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Abstract

This research paper examines the psychoanalytic study of three characters from
William Shakespeare's play Hamlet: Prince Hamlet, Queen Gertrude, and Ophelia.
Each character is analyzed through various psychoanalytic theories, including the
Oedipus complex, repression, and the Madonna-Whore complex. Prince Hamlet's
character is analyzed in terms of his unresolved conflicts with his father, his
unconscious desires for his mother, and his subsequent madness. Queen Gertrude's
character is analyzed in terms of her repressed desires, her relationship with Claudius,
and her role in Hamlet's psychological development. Ophelia's character is analyzed
in terms of the Madonna-Whore complex, repression, the uncanny, and the theme of
mourning. Overall, the psychoanalytic study of these characters provides a deeper
understanding of the psychological dynamics at play in Shakespeare's play and
highlights the relevance of psychoanalytic theory in the analysis of literature and
human behavior.

Keywords: Psychoanalytic Study of Prince Hamlet, Psychoanalytic Study of Queen
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Introduction

This research paper delves into the psychoanalytic study of three characters from
William Shakespeare's play Hamlet: Hamlet himself, Queen Gertrude, and Ophelia.
Each character is analyzed through different psychoanalytic theories and concepts,
such as repression, the Oedipus complex, and the Madonna-Whore complex, in order
to gain a deeper understanding of their behavior and motivations. Through this
analysis, we can explore the psychological complexities of these characters and how
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they reflect broader social and cultural themes in Shakespeare's time and beyond. The
methodologies used in this research paper include close reading of the play, analysis
of historical and cultural contexts, and engagement with various psychoanalytic
theories and scholars.

Psychoanalytic Study of Prince Hamlet

The psychoanalytic study of the character of Prince Hamlet in Hamlet has been a
topic of interest for scholars for many years. Freud himself wrote a famous essay on
the play in which he analysed the character of Hamlet from a psychoanalytic
perspective. According to Freud, Hamlet's behavior can be explained by his
unconscious desire for his mother and his repressed aggression towards his father.

Freud argued that Hamlet's relationship with his mother, Gertrude, was the source of
his psychological conflicts. Freud believed that Hamlet's desire for his mother was
repressed and unconscious, but that it manifested itself in his behavior towards her.
For example, in the famous closet scene, in which Hamlet confronts Gertrude about
her relationship with Claudius, Hamlet's behavior towards his mother is violent and
aggressive. Freud believed that this behavior was a manifestation of Hamlet's
unconscious desire for his mother, which was being repressed and denied.

Freud also argued that Hamlet's behavior towards his father was driven by his
unconscious aggression towards him. According to Freud, Hamlet's father was a
powerful figure who represented Hamlet's own aggressive impulses. Hamlet's desire
to kill his father and take his place was repressed and denied, but it manifested itself
in his behavior towards his uncle, Claudius. Freud believed that Hamlet's quest for
revenge was not only motivated by a desire to avenge his father's death, but also by
a desire to take his place as the dominant male figure in his mother's life.

Other psychoanalytic scholars have also analysed the character of Hamlet from
different perspectives. For example, Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst, argued
that Hamlet's behavior can be explained by his fear of castration. Lacan believed that
Hamlet's fear of losing his masculinity was the driving force behind his behavior, and
that his actions can be seen as an attempt to maintain his masculine identity.

Lacan also argued that Hamlet's relationship with his mother can be explained by the
concept of the "mirror stage" in psychoanalytic theory. According to Lacan, the
mirror stage is a stage in development when a child begins to recognise itself as a
separate individual from the mother. This recognition is achieved through the child's
reflection in a mirror, and it leads to a sense of separation and a desire for
independence. Lacan believed that Hamlet was stuck in the mirror stage, and that his
desire for his mother was a result of his inability to fully separate from her.
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Lacan further argued that Hamlet's behavior can be explained by the concept of the
"Name of the Father." According to Lacan, the Name of the Father refers to the
symbolic order that structures our social and cultural reality. In Lacanian theory, the
father represents this symbolic order, and the child's recognition of the father's
authority is a necessary step in the development of the psyche. Lacan argued that
Hamlet's struggle with the Name of the Father can be seen in his attempts to resist
the authority of his father and his uncle.

Another psychoanalytic scholar, Ernest Jones, focused on the Oedipus complex in his
analysis of Hamlet. The Oedipus complex is a concept in psychoanalytic theory that
refers to a child's unconscious desire for the opposite-sex parent and a corresponding
fear of the same-sex parent. According to Jones, Hamlet's behavior can be explained
by his unresolved Oedipal conflict, which is manifested in his desire for his mother
and his aggression towards his father.

Jones also argued that Hamlet's procrastination in seeking revenge can be explained
by his fear of castration. Jones believed that Hamlet was afraid of the consequences
of killing Claudius, and that his delay in seeking revenge was a result of his fear of
losing his masculinity.

Nancy Chodorow, an American feminist psychoanalyst, argued that Hamlet's
behavior can be explained by his "pre-oedipal attachment™ to his mother. According
to Chodorow, pre-oedipal attachment refers to a child's early emotional bond with the
mother, which is characterised by a sense of symbiosis and dependency. Chodorow
believed that Hamlet's desire for his mother can be seen as a manifestation of this
pre-oedipal attachment and that his aggression toward his father can be seen as a
reaction to the father's attempts to disrupt this bond.

Karen Horney, a German psychoanalyst, offered a different perspective on Hamlet's
behavior. Horney argued that Hamlet's behavior can be explained by his neurotic
needs, which are the result of unresolved conflicts and anxieties in the psyche.
According to Horney, neurotic needs are compensatory strategies that individuals use
to protect themselves from anxiety and insecurity. Horney believed that Hamlet's
behavior can be seen as an attempt to fulfil his neurotic needs, which included the
need for perfection, the need for independence, and the need for affection.

Melanie Klein, a British psychoanalyst, argued that Hamlet's behavior can be
explained by his "depressive position." According to Klein, the depressive position
is a stage in development when a child begins to recognize that the mother is a
separate individual with her own desires and needs. This recognition leads to a sense
of guilt and anxiety, which can manifest as a fear of loss and a need for reparation.
Klein believed that Hamlet was stuck in the depressive position and that his behavior
can be seen as an attempt to avoid the guilt and anxiety that comes with recognizing
his mother's separateness.
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Overall, the psychoanalytic study of the character of Prince Hamlet in Hamlet has
yielded a range of different interpretations and perspectives. While some scholars
have focused on Hamlet's desire for his mother, others have focused on his fear of
castration or his unresolved Oedipal conflict. However, despite these differences,
most psychoanalytic scholars agree that Hamlet's behavior can be explained by his
unconscious psychological conflicts and desires.

These different perspectives on the character of Prince Hamlet demonstrate the
richness and complexity of psychoanalytic theory and its application to literature.
Each scholar brings their own unique perspective and interpretation to the text,
highlighting different aspects of Hamlet's character and psychology. Together, these
insights offer a multifaceted view of one of the most fascinating characters in literary
history.

Psychoanalytic Study of Queen Gertrude

The character of Queen Gertrude in William Shakespeare's play Hamlet has been the
subject of much debate and analysis among psychoanalytic scholars. Through the
lens of psychoanalytic theory, scholars have attempted to understand the
psychological factors that drive Gertrude's behavior and actions throughout the play,
particularly her relationship with her son Hamlet and her marriage to King Claudius.

One of the central concepts in psychoanalytic theory that has been applied to the
character of Queen Gertrude is the Oedipus complex. According to this theory, every
child has an unconscious desire for the parent of the opposite sex and a corresponding
fear of the same-sex parent. This desire and fear are often resolved through the
process of identification, where the child internalises the characteristics of the same-
sex parent and adopts them as their own.

In the case of Queen Gertrude, psychoanalytic scholars have argued that her behavior
can be explained by her unresolved Oedipal conflict. Some scholars have suggested
that Gertrude's marriage to King Claudius can be seen as an attempt to resolve this
conflict. According to this interpretation, Gertrude is unconsciously attracted to her
son Hamlet and feels guilty and anxious about these feelings. Her marriage to
Claudius can be seen as an attempt to distance herself from these feelings and to
resolve her unconscious desires.

Another interpretation of Gertrude's behavior focuses on her relationship with her
own mother. Some psychoanalytic scholars have suggested that Gertrude's behavior
can be seen as an attempt to replicate her mother's relationship with her father. In this
interpretation, Gertrude is unconsciously attracted to King Claudius because he
represents the powerful, dominant father figure that her own father was. This
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attraction is a result of her identification with her mother, who was also attracted to
powerful men.

However, other psychoanalytic scholars have criticised this interpretation, arguing
that it oversimplifies Gertrude's character and reduces her to a one-dimensional figure
driven solely by her Oedipal desires. Some scholars have suggested that Gertrude's
behavior can be seen as a complex interplay of various psychological factors,
including her relationship with her own mother, her grief over her husband's death,
and her sense of guilt over her marriage to Claudius.

One scholar who focused on Gertrude's relationship with her mother was Sigmund
Freud. In his essay "Mourning and Melancholia," Freud argued that individuals often
experience a sense of ambivalence or conflict in their relationships with their parents,
particularly their same-sex parent. This conflict can be seen in Gertrude's behavior,
which can be seen as an attempt to replicate her mother's relationship with her father.
According to this interpretation, Gertrude is unconsciously attracted to King Claudius
because he represents the powerful, dominant father figure that her own father was.
This attraction is a result of her identification with her mother, who was also attracted
to powerful men.

Another psychoanalytic scholar who focused on the theme of mourning in Gertrude's
character was Janet Adelman. Adelman argued that Gertrude's marriage to Claudius
can be seen as an attempt to avoid mourning the loss of her husband, King Hamlet.
According to Adelman, Gertrude is unable to fully mourn her husband's death
because she is unconsciously attracted to her son Hamlet. Her marriage to Claudius
Is a way for her to avoid confronting her own grief and to distance herself from her
unconscious desires. Adelman argued that this inability to mourn leads to a sense of
psychological conflict and a lack of self-awareness, which is manifested in Gertrude's
behavior throughout the play.

Another psychoanalytic theory applied to Gertrude's character is the concept of the
uncanny. According to this theory, individuals experience a sense of discomfort or
unease when something familiar becomes strange or unfamiliar. In the case of
Gertrude, her relationship with her son Hamlet can be seen as both maternal and
romantic, which creates a sense of discomfort and ambiguity. This ambiguity is
further compounded by Gertrude's marriage to King Claudius, which creates a
complex web of emotional and psychological tensions.

Finally, some psychoanalytic scholars have focused on the concept of repression in
their analysis of Gertrude's behavior. According to this theory, individuals repress
certain desires and impulses that are considered unacceptable by society or the
individual's own psyche. In the case of Gertrude, psychoanalytic scholars have
suggested that she represses her unconscious desires for her son Hamlet and her guilt
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about her marriage to King Claudius. This repression leads to a sense of
psychological conflict and a lack of self-awareness, which is manifested in her
behavior throughout the play.

Psychoanalytic Study of Ophelia

One character that has garnered particular interest when it comes to psychoanalytic
studies is Ophelia, the young noblewoman who becomes the object of Hamlet's
affection and later, his madness. Through a psychoanalytic lens, Ophelia's character
can be analysed in terms of her repressed desires, her relationship with Hamlet, and
the social and cultural constraints that shape her identity.

One of the most prominent psychoanalytic theories applied to Ophelia's character is
the concept of the Madonna-Whore complex. This theory suggests that men often
divide women into two categories: those who are pure and virtuous, like the Virgin
Mary, and those who are sexually available and promiscuous, like a prostitute. This
division creates a sense of ambivalence or conflict in men's relationships with
women, particularly those they are sexually attracted to.

According to this interpretation, Ophelia represents the Madonna figure, embodying
the ideal of purity and virtue. She is presented as chaste and obedient, fulfilling the
expectations placed on her by her father and society. However, her relationship with
Hamlet, which is both romantic and sexual, creates a sense of conflict and ambiguity.
Hamlet's desire for Ophelia is at odds with his desire for revenge, leading to his
eventual rejection of her and her descent into madness.

Another psychoanalytic theory applied to Ophelia's character is the concept of
repression. According to this theory, individuals repress certain desires and impulses
that are considered unacceptable by society or the individual's own psyche. In the
case of Ophelia, psychoanalytic scholars have suggested that she represses her sexual
desires and her anger towards the constraints placed on her by her father and society.
This repression leads to a sense of psychological conflict and a lack of self-awareness,
which is manifested in her behavior throughout the play.

Some psychoanalytic scholars have also focused on the concept of the uncanny in
their analysis of Ophelia's behavior. According to this theory, individuals experience
a sense of discomfort or unease when something familiar becomes strange or
unfamiliar. In the case of Ophelia, her descent into madness can be seen as an
uncanny transformation, as she becomes a stranger to herself and others. This
transformation creates a sense of discomfort and unease for the other characters in
the play, who struggle to understand Ophelia's behavior.

Finally, some psychoanalytic scholars have focused on the theme of mourning in their
analysis of Ophelia's character. According to this theory, individuals experience a
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sense of grief and loss when they are unable to fulfil their desires or achieve their
goals. In the case of Ophelia, her inability to marry Hamlet and her eventual rejection
by him can be seen as a source of grief and loss. This grief manifests itself in her
descent into madness, which can be seen as a way for her to cope with her feelings
of loss and abandonment.

Overall, Ophelia's character can be seen as a complex interplay of various
psychological factors, including her repressed desires, her relationship with Hamlet,
and the social and cultural constraints that shape her identity. Psychoanalytic theory
provides a lens through which to understand and analyze these factors, shedding light
on the psychological complexities of Ophelia's character. By examining Ophelia's
behavior through a psychoanalytic lens, we can gain a deeper understanding of the
psychological dynamics at play in Shakespeare's play and in our own lives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, a psychoanalytic study of Hamlet, Queen Gertrude, and Ophelia
reveals the complex interplay of psychological factors that shape the characters'
behavior and relationships. Through the application of various psychoanalytic
theories, including the Oedipus complex, the Madonna-Whore complex, repression,
the uncanny, and mourning, we gain a deeper understanding of the psychological
dynamics at play in Shakespeare's play.

The character of Hamlet can be seen as a manifestation of the Oedipus complex, as
he struggles with his desire for his mother and his rivalry with his father. Queen
Gertrude's character can be analyzed in terms of her repressed desires, particularly
her sexuality, and her role in enabling Hamlet's dysfunctional behavior. Finally,
Ophelia's character can be seen as a complex interplay of various psychological
factors, including repression, the Madonna-Whore complex, the uncanny, and
mourning.

Overall, a psychoanalytic study of Hamlet, Queen Gertrude, and Ophelia offers a
unique perspective on Shakespeare's play, shedding light on the psychological
complexities of the characters and the themes explored in the play. This type of
analysis allows for a deeper appreciation and understanding of the play's enduring
relevance and impact.

Works Cited:
1. Jones, Ernest. Hamlet and Oedipus. W. W. Norton & Company, 1949.

2. Freud, Sigmund. The Interpretation of Dreams. Translated by James Strachey,
Basic Books, 1955.

JETIR2305054 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org | a388


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2023 JETIR May 2023, Volume 10, Issue 5 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)
3. Lacan, Jacques. “Desire and the Interpretation of Hamlet.” Yale French Studies,
vol. 55/56, 1977, pp. 11-52.

4. Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in
Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The Tempest. Routledge, 1992.

5. Chodorow, Nancy. The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the
Sociology of Gender. University of California Press, 1978.

6. Holland, Norman N. Psychoanalysis and Shakespeare. Viking Press, 1966.

7. Horney, Karen. Neurosis and Human Growth: The Struggle Toward Self-
Realization. W. W. Norton & Company, 1950.

8. Klein, Melanie. Envy and Gratitude and Other Works 1946-1963. Hogarth
Press, 1975.

9. Rank, Otto. The Trauma of Birth. Dover Publications, 1924.
10. Bloom, Harold, ed. Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Chelsea House, 1987.
11. Eagleton, Terry. William Shakespeare. Basil Blackwell, 1986.

12. Grebanier, Bernard. The Heart of Hamlet: The Play Shakespeare Wrote.
Dover Publications, 1960.

13. Leverenz, David. The Woman in Hamlet: An Interpersonal View.
Stanford University Press, 1978.

14, Showalter, Elaine. “Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness, and the
Responsibilities of Feminist Criticism.” In Shakespeare and the Question of
Theory, edited by Patricia Parker and Geoffrey Hartman, Methuen, 1985, pp.
77-94.

15. Winnicott, D. W. Playing and Reality. Routledge, 1971.

16. Berry, Ralph. Changing Styles in Shakespeare. Routledge, 1980.

17. Shapiro, James. Rival Playwrights: Marlowe, Jonson, Shakespeare.
Columbia University Press, 1991.

18. Bennett, Joan S. Reviving Ophelia: Representations of Mental IlIness in
Hamlet. University of Chicago Press, 1989.

JETIR2305054 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org | a389


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2023 JETIR May 2023, Volume 10, Issue 5 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

19. Greenblatt, Stephen. Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of
Social Energy in Renaissance England. University of California Press, 1988.

20. Kott, Jan. Shakespeare Our Contemporary. Translated by Boleslaw
Taborski, Methuen, 1964.

21. Knight, G. Wilson. The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearean
Tragedy. Routledge, 1930.

22, Mahony, Patrick J. Psychoanalysis and Discourse in Shakespeare’s
Theatre. Routledge, 1996.

23. Neely, Carol Thomas. Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in
Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture. Cornell University Press, 2004.

24, Rose, Jacqueline. Sexuality in the Field of Vision. Verso, 1986.

25. Tennenhouse, Leonard. Power on Display: The Politics of Shakespeare’s
Genres. Methuen, 1986.

JETIR2305054 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org | a390


http://www.jetir.org/

