Hamlet – Revenge Theme

Tradition
Hamlet is in the Revenge Tragedy Tradition. The Roman writer Seneca was the model for the Elizabethan writers. Typical ingredients: revenge murder, ghosts, mutilation, carnage, massacre (unlike Seneca, the English writers of had these happening on stage.  Shakespeare's Hamlet more complex than the average revenge tragedy. (e.g. Thomas Kyd wrote a version of the Hamlet story). In the average revenge tragedy it was usually outward circumstances that prevented the achieving of revenge. This is not quite the case in Hamlet.

Laertes
There's comparison and contrast between Hamlet and Laertes. Both have a father murdered, but while Hamlet talks a lot about it Laertes is much more direct and immediate in his efforts at revenge, which he achieves quite quickly - though this is not necessarily as a good thing: he abandons conscience for trickery and viciousness ("Conscience and grace, to the profoundest pit"  Act IV Sc v); he nearly kills the wrong man when he bursts in on Claudius, and regrets what he has done to Hamlet. (Perhaps this puts Hamlets reluctance in a better light). Laertes' desire for revenge is also whipped up by Claudius for his own purposes ("revenge should have no bounds", Act IV Sc vii) 

Fortinbras
Fortinbras also is seeking revenge for the death of his father - but his wasn't murdered - he was beaten fairly and the lands transferred by contract. "well ratified by law" (Act I Sc i 86). Fortinbras acts irresponsibly, threatening the stability of the state. He has no official approval for his proposed assault on Denmark, fights the Poles over an unimportant piece of land, though Hamlet does admire him as a man of action.

Hamlet
The big question centres around Hamlet's delay (he doesn't seem to question whether it might be morally wrong to seek revenge). Why the delay?

Initially he wants to "sweep" to his revenge so why doesn't he? He hardly lacked opportunity, apparently living in the same castle as the king.

Perhaps he's not really suited to the job - more at home in the roles of lover, student, thinker, even fencer. Also at this time he is sad and upset and melancholy about the father's death and Gertrude's hasty marriage.

He wonders after a while if the ghost is genuine - perhaps it was a demon sent to ruin him? Is this a genuine worry  for Hamlet or just an excuse for inaction? The idea of putting on the play is an effort to test the truth of the ghost's allegations. But even after he's satisfied, having seen Claudius' reaction to the play, he still doesn't get revenge.

His best opportunity is when he finds Claudius alone and apparently praying. But he doesn't do it in case he sends him to Heaven. Another excuse? If not it seems to show the nasty side of Hamlet's character (shown also in his arranging of the death of R and G).

Hamlet is aware that he has delayed getting revenge and feels guilty about it, scolding himself several times, blaming himself for cowardice ("I am pigeon liver'd" see end of Act II Scii, "three parts coward" end Act IV Sc iv)) and for thinking too much ("like John-a-dreams" end Act II Sc ii, "thinking too precisely on the event" Act IV Sc iv)

Some critics think Hamlet has "an unconscious repugnance to vengeance".

The ghost tells him not to "taint" his mind when getting revenge, but perhaps this is an impossible task. While Laertes is prepared to throw conscience to the wind Hamlet is more cautious and has a moral sense. He is bothered by "the dread of something after death", wants to be sure he's not being fooled by a demon, and when he says in relation to R and G: "they are not near my conscience" (Act V Sc ii) he at least shows he has a conscience.

Hamlet, Laertes and Fortinbras (by being likely to take over Denmark) get their revenges, but at what a cost in innocent lives. Hamlet's revenge is impulsive, not due to any planning of his own - perhaps this was the only way he was ever likely to act - in a temper when he had no time to think.

