Hamlet as Tragedy


1. Central character a person of status. Hamlet is an important person. He is a prince, son of the previous king. Claudius declares him to be next in line for king:


“You are the most immediate to our throne” (I ii). 


His position in the state is so important he can’t marry whoever he likes: 



“his will is not his own .... on his choice depends


The safety and the health of the whole state”. (Laertes to Ophelia, I iii) 

2. The events of the play must be important and serious - obviously so in Hamlet – the fate of the state hangs in the balance. 
There can be comic relief - the gravediggers. 

3. The Tragic Hero has a fatal flaw: Usually the Shakespearean tragic hero is a person with some or many good qualities, but who has a fatal flaw that leads to his downfall.  There is much debate as to how much this applies to Hamlet. If anything the flaw is his procrastination - his indecisiveness. He is conscious of this himself - 
scorns himself for being a “John-a-dreams” (end II ii). But is he too hard on himself? Perhaps it is sensible to take things slowly and carefully. Hamlet is aware of the fatal flaw idea - speaking in general terms, not about himself, he realises how a “the stamp of one defect” can bring a good person  down. (I iv 21). 


Hamlet  also fits the bill in terms of the hero having good qualities. He is brave (e.g. the solo attack on the pirate ship), an excellent swordsman (is winning when injured at the end), has broad interests e.g his interest in drama as shown by his reception of and chats with the players. He has the admiration of the general public:


(“the great love the general gender bear him” - Claudius IV vii 18).
As with all the tragic heroes in Shakespeare Hamlet dies - but is it the fatal flaw that kills him or even leads indirectly to his death? It could be argued that if he had acted sooner he wouldn’t have been killed. In some tragedies we feel the character deserves to die, has done too much evil, but this is probably not so in Hamlet.

4.. Role of fate.  In some ancient tragedies the hero’s destruction is caused by Fate - forces outside the control of the hero, and so in a sense the hero can’t be blamed, 
isn’t responsible. However, in Shakespeare the hero makes choices that cause the downfall. Hamlet is conscious of the role of Fate in his life. He won’t allow his friends to keep him away from the ghost: “My fate cries out” (I iv, 83). Just before the sword fight he seems resigned to what fate has in store for him: 


“There’s a divinity that shapes our ends/Rough-hew them how we will”. (V ii, 10)


and later “Let be” (V ii, c.217). Yet fate doesn’t prevent him from killing Claudius 
when he had a chance (when Claudius seems to be praying) - he chose not to do it. 

On the other hand if he had been less resigned to Fate and more suspicious he might not have been tricked in the sword fight. Fate always seem to take a hand 
and restore stability - so we have Fortinbras set up to rule Denmark and presumably restore order. The state isn’t left leaderless.

5. Catharsis: In some tragedies we are meant to feel pity and terror (perhaps for the tragic hero) and to feel purged of these emotions at the end. At the end the restoration of stability provides a sense of  safe relief. Also the state has been purged of evil - justice is done, Claudius, the villain, is dead.
