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I passed the small theater where I once saw a traveling company perform Hamlet and remembered how I felt sorry for myself for the way I'd suffered like him…I was so moved by the play because so much of it was about me and my gloomy life that I dropped sixpence into the lard tin and wished I could have attached a note to let Hamlet know who I was and how my suffering was real and not just in a play.


Frank McCourt, Teacher Man
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FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION


This novel, originally entitled A Trial of Faith, is an exploration of Shakespeare's Hamlet in the form of a novel tracing the course of a Kleinian analysis. It is an experiment in literary criticism as much as in fiction, and was written in collaboration with the psychoanalyst Donald Meltzer, who supervised each weekly chapter as it was written, from an analyst's perspective. The intention was to be faithful to the psychoanalytic process as well as to the aesthetic implications of Shakespeare's play.


The narrator and analyst is Horatio, whom Hamlet in the play asks to “tell his story” – the story of an adolescent breakdown. Hamlet as a character invites an unusually close form of identification: as Hazlitt put it, “It is we who are Hamlet.” Horatio's countertransference as one who is supposed to “suffer all yet suffer nothing” places him in a vulnerable and testing situation that tempts him towards breaches of technique.


The novel, like the play (in my view) is structured around a series of dreams that Hamlet recounts to Horatio. Meanwhile the underlying preoccupation with playing-as-reality highlights some intriguing implications of Shakespeare's own mid-career struggles as a dramatist: concerning the relation between genre, analysand-protagonist and analyst-playwright.


The present revised edition of the novel includes a new introduction, some minor changes to the text, and the insertion of more quotations to mark the source of the emotional conflict. Such markers also illustrate the dreamlike and turbulent reading process of writing literary criticism, which entails not the deconstruction but (as was said of Ophelia) the “unshaping” of language in a way that “botches up words to fit the hearer's own thoughts”. It is for readers to judge whether or not the current botching speaks to their own feelings stirred by Shakespeare's play and helps to make sense of the reactions aroused in we who are Hamlet.











INTRODUCTION



Hamlet as a Dream-play


The “Process”into fiction


This book was written in collaboration with Donald Meltzer, with a double objective: on the one hand, to try to put his description of the psychoanalytic process into a modern fiction;i on the other, to demonstrate how Shakespeare's play itself fictionalizes a psychoanalytic process. This is possible only because the play as an aesthetic entity invites it: a possibility that suggested itself to me after writing an account of the play's concern with “aesthetic conflict”.ii Hamlet gives us Shakespeare at a watershed in his career, in terms of both his search for a hero, and his development of the genre of the dream-play that began in A Midsummer Night's Dream. In this introduction I would like to consider Hamlet as a dream-play in which Hamlet as analysand relates his dreams to Horatio as analyst.




Hamlet is Shakespeare's archetypal exploration of the multiple different worlds of adolescence, with its confusion between thought and action, intrusiveness and intimacy – the drama between the inside and outside of the object, and how the adolescent rocks back and forth in constant instability, in and out of the adult worldi. The play was written in between Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra, so shows us how Shakespeare's investigation into the qualities of a hero was proceeding between those two plays: “hero” meaning a personality capable of development, capable of becoming itself. With Hamlet, Shakespeare tries a different approach from that in earlier plays: he looks for a hero who can dream, and who tries to think through his dreams. Invariably we identify closely with Hamlet, probably more than any other single character in classic literature, other than perhaps Oedipus himself. However it is not his already formed character that we identify with, but rather, his hopeful potential: his interesting condition of both mourning a lost father, and of being on the verge of falling in love, with all the oedipal emotionality thereby stirred up. And of course, his poetic dreams.


Shakespeare's play is an exploration not just of a particular character but of a new genre in playwriting. They take place simultaneously; this is why the play is almost unplayable, as it is far too long, and is usually shortened for the stage. What is particularly important in the structure of the play is the role of Horatio, who has little to say, yet maintains a presence at all the significant points. Hamlet describes him as the ideal observer – as “one who in suffering all, suffers nothing” (III. ii. 60).ii He allows the characters to dream and notes down what he sees. (“Didst perceive?” says Hamlet; “I did very well note”, replies Horatio [III. ii. 281-4]). Like the playwright himself, he is intimately identified with, and yet distanced from, their emotional trials. His job is to weave them together into a meaningful symbol, and this, as Hamlet sees, is a type of “suffering” also. There is a sense in which the story is created by the dialogue between Hamlet and Horatio, even though one has many words and the other very few. All Hamlet's “acting”, real and unreal, is undertaken with Horatio at the back of his mind, and by the end of the play Horatio has a story of his own to tell, as is made clear when Hamlet insists at the end that he remain alive “to tell [my] story” after his own struggle is ended (V. ii. 347) – literally a narrative transference. Horatio is like the playwright or the psychoanalyst, seeking a container for the dreams that he hears, rather than the plot that he follows.


Although there are many dreams and dreamlike sequences in Shakespeare, Hamlet is his first dream-play in the sense of telling an entire story through dreams. Although the characters give a very realistic sense of family relationships, almost like a novel, the events of the plot are patently absurd – the ghost, the pirate ship etc – and a large portion of the centre of the play is taken up with the analysis of acting as an art form, another fictional mode of existence which may or may not symbolize the truth about ourselves and our emotional situation. Is this kind of dream true, or not? As the ancient Greeks might have put it, does it arrive through the gate of horn or of ivory?


As an adolescent, like all adolescents, Hamlet is engaged in a search for the “undiscovered country” of his future self, the new shape of his mind as it might be after the catastrophic change of adolescence. His quest is not entirely successful, at least, not in this play; though we might say Shakespeare takes it up and continues it in subsequent plays. But in no other play does the playwright, or the audience, have the same intense adhesive identification with the hero – as Hazlitt said, “It is we who are Hamlet.” We inherit this close identification from Shakespeare himself. This might be considered one of the play's problems: a problem that would be understood psychoanalytically in terms of countertransference interference, as not achieving a sufficiently objective viewpoint, but overloading the analysand with expectations. Denmark is described as “sick”. As the great hope of the state to which he is heir – soldier, scholar, statesman, “Th'expectancy and rose of the fair state” (III. i. 152) – this prince, a mere adolescent, is expected to reform everybody else's murky emotional problems and disappointments. Marriage with Ophelia would fulfil what Bion denotes the “messianic” basic assumption of the surrounding group, and create a “new heaven, new earth” – the Biblical phrase which finally attains credence not here but in Antony and Cleopatra.


If, as Martha Harris has put it, “the central task of the adolescent is to find identity”,i this is Hamlet's task – indeed in the first half of the play, his burning desire. He wants to penetrate the difference between “is and “seems”, “For I have that within which passes show/ These but the trappings and the suits of woe” (I. ii. 85-56). He wants not to act (as in “actions that a man might play”), but to be (as in, becoming himself). He wants to know the “heart of [his] mystery” (III. ii. 330), and is overwhelmed by the aesthetic conflict this entails in his attitude to “the world”, its beauty and ugliness. As he phrases it:


What a piece of work is a man, how noble in reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god! The beauty of the world, the paragon of animals – and yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust? (II. ii. 303-12)


By contrast, his statement near the end of the play that “to know a man well were to know himself” (V. ii. 140) is delivered offhandedly, like a language game, devoid of emotionality. By then he has given up trying to find meaning in the “quintessence of dust”. During the second half of the play we feel that Shakespeare has lost interest in him, and the hero's role is taken over by Ophelia, whose existence takes on an absent (mad) or ghostly (dead) quality in Hamlet's mind's eye.


The Ghost dream


The encounter with the Ghost that constitutes Hamlet's first powerful dream brings to light the complexity of his emotional ambivalence, dredged up from the deep unconscious that is symbolized by the space underneath the stage – the “cellarage” – where the Ghost resides, like a mole burrowing “in the earth” (I.v.165). This is the context in which Hamlet calls on Horatio's help; indeed Horatio, with the aid of the soldiers on watch (his inner eyes) sees the Ghost before Hamlet and brings him to Hamlet's attention. Deploying Freud's organ of attention (consciousness), he foresees an “eruption in the state of Denmark”, whilst hoping at first that the appearance of the Ghost may be just “a mote to trouble the mind's eye” (I. i.111) – words echoed by Hamlet himself, rather to Horatio's surprise, when he tells him he can see his father at that very moment “in [his] mind's eye” (I. ii. 185).


The mind's eye is indeed the place where it all happens. To all the other characters, the Ghost is invisible; and indeed will only speak to Hamlet, even though Horatio is termed a “scholar” – someone who knows about how to speak to ghosts – about which there were definite opinions in Shakespeare's day, just as there are today amongst psychoanalysts, and speaking to ghosts was considered quite a science. Hamlet's plea to the Ghost is “Let me not burst in ignorance” (I.iv.50). He means, not solely ignorance of the Ghost's story, but ignorance of his inner self, which is his essential or core anguish. The Ghost is an internal figure projecting into his son a dream of his own, in which milk was turned into poison by his mother-wife and poured through his ears:


Sleeping within my orchard,
My custom always of the afternoon,
Upon my secure hour thy uncle stole
With juice of cursed hebenon in a vial,
And in the porches of my ears did pour
The leperous distilment, whose effect
Holds such an enmity with blood of man
That swift as quicksilver it courses through
The natural gates and alleys of the body,
And with a sudden vigour it doth posset
And curd, like eager droppings into milk,
The thin and wholesome blood. So did it mine. (I. v. 59-70)


The dream of the Ghost makes clear Hamlet's claustrophobic state and near-schizophrenic delusion that his father is his uncle. The internal father lost in a kind of hellish limbo evokes his ambivalence, becoming the “uncle-father” he calls Claudius. A childhood idealization of a godlike and heroic figure who could defend his country by means of single-handed duels, has switched to his current disillusion with Claudius’ middle-aged decay, depression (“limed soul”), and over-indulgence in sensual pleasures. The two images compare as “Hyperion to a satyr” in his mind. It becomes clear that this ambivalence is rooted in his distrust of hidden, invisible feminine treachery and false “beautified” appearances in his mother and Ophelia. The Ghost claims the milky food of his mind has been poisoned by treachery (I. v. 45-85) and passes this feeling onto Hamlet, inciting him to revenge, whilst at the same time warning him not to “taint his mind or harm his mother” (I. v. 85).


These are contradictory demands of his internal object, and Hamlet reacts ambiguously: he is prompted to act out his vengeance, and at the same time to seek a receiver for his dreams – as is suggested by his wanting to write down his feelings. As Meltzer has said of the adolescent, he is stimulated to go forwards and backwards at the same time. The encounter with the Ghost ends with Hamlet trying to find a container for his emotional disturbance, and implying that Horatio will not be able to do it because it goes beyond his “philosophy” – his existing knowledge about the mind. It is a venture into the unknown reaches of his personality and its internal objects:


There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.
But come,
Here as before, never, so help you mercy,
How strange or odd some'er I bear myself –
As I perchance hereafter shall think meet
To put an antic disposition on –…(I. v. 174-80)


The “antic disposition” which he adopts – his “madness” – becomes both a cover for the verbal acting-out that follows, and his aesthetic self-expression. Polonius points this out when later he admiringly says that madness is often nearer the truth than sanity. This artificial madness is not however a true symbol of Hamlet's inner “mystery”; it has the sense of a temporary refuge whilst awaiting further developments.




And Horatio, too, in his countertransference role, needs to deepen his philosophy in order to match or receive Hamlet's communications, which take the form of both communicative and evacuative projections. His state and age is ambiguous – is he a fellow-student, a “good lad” like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (he knows Hamlet from Wittenberg), or one of the older generation (he remembers old Hamlet)? There is an implication of almost imperceptibly lower social status (“Why should the poor be flatter'd?”, III. ii. 59), yet he is seen by the royal family as a measure of disinterested sanity. Our glimpses of Horatio's perspective are few but telling; and it is not Hamlet alone but his entire family with whom he feels involved. When we consider Horatio's role therefore, we may see an analogy not only with that of the dramatist and his multiple identifications, but with the psychoanalyst and his state of mind – the “psychoanalytic attitude” as described by Meltzer in The Psychoanalytical Process:


We must turn our attention to the fundamental unit of the setting, the state of mind of the analyst, and explore the various aspects that are embodied in the concept, the psycho-analytic attitude. (The Psychoanalytical Process, 1970 [1967], p. 79)


The maintenance of the analyst's state of mind, his “attitude”, in “race-horse condition”, depends on the interaction of two factors: “scientific curiosity and devotion to method”. The challenge for Horatio is not to load Hamlet with his own expectations, making a hero of him through moral improvement (therapeutic zeal); correct interpretation in itself is ineffectual, as Hamlet's impervious reactions to his ironic interjections demonstrate.


The madman dream


Hamlet feels the Ghost-as-internal-father has projected its madness into him, and this stimulates an intrusive attitude towards Ophelia. His next dream is received or “remembered” by Ophelia like the “sins” he later hopes she will contain. It conveys his appearance in her “closet” or private room, half undressed like a traditional caricature of a madman, looking as if, like the Ghost, he had just been released from hell “to speak of horrors”:


Ophelia: My lord, as I was sewing in my closet,
Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbrac'd,
No hat upon his head, his stockings foul'd,
Ungarter'd and down-gyved to his ankle,
Pale as his shirt, his knees knocking each other,
And with a look so piteous in purport
As if he had been loosed out of hell
To speak of horrors, he comes before me.


Polonius: Mad for thy love?


Ophelia: My lord, I do not know,
But truly I do fear it. (II. i. 77-86)


Ophelia says Hamlet gazes on her face, unspeaking, “as if he would draw it”. This is in response to Polonius’ interference with their relationship – Polonius having told Ophelia to deny Hamlet access to her because his motivation was bound to be dishonourable. Then her obedience is taken by Hamlet as a masochistic passivity – this is how he “draws her face” in his mind, his non-verbal interpretation. It is a kind of “dumb-show” that is repeated later with the play-within-a-play, when the actors mime a nonspeaking prelude to the violent drama to come. The “closet” may represent literally her body, or her mental ambience, her mind. The spirit of vengeance is inextricable from a false aesthetics, introduced into the space by Hamlet himself. This episode is a prelude to the later similar scene in which Hamlet tells Ophelia to go to a nunnery to conceal the falseness of her beauty.


Polonius, to whom this episode is related, is excited by his half-understanding of the problem: “Mad for thy love?” He then uses Ophelia as a tool to investigate Hamlet's mystery, and the paternal transference becomes mixed up with a preconception about Ophelia and her supposed passivity.


It is important to remember that Polonius is a great admirer of Hamlet and in a sense yet another father – the one who has nurtured his intellect and interests such as philosophy and theatre. He is not to be dismissed as only a senile old fool who talks too much. He is the court counsellor but, as with Horatio, Hamlet's state of mind goes beyond the reach of his existing philosophy. Although he is a comic character, his advice is good and the content of his interpretations is correct; but it has bad results, owing to his unaesthetic methods of investigation, which stimulate action rather than contemplation. His attitude to both Hamlet and his son Laertes is circuitous to the point of dishonesty – as in the instruction to “by indirections find directions out” (II. i. 66). He tries to “spy out where truth is hid”, treating Hamlet's inner mystery as if it were a riddle to be solved:


                             I will find
Where truth is hid, though it were hid indeed
Within the centre. (II.ii.149-51)


He wants to hunt down the quarry, rather than receive symbolically its meaning. Consequently Hamlet complains justly that all the court – the adult world – want to “pluck out the heart of my mystery”, his internal Ghost. Polonius is oblivious to the fact that the means are essential to the end – and as Bion points out in another context, those who disregard the means are following the path to the Sirens and will end up with nothing but a pile of old bones.


At the same time, and by a further analogy, Shakespeare uses Polonius as a way of criticizing certain temptations which the playwright is subject to: the dramatist who is seduced by his own virtuosity and who takes a directorial role, determined that everything shall fall out as planned. These inhibiting and omnipotent attitudes become clear during the fiasco of the Mousetrap, the play-within-a-play. In later plays this type of character appears as the Prospero-wizard in The Tempest or the Duke of Measure for Measure. The dominating, controlling mentality does not help the adolescent who is concerned with the difference between “being” and “playing”. As he says to his mother, it is not his outward appearance and gestures (the “forms, moods, shapes of grief”) that can “denote [him] truly”:


For I have that within which passeth show
These but the trappings and the suits of woe. (I. ii. 82-6)




His clothes and body echo his mental state, as with the typical adolescent, but they are not the same thing as his inner “grief” which neither he nor they understand. The result of the Madman Dream is not just to confirm Hamlet's disturbance, but to demonstrate how this is increased by the adult world's messianic expectations of the young couple. The adults are as much responsible as Hamlet for creating an anti-aesthetic container for emotional trouble, that strangles personality development. They hope Hamlet will rescue them from their middle-aged sloppiness, drinking etc; but allow him no space to do so. He says truly that Denmark is a “prison”, represented by the way he feels confined within the Lobby, a corridor with windows from which the sky is just visible, and where he paces up and down reading “words, words, words”, full of emptiness (II. ii. 184).


The Mousetrap dream


Although Hamlet is traditionally seen as a play in which the hero thinks too much and cannot act, in fact the opposite is the case. Hamlet's danger is in thinking too little and acting too precipitously – it just happens that because of his verbal virtuosity, his actions often take the form of words, speeches and cutting remarks. Acting-out can be verbal or visual; it is not the medium that makes the difference, but the way it is used – for exploration or for evacuation of the emotional conflict, for or against knowledge (K or –K in Bion's formula).


This is the drama of the Mousetrap – which again may be seen as an extended, enacted symbol of Hamlet's contempt for the nature of his ageing parents’ sexuality and the “sick soul” which he has truly glimpsed in both Gertrude and Claudius (IV. v. 17; III. iii. 85). It is at the centre of the play and knots together its various contradictory, conflictual strands of meaning, trying to define the adolescent condition that has become trapped by its own dreams.


The performance of the Mousetrap itself is preceded by the long investigation into the nature of acting as an art-form, conducted by Hamlet, Polonius and the Players; and by the “nunnery” scene with Ophelia (III.i). The sequences about acting might appear to be a digression, but if we remember that the nature of aesthetic conflict lies at the heart of the play, then acting as an art form becomes central to how plays are conducted, and to the question of whether they are truth-revealing or truth-obscuring, for both the viewers and the participants. It is Hamlet who gives the play-within-a-play the title “Mousetrap”, indicating that he is well aware it is not produced for truthful purposes but in order to impose a meaning which he has preconceived – namely, a lie. It is not necessarily a lie about external facts or events, but a lie about their meaning in the soul. In fact we are no longer interested in the original question posed by the plot, namely did Claudius kill old Hamlet or not, and was Gertrude an accomplice. Once we understand the dream-like structure of the entire play, it is clear that these are subjective matters of the adolescent's changing attitude to his parents, and their puzzled but guilty reactions to his state of mind – far more interesting than objective matters of plot.


The scenes with the Players are significant not just for their investigation of the theme of truthful symbol-formation based on aesthetic reciprocity (as can happen – but may not happen – with actors and audience); they are also significant for their presentation of Hamlet's schooldays and his former relationship with Polonius, which was clearly based on a mutual infatuation with acting as an art form – with words, their presentation, their effect on a listener. In this situation the play is itself the aesthetic object. What is the actor doing inside it – is his position intrusive or demonstrative? What sort of transference goes on when the actor becomes vehicle for an idea?


What's he to Hecuba, or Hecuba to him,
That he should weep for her? (II. ii. 518-19)


asks Hamlet, questioning the authenticity of the actor's emotion, and hence his own, in directing the Mousetrap. He takes it upon himself to “reform” the actors’ art: “Suit the action to the word, the word to the action” he instructs the Player, in the identical manner to Polonius (III.ii.16). The actor is a vehicle for feelings which are distinct from his own person. When do they tell the truth about a situation, and when are they a lie?




Obsessed by these distinctions and unable to find a truthful answer to his inner confusion, Hamlet as before projects them onto Ophelia in the nunnery scene. Ophelia enters at a critical moment after Hamlet has been trying to authentically contain his emotional anxiety in the “To be or not to be” soliloquy, attempting to transcend his contempt for his family members by means of an abstract questioning of life and death:


                           To die – to sleep,
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to: ’tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep;
To sleep, perchance to dream – ay, there's the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause…(III. i. 60-68)


In this speech he considers the possibility of replacing action (“resolution”) by the pale and sickly colouring of thought; it is the “pause” in his manic rush towards revenge:


And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pitch and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry
And lose the name of action. Soft you now,
The fair Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons
Be all my sins remember'd. (III. i. 84-90)


Ophelia's entry at this point brings him back to earth – to the kind of dream that undermines abstract philosophical speculation and anchors him back in the messy emotionality of his “madness”, which has become further complicated by Polonius and his directorial manoeuvres designed to expose the root of Hamlet's madness. In this false kind of play, Ophelia – like his college friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern – is a tool, as Hamlet very soon suspects: “Where's your father?” he demands (l. 130), sensing his presence hidden behind a pillar in the Lobby – an intruder in his dream-space, his internal mother, just as he will be when he hides behind the arras (tapestry curtain) in Gertrude's chamber, making it a claustral compartment in Meltzer's sense.


The consequence of Hamlet's misinterpretation of Ophelia's own life-space means that, in his view, she becomes a traitor to aesthetic values:


Get thee to a nunnery…. I have heard of your paintings well enough. God hath given you one face and you make yourselves another…it hath made me mad. I say we will have no more marriage. (III. i. 137-149)


She becomes in his eyes a puppet manipulated from within by the domineering aspect of Polonius to which he is allergic, all the more since it is also an aspect of himself. Obedient to Polonius’ instructions, she returns the various gifts and poems Hamlet has given her. This offends Hamlet not just because she is Polonius’ agent rather than acting of her own volition, but because he (like Polonius) believes his poems are no good, and this is a critical but objective judgement on his own literary failure. All these pile up together in the way he experiences Ophelia's rejection. After this Hamlet gives up the apparently impossible business of thinking through his emotional ambivalence to all his friends and family, but particularly his mother and Ophelia. He gives over the struggle to nurture the embryonic, fragile “pale cast of thought”, and abandons himself to revenge, destroying the very possibility of any authentic emotional link – “no more marriage”. Hence while the Mousetrap is playing in front of the assembled court, Hamlet provides a commentary of pornographic wordplay while he lies with his head on Ophelia's lap. This stance, at the front of the stage, colours the Players’ performance as seen by the rest of the court. He is deliberately converting the story into a symbol of sexual perversion. The actors, like Ophelia, are manipulated to suit his fantasy of a tainted beauty (“face”) which disguises an ulcerated secret, a false coition. So after the dumb-show, which enacts a poisoning, Ophelia asks Hamlet what this “show” meant; and his interpretation is redirected toward her: “Be not you ashamed to show, he'll not shame to tell you what it means” (III. ii. 140).




Hamlet: It would cost you a groaning to take off my edge.


Ophelia: Still better, and worse.


Hamlet: So you mis-take your husbands. – Begin, murderer.


Leave thy damnable faces and begin. Come, the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge. (III. ii. 244-49)


The pun on “taking” (sexually, and semantically) indicates that husbands and wives are a “mis-take”; what is desired is revenge on the whole idea of marriage.


The only exception to this anti-aesthetic or manic mode occurs in the brief private conversations with Horatio, just before and just after the Mousetrap itself. Beforehand, Hamlet takes Horatio aside and tells him that for him, he has been


As one in suff'ring all, that suffers nothing…
                            Give me that man
That is not passion's slave, and I will wear him
In my heart's core, ay in my heart of heart,
As I do thee. (III. ii. 66-74)


Afterwards, Horatio with gentle sarcasm tries to defuse his triumph at the chaos caused by the Mousetrap. The idea of a type of suffering that is in a sense not personally generated is an apt description of the countertransference. But these moments of near-communication do not have any impact, because Hamlet has in a sense seduced Horatio through a kind of princely tolerance; Horatio in his psychoanalytic capacity is de-skilled and cannot penetrate Hamlet's mania. This is a further triumph for the manic side of Hamlet, and leads directly to the scene with his mother in her closet, echoing that earlier with Ophelia, in which he kills Polonius by blindly stabbing him as he hides behind the curtains. It doesn't make much difference whether it is the king (as he first thinks) or Polonius. It is a phallic intruder – a “rat”, a penis-mouse confused with a baby – the intruding male who is also an aspect of himself, stage-managing the inner spaces of his mother:


Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, farewell. (III. iv. 31).


The interview then becomes dominated by another intruding fool – by Hamlet's “wagging tongue” as Gertrude calls it:




What have I done, that thou dar'st wag thy tongue
In noise so rude against me? (III. iv. 39)


When the Ghost reappears, she cannot see it; her incomprehension of what is inside Hamlet reinforces his isolation. The Ghost almost inspires a change of heart in Hamlet, talking of “tears” instead of “blood”, but the Queen's blindness means that no such emotional link is achieved. This scene is the culmination of the vengeful action that has been coming to a crescendo throughout the first half of the play, with Horatio helplessly looking on, but failing in any way to contain Hamlet's mania, owing to the seductive force of this particular adolescent's qualities – the potential soldier, scholar, statesman, actor, philosopher, and lover that everybody can see in him, and that never comes to fruition. It all ends in the disaster imaged by the stage strewn with corpses – the “accidental judgements, casual slaughters” of the final scene.


But meanwhile the second half of the play is given to Ophelia and the female voice, while Hamlet is away on his sea-voyage, dreaming about pirates and conspiracies, taking revenge on the foolish friends he has outwitted. The price for being the Prince is to be an only child.


The dream of Ophelia's madness


During Acts IV and V Shakespeare seems to put his interest in Hamlet aside, as if he needs him out of the way in order to concentrate properly on the feminine aspects of this adolescent disturbance.


The dream of Ophelia's madness is really a dream that Horatio has on behalf of Hamlet. The King appoints him to “watch” Ophelia – to become her special observer. In literal terms of the plot, Horatio makes a very bad guard, since Ophelia then goes and drowns herself – and not only this, but she appears to have done it in full view of the Queen. At least, this is what the vividness of the Queen's narrative of the drowning appears to evoke. The drowning is thus Horatio's dream of Gertrude's dream of Ophelia's internal preoccupations. All this goes to emphasize the extent to which Hamlet has become a dream play, not an ordinary revenge tragedy. In this section the women come to the fore and express their feelings in a different kind of symbolic language.


Shakespeare's most recent heroines, Viola and Rosalind, escape the conventional confines of their sex by dressing as men. In the case of Ophelia, Shakespeare tries another method, using dream instead of disguise as a means of self-expression. Ophelia brings in the idea of a different type of symbol-seeking, one in which words – in the sense of explanations – have little use. In the Mousetrap scene she said to Hamlet, “I think nothing”, meaning, she did not want to collude in his dirty thoughts, contain his “sins”. Nonetheless she has taken them in and digested them in an idiosyncratic way. She seems retiring and over-obedient at first, as though still stuck in latency. Yet when pushed to the point she shows she has more resilience in a sexual relationship than either Hamlet or Laertes. Earlier when Laertes tried to lecture her on how to behave with Hamlet she made a spirited if quiet response, reminding him to concentrate on managing himself (I.iii.45). Possibly because she is not encumbered with the same career expectations as the boys, she can quietly develop more of a private mental space. The world of her mind and imagination only becomes evident through her “madness”. This is itself an introjection of Hamlet's madness, which Polonius had admired for its “pregnant” verbal vehicle, and which Ophelia now reshapes. It is not however a masochistically received projection, but a reforming mirror.


By this point in the play, “words, words, words” have got a bad name for emptiness, trickiness and game-playing – for manipulation rather than communication. The aesthetic potential of words for emotional communication has been lost. Hamlet's sanctimonious “reforming” of the players’ speeches showed how easily art may be turned into pornography under the guise of cleaning up its message.


Ophelia's madness presents an alternative possibility. At first the Queen does not wish to speak to Ophelia, knowing she would find it too painful. The messenger describes the quality of her speech:




                             Her speech is nothing,
Yet the unshaped use of it doth move
The hearers to collection. They aim at it,
And botch the words up fit to their own thoughts,
Which, as her winks and nods and gestures yield them,
Indeed would make one think there might be thought,
Though nothing sure, yet much unhappily. (IV.v.4-13)


Her speech is “nothing” and “unshaped” yet it has aesthetic potential – by contrast with Hamlet's view of the glory of the world as a “quintessence of dust”; it moves the listeners to emotional contact and imaginative response. Ultimately it is the Queen who, despite her reluctance, receives Ophelia's communications most intuitively, thereby strengthening the feminine parts of the adolescent self and their capacity for thinking and symbol-formation. “Lord we know what we are, but know not what we may be” (IV. v. 44), philosophizes Ophelia, echoing Hamlet's many queries about adolescent identity. She then sings a “Valentine” song about the loss of virginity:


And I a maid at your window,
To be your Valentine.
Then up he rose, and donn'd his clothes,
And dupp'd the chamber door,
Let in the maid that out a maid
Never departed more. (IV. v. 50-55)


With Ophelia's mad songs, music enters in to the play, having been notably absent (for Shakespeare) till that point. There is a sense in which all poetry seems nonsense, yet it speaks through its music. The mad scenes herald the future shape of the late romance plays with their music-and-water dreamlike quality, and the need to stake all the play's meaning on some “insubstantial pageant”. It is the beginning of a search for a new symbolic mode, and a form of restitution for the way the actors and their art were abused in the Mousetrap.


Ophelia's pregnancy is implied by poetic imagery of flowers and water. It is the Queen who picks this up and empathizes with it in the form of her dream of Ophelia's drowning:




                    Her clothes spread wide,
And mermaid-like awhile they bore her up,
Which time she chanted snatches of old lauds
As one incapable of her own distress,
Or like a creature native and indued
Unto that element. (IV. vii. 174-79)


The drowning represents her flowering as an individual in a kind of quiet rebellion that distances her from the rotting values of the adult world, the court. Realistically, the Queen cannot have been an eye-witness of Ophelia drowning, nor can Horatio. What Horatio notices through his countertransference dream is not an external reality, but an internal one, through identification, in this case with the feminine vertex or dimension. The structure of the play is becoming dream-within-dream.


The Grave dream


The last major dream in Hamlet is the Grave dream, the prelude to the final catastrophe when, in effect, Hamlet's personal development is abandoned by the playwright, and Horatio is given the task of re-writing his entire story in another play – or future plays – for the seeds of all Shakespeare's subsequent oeuvre are sown in Hamlet. This final dream comprises the premature ending of Hamlet's story, and has three successive movements: the first reawakening a nostalgic longing for his childhood relation with a combined male-female object; the second marking the loss of Ophelia as a feasible relationship; and the third acknowledging the resulting mess made of his life, with the death of all these hopes and potentialities.


Throughout the play Hamlet as a character has been set in a context not just of the adult world – the court – but the world of his own contemporaries, in particular the male adolescent group represented by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Laertes, and Fortinbras. The first two he came to regard as traitors in the sense of acting as spies for the king, creatures of the establishment; Laertes he has antagonized owing to his effect on both Polonius and Ophelia (even if we see their “deaths” metaphorically). Fortinbras (“strong arm”) remains as a possible route for the adolescent to follow, even though up to this point Hamlet has found him absurd and incomprehensible. The “lawless resolutes” that he “shark'd up” at the beginning of the play comprise a new style of mercenary army, perhaps like Brechtian city-gangsters, slick and affluent. Certainly the type of invasion he embodies seems specially designed to engulf a society that is suffering not from the ravages of war but from “th'imposthume of too much wealth and peace” (IV.iv.27). Claudian prosperity has an internal price, and the changing social climate in both Norway and Denmark is something that the older generation feel to be outside their control. They are tired, and insidiously pressurize Hamlet to repair their own mistakes and metabolize this new dictatorship.


After the confrontation with his mother, Hamlet (in another dream) observes Fortinbras with his entire army marching across the stage, apparently unnoticed by anybody else. Why, he wonders, does the Norwegian prince bother to lead a huge army to conquer a worthless patch of ground, just to make his name – sacrificing life “even for an eggshell”:


Witness this delicate and tender prince,
Whose spirit with divine ambition puffed
Makes mouths at the invisible event,
Exposing what is mortal and unsure
To all that fortune, death, and danger dare,
Even for an eggshell. (IV. iv. 48-53)


The adolescent route represented by Fortinbras, the ambitious military adventurer, is that described by Meltzer in terms of the ruthless thrust for success – in any field – that some adolescents retreat into when the dreaminess becomes too painful and makes them feel too helpless. It is really an extended latency and it only shows symptomatically later – from about age 30 – when they become “neurotic”. It is the false success that comes from abandoning the struggle with the feminine or emotional side of their nature. Meltzer writes:




One of the paradoxes of adolescence is precisely this: the adolescent thinks that what leads him forward into the adult world is in reality regressive, while that which he experiences as the thing which pushes him back, to the point of making him into a child again, is in reality the very thing which makes him an adult…What he believes might take him back towards childhood – feelings, emotions, the fascination of childhood itself, of attachment and awareness of the beauty of the world and of his own impotence and weakness – leads him towards the adult world; while the ruthlessness, in reality, prevents him from becoming an adult. The crucial point in his decision whether to go forwards or backwards is the problem of mental suffering: should he be ruthless, inflicting suffering on others in order to achieve success, or should he turn backwards and be the one to suffer? i


He adds that “Very rarely do young people come to us [psychoanalysts] who are advancing relentlessly towards success and who have learned how to inflict suffering on others.” Yet this seems to be the lesson that Hamlet is trying to learn from Fortinbras, against his better judgement, and against the better nature of the childish self that was truly a “sweet prince”. His conclusion, in defiance of his thinking capacity, is that he, like Fortinbras, needs to have “bloody thoughts” or they are “worth nothing” (Bion's –K). It is at precisely this point that Shakespeare abandons Hamlet and turns to Ophelia and her madness.


Fortinbras passes on his way with his army, but his example hovers at the back of Hamlet's mind. Hamlet, after Ophelia's madness, is sent away from the court, supposedly to England where “everyone is as mad as he is” (V. i. 150). In terms of the plot, of course, Hamlet never reaches England, since he returns by jumping onto a pirate ship – another dream, in which he turns his ex-friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern over to the establishment, to be “killed” in his stead (that is, absorbed into some type of reformatory or respectable career). Earlier, when they questioned him about the nature of his disturbance, he told them sarcastically: “I lack advancement” (III. ii. 331). They cannot comprehend the internal claustrophobia which makes Denmark a “prison” in which Hamlet is bounded by his own bad dreams: “Oh God”, he exclaimed in a passionate attempt at communication, “I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams” (III. ii. 254-56). The question of what is advancement, for the adolescent, lies at the heart of the entire play. Hamlet means he cannot advance his mental progress; they understand him to mean he is not sure he will inherit the kingship.


The separation or split with Ophelia however – the death of their relationship – results in Hamlet giving up the struggle for advancement in the complex psychological sense. He feels he has to pursue some simpler, more predetermined role or identity. He is age 30 when he reappears on Danish soil with the taunting announcement to the King: “High and mighty, you shall know I am set naked on your kingdom” (IV. vii. 41), implying that despite his nakedness, he is ready to take on a battle for the kingship. The following scenes, with the Gravedigger, Ophelia's burial, and the duel with Laertes, are a series of dream-sequences during which he proceeds to transfer his identity to that of Fortinbras the Norwegian.


He is cured of his original form of “madness” by the time he meets the Gravedigger, whom he encounters with Horatio at his side. Horatio, as always, quietly but inefficaciously endeavours to support Hamlet's half-hearted reparative attempts. However the Gravedigger's verbal “equivocation” outmatches Hamlet's earlier wordplay and highlights the fact that this game can only disguise truth not reveal it. At the same time the (partial) truth is in fact turned up, during the conversation, by digging with the spade (an analytic metaphor). The results of this digging shake his equanimity by showing him the ruin of his childlike and his feminine side. He remembers what it was to be a child playing and riding on the back of Yorick the jester or actor (the father of his early childhood); now all that remains is an empty skull, like an empty stage, where once there was a face and lips: “Here hung those lips that I have kissed I know not how oft”. The skull turns into “my lady's chamber” – the feminine space – and revolts him: “how abhorred it is”. We remember the Nunnery scene when he accused Ophelia of a “painted” beauty whose face disguised a deep ugliness: “You jig and amble, and you lisp, you nickname God's creatures” (III.i.145). In each situation the nature of the ugliness recalls the specific art of acting and the true or false faces of its movements, its language, its scene-painting.


Horatio tries to stop Hamlet's phantasy going entirely down the anal route to Alexander's “bunghole”:


Hamlet: Why, may not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander till a find it stopping a bung-hole?


Horatio: ’Twere to consider too curiously to consider so. (V. i. 19-7).


But his efforts are aborted by the next dream, the one of Ophelia's burial, which is in a sense also the burial of Hamlet's hopes of revitalizing the “sweet prince” that he was was in his childhood. When he leaps into the grave with the words “This is I, Hamlet the Dane” (V. i. 233), it is the status of princeliness that is dominant, even though there is also a hint of authenticity in his declaration that he loved Ophelia. The predominant emotion is still that he cannot endure being “outfaced” by Laertes, implying that his mere brotherliness is a lesser form of love – less earth-shaking and grandiose:


Dost thou come here to whine,
To outface me with leaping in her grave?
Be buried quick with her? – and so will I.
And if thou prate of mountains let them throw
Millions of acres on us, till our ground,
Singeing his pate against the burning zone,
Make Ossa like a wart! Nay, an thou'lt mouth,
I'll rant as well as thou. (V. i. 256-63)


His feminine side is buried under “mountains” and his Fortinbras-side takes over the kingdom of his mind, as is represented by his own death and the sudden arrival of Fortinbras to take over the Danish court which has systematically obliterated itself.


By the time of his participation in the King's stage-managed duel with Laertes, Hamlet has given up the struggle to become himself and slipped into his socially predetermined role. Hence the artificiality of his public apology before the duel; he has ceased trying to express himself, and has begun, like Claudius and the whole line of “kings” (pillars of society), to cynically make speeches – the speeches which society requires of him. He is ready, in fact, to become Fortinbras.


Hamlet's inner poetry returns in his final words, but only because through these he hands his “story” and his thwarted nascent identity over to Horatio, preventing him from drinking from the poisoned cup:


O God, Horatio, what a wounded name
Things standing thus unknown, shall I leave behind me.
If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,
Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain
To tell my story. (V. ii. 349-54)


Only Horatio is left to try to make sense of Hamlet's story. By the end of Hamlet, Shakespeare realizes that his role is not to be in love with any particular character, but with the method – the method of writing plays. From now on he would not try to construct a hero from qualities that he personally admired, such as those embodied in Brutus, but simply follow the dreams presented to him by the entire cast of characters whom he would observe with evenly suspended attention, in the way later advocated in the use of the psychoanalytic method.


The psychoanalytic process as aesthetic object


The final chapter of this book is concerned with Horatio's review of his emotional involvement in Hamlet's story and the possible analytic mistakes that he made as a result. The paragraphs specifically relating to this were written by Donald Meltzer as a basis for the chapter. In his elaboration of the “psychoanalytic attitude” in books from the Psychoanalytic Process onwards, Meltzer stresses the fact that the successful operation of the transference depends on the analytic not the personal qualities of the analyst – that is, his ability to “preside over the psychoanalytic process” – and how, in turn, this generates a sense of the analytic process as itself an aesthetic object, in the eyes of both patient and analyst. Ultimately it is this mutual dedication to the aesthetics of the method that allows the “natural history” of the transference relationship to unfold in logical stages of evolution through a conversation between internal objects.


In Meltzer's view, Horatio loses Hamlet (Hamlet “dies”) not because of the intrinsic difficulties of the analysis, but because he fails to faithfully follow the psychoanalytic method. He appears to be following it, but self-examination afterwards illuminates points at which he lost his tolerance, his capacity for negative capability – for the special “suffering” appropriate to the conditions of psychoanalysis. It is a “trial of faith” because he puts his faith – really his expectations – into the patient rather than into the method, and hopes to mould Hamlet accordingly. He is unable to eschew memory and desire, in Bion's terms. Instead, weakened by personal but not unusual problems that are extraneous to the analysis, Horatio is tempted to seek refuge in what appears to be the seductive world of Hamlet's qualities. His attempts to reform their rich potential result in some apparent external success (the easing of symptoms) but in a deeper failure, and he becomes of no use to his patient. Indeed in the play the word “reform” implies patronization, just as the manipulation of “words, words, words” is synonymous with equivocation; both are inimical to symbol-formation and the imaginative investigation of dreams.


The Process insists that nothing short of being “in love with” the method can sustain the analyst in a situation of trial, and when love fades, then respect for “the demands of the task” allows his usefulness to continue. The price paid by Horatio in the novel involves the loss of not only Hamlet but of his wife and family as well – costing not less than everything as the poet put it. Feeling this loss on the pulses, he then triumphs in the sense of learning from experience; his failures, reviewed and understood, enable him to develop as a psychoanalyst. Similarly, Shakespeare's own turbulence and love-hate relationship with the process of playing-and-writing lies at the heart of Hamlet's story, expressing his cynicism and despair at the vulnerability of the players as well as his rage at the tyrannical attitudes of the patrons. And the playwright's mind, not just society, contains both players and patrons. The only way out was to go back in again – to become an ass like Bottom, in love with a fairytale. “The play's the thing”, an aesthetic object with a life beyond any of its constituents, authors or actors. Writing Hamlet gave Shakespeare the inner propulsion which told him it was an absolute necessity to override the previous limits of dramatic form and to allow the dream to become the central, dynamic, organizing feature of a play's structure. Players and patrons then fall into place, as they did in Midsummer. On this new or rather newly confirmed basis he wrote the subsequent dream-plays such as King Lear, The Winter's Tale, and The Tempest.


This novel speculates therefore on an analogy between analyst and playwright that is suggested by the organic concerns that exist within Shakespeare's play. The Meltzerian view places the activity of the psychoanalyst squarely in the tradition of the philosopher-craftsmen from the ancient Greek demiurge onwards, weaving the web which will make manifest the meaning of their culture. As Bion put it, “What kind of artists can we be?”i
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