Hamlet Themes: Appearance and Reality

Hamlet is constantly aware of the differences between the way things seem to be and the way they really are. He feels betrayed by his mother because she had appeared to love his father (Hamlet Snr) and yet remarried so soon after his death. Claudius is pretending to be really upset by the death of his brother Hamlet Snr. As Hamlet points out, anybody could pretend to be in mourning e.g. by dressing in black. He takes offence at Gertrude’s use of the word “seems” – “I know not 'seems.'”. Referring to outward shows of grief he says: “These indeed seem,/For they are actions that a man might play”. He insists that his grief is real: “But I have that within which passeth show- /These [his black clothes] but the trappings and the suits of woe.”
Hamlet’s distrust of his mother also affects his relationship with Ophelia. Hamlet begins to doubt Ophelia because he cannot believe that she is as honest as she appears to be. In the “get thee to a nunnery” scene she seems to run in to him accidentally, but it’s a set up. In some performances of the play it is made very obvious that Hamlet realises this.

(Of course despite all his disgust at pretence, he is capable of quite a bit himself e.g. pretending to be mad - putting on the “antic disposition”).

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern try to act like Hamlet’s friends but really they are spying for the King. Hamlet sees through this. 

When the actors come to Elsinore Hamlet is made even more aware of how easy it is for people to pretend to be what they are not – eg the actor who can shed tears for the character Hecuba. While disliking pretence in human relationships he does admire acting, and has a lot to suggest to the actors. The play seems to be an innocent entertainment, but Hamlet has a hidden agenda.

Hamlet wonders if the ghost is what it seems to be - perhaps it could be a demon to tempt him to wrongdoing (e.g. killing an innocent Claudius).

After the play-within-a-play Claudius seems to Hamlet to be praying. We know he can’t get his prayers to work as he is not sorry enough to give up his ill-gotten gains.

In Hamlet’s confrontation with Gertrude they appear to be alone but it’s another set up - Polonius is hiding. 

Claudius appears to send Hamlet to England for the safety of the state, but it’s more to do with his own safety, and he plans to have Hamlet killed.

In the fencing match, it seems to be a friendly event fairly set up. But the audience (as well as Laertes and Claudius) knows different.

At the end Hamlet wants Horatio to tell the true story of what happened – Hamlet might appear in a bad light in no one knows the background – he wants the reality of the situation revealed: “report me and my cause aright 
To the unsatisfied … O good Horatio, what a wounded name 
(Things standing thus unknown) shall live behind me!”
Some useful quotes: (line numbering varies by edition)

Act 1, scene 2, 85-86

Hamlet’s grief is too deep to be expressed simply by his 





clothes




“I have that within which passeth show”
Act 1, scene 2, 153-6

Gertrude’s tears were deceptive because she married 





Claudius




“Within a month/Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 
                                            
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes/She married.”

Act 1, scene 5, 106-108
Hamlet is referring to his uncle as a charming murderer: “one may smile, and smile, and be a villain;”

Act 2, scene 2, 285
Hamlet wants Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to be genuine with him – “be even and direct with me”. 
Act 2, scene 2, 597-602
Hamlet says that the ghost he saw might have been a devil

“The spirit that I have seen/May be a devil; and the devil                     hath power /T' assume a pleasing shape;”
Act 3, scene 1, 47-49
Polonius says we often pretend to be religious to conceal our crimes: “'Tis too much prov'd, that with devotion's visage/And pious action we do sugar o'er/The Devil himself.”
Act 3, scene 1, 51-53              A prostitute’s make-up disguises her age:

                                                “The harlot's cheek, beautied with plast'ring art, Is not more ugly to the thing that helps it 
Than is my deed to my most painted word”.
Act 3, scene 1, 143-145
Hamlet attacks Ophelia for hiding her real face by wearing 





make-up:

“I have heard of your paintings too, well enough. God hath 
given you one face, and you make yourselves another.”
Act 3, scene 4, 204-207
Hamlet realises that his friends are lying to him.
“my two schoolfellows/Whom I will trust as I will adders fang'd,”
