arrives at decisions, and to show that Hamlet's 

puzzling speech reveals doubt and spiritual confusion that far transcend the ethical 

dilemma at hand. 


