Hamlet – Madness Theme

There is much debate about whether or not Hamlet is actually mad. After seeing the Ghost, he warns his friends that he may consider it necessary to pretend to be mad. Hamlet does sometimes seem to be playing games with Claudius and Polonius by twisting their words and talking nonsense. It is possible, however, that Hamlet may have suffered a mental breakdown as a result of his unhappiness over the hasty marriage, the news of the murder and adultery, the pressure of having to take revenge for his father and the breakup with Ophelia. His “antic disposition” may be a cover for a lesser upset that he would be expected to explain. When alone (e.g. the soliloquies) he makes perfect sense - not trying to fool anybody.

He does seem to lose control of himself when he is with Ophelia in Act 3, scene 1 and later with his mother in Act 3, scene 4, but this is more temper than madness. When he returns to Denmark in Act 5, however, he seems to have regained control. By this time Ophelia is definitely mad. She may blame herself for Hamlet’s madness. She is apparently unable to bear the strain after her father is murdered by the man she had loved. This real madness is a striking contrast with Hamlet’s feigned or pretended madness. Ironically Hamlet admires genuiness and hates pretence (e.g. his reaction to Rosencrantz and Guildernstern and his reaction to Ophelia in the nunnery scene) - but in regard to madness he’s the one pretending, whereas she’s genuinely mad.

Madness is a useful tool for Hamlet (or at least he thinks so), even a kind of game with him (e.g. as he messes with Polonius); for Ophelia it has tragic consequences. 

Claudius realizes that Hamlet’s madness is a danger to the state:

“"Madness in great ones must not unwatch'd go"

Some useful references to research:  (line numbers may vary slightly in different editions)

Act 1, scene 4, 69-74

Horatio warns Hamlet that the Ghost might try to drive 





him mad.

Act 1, scene 5, 84-85

The Ghost warns Hamlet to protect his sanity while he 





seeks revenge.

Act 1, scene 5, 169f

Hamlet suggests that he may pretend to be mad

Act 2, scene 2, 1-8

Hamlet’s strangeness affects both his appearance and his 





behaviour (Ophelia’s description).

Act 2 Sc 2 l204

Polonius can see that Hamlet is making some sense

Act 2, scene 2, 377-378
Hamlet says that he is only pretending to be mad.

Act 3, scene 1, 151-155
Ophelia believes that Hamlet’s cruelty must be caused by 





madness.

Act 3, scene 1, 163-165
The King does not believe that Hamlet is mad or in love 





with Ophelia.

Act 3, scene 4, 143-148
Hamlet tells his mother that he is not mad.

Act 4, scene 5, 159-160
Laertes is shocked by how fragile his sister’s sanity was.

Act 4, scene 5, 166-185
Ophelia speaks nonsense but the flowers she hands out 





have significance (see notes in text) – but is she aware of this?
