Hamlet and Oedipus

The critical applications of the famous theory of the Oedipus complex to the tragedy of Hamlet are innumerable. It was Freud himself who, in an essay published in 1905, was the first to try and resolve in psychoanalytical terms the enigma offered by Hamlet's behaviour.

Read the following extract from the famous bedroom scene. Hamlet is horrified by the thought that his mother could feel desire for Claudius. 

Explain the scene in the context of the play and apply Freud's theory of the Oedipus complex.
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Hamlet. Such an act 
That blurs the grace and blush of modesty; 
Calls virtue hypocrite; takes off the rose 
From the fair forehead of an innocent love, 
And sets a blister there; makes marriage vows 2435
As false as dicers' oaths. O, such a deed 
As from the body of contraction plucks 
The very soul, and sweet religion makes 
A rhapsody of words! Heaven's face doth glow; 
Yea, this solidity and compound mass, 2440
With tristful visage, as against the doom, 
Is thought-sick at the act.

(Act III, Scene 4)
There are many other ways to explain Hamlet's behavior: He has been described as

· a madman, 

· a victim of melancholy,

· a troubled young man striving for philosophy and poetry

· and as a brutal character who causes several violent deaths.

Which of these explanations of Hamlet's character seem (most) plausible to  you? Explain.
Cross-curricular question:





English- Psychology

Ian Mc Ewan

Comfort of Strangers


The Cement Garden (1978) and The Comfort of Strangers (1981) were Ian McEwan’s two earliest novels. The nature of these works caused him to be nicknamed "Ian Macabre." 

Discuss some of the typical  features of Ian McEwan’s stories and give examples from the novel you have read.

“By in love I mean that you would do anything for the other person.” She hesitated, her eyes were extraordinarily bright. “And you’d let them do anything to you.”

(Caroline talking to Mary , p. 65)
In Ian McEwans’s novel The Comfort of Strangers it becomes apparent that Robert and Caroline's relationship is based on violence, on his brutality and her masochistic acceptance of it. 

Elaborate on the importance of secure attachment in childhood and the consequences for later adult relationships.
Cross-curricular  question
William Shakespeare, Hamlet


Explain the meaning of the most famous soliloquy in English literature. What is Hamlet's dilemma? What are his problems in life? What final decision does he take and why?

William Shakespeare - To be, or not to be (from Hamlet 3/1)

To be, or not to be: that is the question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And by opposing end them? 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: there's the respect

That makes calamity of so long life;

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,

The oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,

The pangs of despised love, the law's delay,

The insolence of office and the spurns

That patient merit of the unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear,

To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

But that the dread of something after death,

The undiscover'd country from whose bourn

No traveller returns, puzzles the will

And makes us rather bear those ills we have

Than fly to others that we know not of?

Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;

And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,

And enterprises of great pith 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.

Ernest Jones, one of Freud’s followers, suggests that in the play Hamlet, the actions of the protagonist were encouraged by an Oedipus complex. 

“In reality his (Hamlet’s) uncle incorporates the deepest and most buried part of his own personality, so that he cannot kill him without also killing himself.”

Ernest Jones, Hamlet and Oedipus, W.W.Norton, N.Y. 1976

Explain the term Oedipus Complex in the context of Freud’s theory of the Psychosexual Stages.
