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In Shakespeare’s day the threat of hell and eternal damnation was much more sharply felt than it is today. Many Elizabethans were obsessed by what would happen to them after death. They believed that one of three possibilities awaited them. If they died in a state of grace, with all their sins confessed, they would go to heaven and enjoy eternal peace. If none of their sins was confessed and forgiven they would of to hell and endure eternal suffering. The third possibility was purgatory, where those who had not made full confession would go. There they suffered until their unconfessed sins were burnt away (purged). Suicides were bound for hell in whatever state they died.

Hamlet explores this obsession with the afterlife. In his first soliloquy Hamlet longs for the pace of death (‘O that this too too solid flesh would melt’), but recognizes that suicide is forbidden by God (‘Or that the Everlasting had not fixed his canon gainst self-slaughter’). In his ‘To be, or not to be’ soliloquy, he broods on the uncertainty of knowing what will happen after death. It is ‘the dread of something after death’ that makes us endure the oppressions of life (3.1.56-82).

Later in the play, Ophelia is denied the full rites of Christian burial because it is thought she has taken her own life (‘Her death was doubtful’). The priest at her funeral says that only Claudius’s command prevented what she should properly receive as a suicide: not ‘charitable prayers,’ but ‘shards, flints and pebbles should be thrown on her.’ Such was the pronouncement of the church on suicides.

The Ghost tells how he suffers in purgatory: ‘confined to fast in fires, till the foul crimes done in my days of nature are burnt and purged away’ (1.5.11-13). Because he died without having a chance to confess his sins, he must undergo torment before he can earn a place in heaven, reconciled to God. But Hamlet cannot be sure whether the Ghost is good or bad: ‘Be thou a spirit of health, or goblin damned’ (1.4.40).

The question of whether the Ghost is to be trusted or not haunts Hamlet for much of the play. It reflects the Elizabethan view that some ghosts were benign, others evil, tempting humans to behave badly and so damn themselves to an afterlife of torment in hell. Hamlet fears what he has seen may be ‘a devil’ who ‘Abuses me to damn me’.

To test whether it is a ‘damned ghost’ sent to lure his own soul to eternal damnation, Hamlet contrives the play in which he hopes to ‘catch the conscience of the king.’ When Claudius reveals his guilt by his reaction to the mousetrap play, Hamlet is convinced the Ghost has spoken true: ‘I’ll take the ghost’s word for a thousand pound’ (2.2.260).

Hamlet’s delay in avenging his father’s murder can be partly explained by his beliefs about sin and salvation. Shortly after the play scene, Hamlet finds Claudius at prayer. The fact that Claudius is praying stops Hamlet from instantly killing the king. Hamlet’s own father suffers after death because Claudius killed him at a moment when he was unprepared for heaven, not having confessed his sins. Now Hamlet wishes Claudius to experience the same horrible suffering after death. He therefore sheaths his sword and decides to wait, to catch Claudius at a moment ‘That has no relish of salvation in’t.’ That moment will be when Claudius is committing a sin: ‘drunk asleep or in his rage, Or in th’incestuous pleasure of his bed, At game a-swearing’ (3.3.89-91).

Dr. Johnson, an eighteenth-century essayist, poet and Shakespeare critic, believed Hamlet’s thoughts when he found Claudius at prayer ‘too terrible to be read or uttered.’ Johnson’s view influenced productions for over a hundred years. Hamlet’s speech (3.3.73-96) was either cut in performance or was interpreted as not expressing Hamlet’s real intentions, but simply an excuse to procrastinate, to delay the action.

What do you think?

1. What are the three examples that are used to support the Elizabethans’ view of death and the afterlife? Briefly expand on each.
2. Choose two of the following characters: Polonius, Rosencrantz or Guildenstern, Ophelia, Laertes, Gertrude, Claudius. Imagine you are Hamlet and write a paragraph about each of the characters saying whether you feel responsible for his or her death, whether each one deserved death, and what you think will happen to each character after death.
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