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1. Introduction

Shakespeare’s plays have been analysed from such a vast variety of perspectives that
hardly anything seems to be left to say. Not only have they set in motion the tireless
machinery of literary interpretation, but it seems that any major literary theory has been
subjected to the “Shakespeare test”. However, this is not the case with the theory of the

fantastic, which is why this paper will focus on this theoretical perspective.

The plays selected for analysis in this paper are Shakespeare’s two tragedies
prominently featuring supernatural or fantastic occurrences: Hamlet (1603) and Macbeth
(1606). Although they have been studied from numerous perspectives, producing a
discouragingly large body of competing interpretations, they have not been analyzed from the
perspective of the theory of the fantastic. Thus the aim of this paper is to analyze Hamlet and

Macbeth through the lens of Todorov’s theory of the fantastic.

The basic methodology employed in the analysis is that of close reading. The analysis
will focus on the scenes in which the Ghost of Old Hamlet appears in Hamlet, and on the
Witches’ scenes in Macbeth, as well as the scenes featuring the Ghost of Banquo and some
other minor fantastic occurrences. Hopefully the new approach will provide a framework to
all the competing responses to those supernatural occurrences, as well as shed additional light
on the interpretation of those scenes within the plays as a whole, and trace the way in which
Shakespeare used the supernatural for dramatic purposes.



2. Todorov’s Theory of the Fantastic

It would be impossible to overestimate the importance of Shakespeare as touchstone
and inspiration for the terror mode, even if we feel the offspring are unworthy of their
parent. Scratch the surface of any Gothic fiction and the debt to Shakespeare will be
there. To begin with there are the key scenes of supernatural terror that are plundered
by Walpole and then by many other fiction writers: the banquet scene, the vision of the
dagger, and the visit to the cave of the three witches in Macbeth; the phantasmagoria
of the tent scene in Richard IlI; and above all, the ghost scenes from Hamlet.
(Clery 30)
The fact that there has not been an attempt to analyse the supernatural in Shakespeare through
the lens of the theory of fantastic or fantasy in its broadest sense probably has to do with a
reluctance of relating Shakespeare to “fantasy”, it being perceived a “low-brow” genre
literature, incommensurate with the canonical author. Attebery notes that “many readers
would never think of including Shakespeare or Dante under the heading of fantasy” because
they associate it with “a popular storytelling formula that is restricted in scope, recent in
origin, and specialized in audience and appeal” (294). But Clery’s words point out the
indebtedness of the fantastic literature to Shakespeare, and reveal Shakespeare as the
“touchstone for the terror mode”. The analysis in this paper requires an approach to fantastic
literature that could be applied to a variety of texts, and equally accommodate both
Shakespeare and 19"-century ghosts stories. It has to be a structural approach, and this is
(contradictorily, as will be discussed later) provided by Tzvetan Todorov’s theory of the
fantastic as proposed in his The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre.
Todorov defines fantastic literature as a genre (19), a group of texts sharing the same
structure; the fantastic is the “underlying grammar” behind the group of texts. According to

Todorov,

In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know, a world without devils,
sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an event which cannot be explained by the laws of
this same familiar world. The person who experiences the event must opt for one of
two possible solutions: either he is the victim of an illusion of the senses, of a product
of the imagination — and laws of the world remain what they are; or else the event has
indeed taken place, it is an integral part of the reality — but then this reality is
controlled by laws unknown to us. [...] The fantastic occupies the duration of this
uncertainty. Once we choose one answer or the other, we leave the fantastic for the
neighbouring genre, the uncanny or the marvelous. The fantastic is that hesitation
experienced by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently
supernatural event. (25)



The important question here is who hesitates — the character or the reader? Todorov claims
that “The fantastic implies an integration of the reader into the world of the characters; that
world is defined by the reader’s own ambiguous perception of the events narrated” (31). It is
the implicit reader’s hesitation that is postulated by Todorov as the first condition of the
fantastic (31).

His second condition is that the hesitation should be represented within the text — in
other words, the character(s) also hesitate(s); however, this condition does not always have to
be fulfilled, says Todorov (32). The third condition of the fantastic is that the reader assumes
a certain attitude towards the text: a fantastic text must not be read as either allegory or
poetry (32). As Todorov concludes, the first and third conditions constitute the genre of the
fantastic (33). Thus the full definition of the fantastic as a genre is the following: “The
fantastic is based essentially on the hesitation of the reader — a reader who identifies with the
chief character — as to the nature of an uncanny event [...] requiring a certain type of reading”

(157). To further elaborate his model, Todorov claims that,

The fantastic, we have seen, lasts only as long as a certain hesitation: a hesitation
common to reader and character, who must decide whether or not what they perceive
derives from “reality” as it exists in the common opinion. At the story’s end, the
reader makes the decision even if the character does not; he opts for one solution or
the other, and thereby emerges from the fantastic. If he decides that the laws of reality
remain intact and permit an explanation of the phenomena described, we say that the
work belongs to another genre: the uncanny. If, on the contrary, he decides that new
laws of nature must be entertained to account for the phenomena, we enter the genre of
the marvelous. (41)

Todorov also establishes the two transitory sub-genres, fantastic-uncanny and fantastic-
marvelous, “works that sustain the hesitation characteristic of the true fantastic for a long
period, but that ultimately end in the marvelous or in the uncanny” (44). The hesitation,
however, does not necessarily have to be sustained “for a long period”: it can be resolved and
later on questioned again, since the reader’s conclusions about the text are constantly revised
in the course of reading. The fantastic-uncanny constitutes “the supernatural explained” by
coincidence, the influence of drugs, tricks and prearranged apparitions, illusion of the senses,
and madness (44-5). These “excuses” or explanation can be divided into two groups: in the
first group, as Todorov says, “there has been no supernatural occurrence, for nothing at all has
actually occurred: what we imagined we saw was only the fruit of a deranged imagination
(dream, madness, the influence of drugs)” (45). In the second group, the events indeed
occurred, “but they may be explained rationally (as coincidences, tricks, illusions)” (45).



Furthermore, whereas fantastic-uncanny provokes fear, fantastic-marvellous provokes

wonder. Brooke-Rose further elaborates on this model:

If the supernatural eventually receives a natural explanation, we are in the Fantastic-
Uncanny; if the events are not supernatural but strange, horrific, incredible, we are in
the Uncanny (with the accent on the reader's fear, not on his hesitation). On the other
side of the line, if the supernatural has to be eventually accepted as supernatural, we
are in the Fantastic-Marvelous; if it is accepted as supernatural at once, we are in the
Marvelous (with the accent on wonder). Presumably, then, on the left of the line, in the
Fantastic-Uncanny, not only is the reader's hesitation resolved but his fear is purged;
whereas on the right of the line, in the Fantastic-Marvelous, this fear is turned to
wonder. (64)

The analysis will present how Shakespeare’s two plays respond to the model, and whether
texts themselves really do thematise the hesitation. However, to state this at the onset,
Todorov’s work would not allow such an attempt: although he sets out to establish an
abstract, ahistorical model (hence the structural approach), by the end of the book he ends up
in a historic definition, undercutting his own achievement: Brooke-Rose notes that, “Having
postulated theoretical possibilities as a concept, in practice [he] relies wholly on historical

genres to elaborate his own theory of the Fantastic” (62).

Todorov claims that the fantastic cannot simply be equated with supernatural, and all
the works in which the supernatural appears: “We cannot conceive a genre which would
regroup all works in which the supernatural intervenes and which would thereby have to
accommodate Homer as well as Shakespeare, Cervantes as well as Goethe” (34). And this 1s
the main point of departure of this paper from Todorov: his model will not be employed as a
theory of the genre, but as a theory of mode. As Attebery asks, “Can any definition
accommodate Alice in Wonderland, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Golden Ass, The
Odyssey, and perhaps even Paradise Lost and The Divine Comedy?” (294), claiming that this
breadth “belongs only to fantasy-as-mode”, not “fantasy-as-formula”, whereas “fantasy-as-
genre” occupies a middle ground between the two (302). Attebery retains fantasy as a term
designating the genre, and fantastic designating a mode (304), the terminology adopted in this
paper. Todorov’s draconian restriction of his theory to 19""-century prose narratives suggests
that fantastic literature has neither predecessors nor continuators, as confirmed by Ziolkowski:
“It is an oversimplification to suggest that the fantastic as a mode has no history” (127).
Ziolkowski claims that Todorov “blurs the issue [of defining fantasy and fantastic] by calling
the fantastic a literary genre and by subordinating his entire study to the confused and

confusing chapter ‘Literary Genres.” The problem turns out to be largely terminological. What



Todorov calls a theoretical genre, however, is better described as a ‘mode’” (124). In addition,
as Ziolkowski goes on, “Todorov argues that 'the fantastic has had a relatively brief life span’
— from the end of the eighteenth to the end of the nineteenth century (from Cazotte to
Maupassant)”, but “is guilty here of confusing the mode with the genre®, because “the
fantastic, being a mode, can manifest itself only in specific genres” throughout history (127).
A similar stance is assumed by R. Jackson (1981), who also proposes a reconfiguring of
Todorov’s “definition of the fantastic as a mode, which then assumes different generic forms”
(35), but she places it between the opposite modes of the marvellous and the “mimetic”, i.e.
“realistic” mode (32), leaving the “uncanny” in the domain of psychoanalysis. Jackson also
believes that Todorov’s “fantasy as it emerged in the 19" century is one of these [generic]
forms” of the fantastic as a mode (35). Furthermore, unsatisfied with the “evanescence” of the
fantastic as Todorov devised it, Brooke-Rose proposes that “the pure Fantastic is not so much
an evanescent genre as an evanescent element” (63). Hume goes even further and defines
fantasy inclusively, not as a genre or a mode, but as an impulse behind the creation of all
literature, equally significant as mimesis (24), but to which we are “curiously blind” since
“our traditional approaches to literature are based on mimetic assumptions” (3). Hume defines
fantasy as “any departure from consensus reality” (21), and claims that every literary work is
a characteristic blend of the fantastic and mimetic impulses. Moreover, in literary history it
was in fact mimesis that enjoyed a relatively short life-span of popularity and predominance
(in the 19M-century realism). Although Hume’s view of fantasy is compelling, it will not be
adopted in this paper because it is too far removed from Todorov’s model, necessary for the

analysis of the fantastic scenes in Shakespeare’s plays.

Taking all that has been said into consideration, this paper adopts a position in which
the fantastic is a mode manifested in multiple genres, and the analysis will focus on how the
fantastic mode is manifested in two Shakespeare’s tragedies, Hamlet and Macbeth. Todorov’s
theory approached as a model, as an interpretative instrument or strategy, is of far more

applicable that he had perceived, as the results of this analysis will hopefully show.

In the application of Todorov’s model in this paper another problem arises considering
the fact that it was devised for the analysis of prose narratives. Even Hume, who offers the
broadest definition of fantasy, including virtually all forms of literature, notes that drama
presents complex problems for fantasy since “mimetically representing the supernatural on
stage is difficult” (163). However, the supernatural in Hamlet and Macbeth does not require

elaborate mise-en-scene, nor is this paper primarily concerned with the plays’ staging. Hume
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notes that “insofar as a work has a story line, it can use any of the kinds of fantasy available to
prose narration” (163). Therefore Todorov’s model in this paper will be modified for the
analysis of dramatic works by dividing the narrator’s function into characters’ responses and
stage directions. In other words, although a tragedy does not have the narrator to indicate the
interpretation of the supernatural event, these clues will have to be extracted from dialogues

and stage instructions.

Another point is to be made here: the age of Shakespeare’s plays makes critics prone
to underestimate both the author and his original audience as rather “naive”, superstitious, and
credulous. For example, Astle claims that “Historically speaking, prior to what we refer as to
‘Enlightenment’, there could be no such hesitation. The supernatural was accepted as a part of
life. Witches and God co-existed with men and women, and a story could, in Todorov’s terms,
be ‘marvelous’, but never ‘fantastic’” (168). It is a simplistic statement, homogenizing all the
competing responses, but also religious doctrines of the Early Modern Period, as will be
shown anon. As Hume points out, “Fantasy following the Enlightenment certainly is different
from traditional fantasy in many respects, but [...] the impulse to depart from consensus
reality is present for long as we have had literature. It merely relies on a different logic and a
different scope of reality” (30). Astle’s attitude is reflected in 20"-century “allegorical”
readings of Shakespeare (as will be discussed anon), or 18"- and 19"-century “antighostism”
(Bloom 161). But as Rabkin argues, the “source of the fantastic depends not at all on the
reader’s perspective on the world, but rather on the reader’s willing participation in the text”
(170); it depends on the willing suspension of disbelief as a prerequisite for approaching
literature in general. Rabkin posits that every literary work sets its ground rules, its “decorum”
which has to be observed, and the fantastic springs from contradicting the rules established by
the text: “One of the key distinguishing marks of the fantastic is that the perspective enforced
by the ground rules of the narrative world must be diametrically contradicted” (170).
Therefore the analysis in this paper will first try to establish the ground rules of the two plays
through close reading, in search of the clues the texts provide so as to mark the contradiction
or breach of those rules. As Todorov argues, “The fantastic springs from not the supernatural
event itself”, but represents “a certain reaction to the supernatural” (158, emphasis mine), and
the analysis will therefore focus on the reactions — of the protagonist, other characters, and the
reader, both early modern and contemporary. Since Shakespeare’s plays were written for
stage, theatrical audience will be taken into consideration as well. In dealing with the early

modern audience, historicising is necessary to an extent, but special caution will be required



S0 as not to historicise excessively and render the interpretation anachronistic (as is the case
with Astle’s reading mentioned above). The rest of the paper deals with applying Todorov’s
theory of the fantastic, modified as explained, on Shakespeare’s two tragedies: Hamlet and
Macbeth.

3. Hamlet

Except in Hamlet, the ghost characters appear in three other Shakespeare’s plays:
besides some passing references to the ghost-lore in Henry VI, Romeo and Juliet, Richard 11
and Henry 1V, the ghosts have stage presence in Shakespeare’s tragedies: in Richard Il and
Julius Caesar, and after Hamlet, in Macbeth (Moorman “Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 192). In
Richard 11l eleven ghosts appear on stage, but they appear in a dream and signal Richard’s
experience of guilt, which renders them uncanny. In other words, the ghosts are not real but
are the result of a guilty conscience; they are “dream phantoms” (Greg 393). However, an
alternative interpretation is possible: in a split or simultaneous staging of the scene (V.3), the
ghosts are visible to two characters simultaneously (to Richard and his adversary Richmond),
which produces a marvellous reading of the ghosts — i.e. the ghost are real — the interpretation
advocated by E. E. Stoll (222). In Julius Caesar, the ghost of Julius Caesar appears to Brutus
as he is reading in his tent, but “his drowsy brain wanders vaguely” (Greg 394) and, as
Moorman believes, “there is much to show that Shakespeare permits us to regard this ghostly
visitation as the hallucination of an overwrought mind” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 194), i.e. as
belonging to the uncanny. Greg draws the same conclusion: “Clearly, he [Brutus] is merely
awaking from a bad dream” (395). But E. E. Stoll disagrees, claiming that the ghosts of both
Richard 111 and Julius Caesar are real, representing “the murdered appearing to the murderer”
(229). This dilemma on the reality of the ghosts is raised on a much larger scale in Hamlet,

where the text itself underscores the doubt, as will be presented here.

Finally, as Moorman claims, although Shakespeare borrowed the ghosts from his
sources (except the Ghost of Banquo in Macbeth) and the Senecan® tradition, “they depart
from Seneca’s manner in making absolutely no reference to the under-world of classic

mythology” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 193). Instead, the ghosts’ classical origin is substituted

! The link between Seneca and Elizabethan playwrights is traced by Moorman in his study “The Pre-
Shakespearean Ghost” (85-95).



for a superstition drawn from native ghost-lore (Moorman “Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 193).
Furthermore, as Moorman claims, “The Shakespearean ghost is at once the embodiment of
remorseful presentiment and the instrument of divine justice” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 192),
drawing on the Protestant doctrines at the time, and “it is in Hamlet that Shakespeare makes
by far the fullest use of the belief in ghosts current in his own day” (196). What is more, in
Hamlet Shakespeare introduced another novelty: As Moorman claims, “Whereas, in the plays
of his predecessors, the ghost was a mere machine, a voice mouthing vengeance, it now
became endowed with personality” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 192), the change signalled in
stripping it of “its ‘foul sheet’ and ‘leather pilch,” and arraying it in the garb which it had
worn before mortality had been put off” (192). Thus, according to Moorman, unlike the
ghosts of Richard Ill, Julius Caesar and Macbeth, the Ghost in Hamlet ““stands on a different
footing” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 192).

3.1. “Who’s There”: Enter Fantastic Ghost

Hamlet sets out with “Who’s there?”” (1.1 1), a frightened cry set forth in the night. The
characters of Marcellus, Bernardo and Horatio are involved in a vivid discussion about “this
thing” (1.1 21), “our fantasy” (1.1 22), “this apparition” (1.1 28), “it” (1.1 29) — the suspense is
built in the first forty lines of the play, before the Ghost appears for the first time. This brief
section represents the instance of the “pure” fantastic: Horatio says: “tis but our fantasy / and
will not let belief take hold of him” (I.1 23-24) because the characters are not sure whether
what they have seen is something real or an illusion. As Todorov argues, “The fantastic
occupies the duration of this uncertainty” (25): it is “that hesitation experienced by a person
who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event” (25). The
characters obviously hesitate, but does the reader? The problem is that in judging the Ghost
the early modern and contemporary responses may be opposed. If fantasy is “any departure
from consensus reality” (Hume 21), it has to be observed that consensus reality is different for
the early modern and contemporary reader. Moreover, what constitutes the consensus reality
in the early modern period is a highly disputed matter, inextricable from religious beliefs
(discussed presently). However, following the clues the text provides — the inability to
identify “this thing” — both the early modern and the contemporary reader will hesitate in this
scene. Furthermore, a fantastic element is an effective plot trigger, as Todorov notes: “What

could better disturb the stable situation of the beginning [...] if not precisely an event external



not only to the situation but to the world itself?” (165). Even Voltaire, one of Shakespeare’s
greatest critics, who otherwise considered Hamlet “a gross and barbarous piece” (qtd. in
Bloom 83), declared the Ghost a dramatic success.? The exquisite atmosphere of Hamlet’s
opening scene has been pointed out by many critics; e.g. Coleridge speaks of “the admirable

indefiniteness of the first opening out of the occasion of all this anxiety” (qtd. in Bloom 159).

When the Ghost enters, the comments of the characters reveal the frenzy of their
thoughts and ideas: it is “in the figure like the king that’s dead” (I.1 41, emphasis mine);
“looks a not like the king?” (1.1 42), “Is it not like the king?” (1.1 58). Relentless questioning
of “the thing” and the fact that none of them believes the Ghost to be the actual king, but
rather something like the king, lays the grounds for suspicion for the audience. Not only does
it signal that they should employ some interpretative strategies — what is this “thing”? — but
also that the code here is in a given aspect over-determined. As Brooke-Rose claims, “A code
is over-determined when its information [...] is too clear, over-encoded, recurring beyond
purely informational need. The reader is then in one sense also over-encoded [...], but in
another sense he is treated as a kind of fool who has to be told everything, a subcritical (hypo-
crite) reader” (106). However, it is an example of the ambiguous relationship between the
over- and under-determination, because the excess of information does not help the reader to
resolve the situation, it only adds to its strangeness. In discussing the discourse of the
fantastic, Todorov notes that “the fantastic constantly makes use of rhetorical figures [...]
because it originates in them” (82), and identifies expressions such as “as if”, “as though” —
and in this scene the “likes” abound, as special markers of the fantastic. Thus the rhetoric of
the opening scene in Hamlet confirms its placement in the fantastic. Horatio, “the scholar”, is

asked to speak to the thing:

What are thou that usurp’st this time of night
Together with that fair and warlike form
In which the majesty of buried Denmark
Did sometimes march? By heaven | charge thee, speak. (1.1 46-49)
Marcellus, voicing the superstitions of his time, as Wilson claims (75), believes only a
scholar is qualified to speak to the ghost, either because the common belief was that the

2 “It is neither useless, nor brought in by force, but serves to convince mankind, that there is an invisible power,
the master of nature. [...] I will go still further, and venture to affirm, when an extraordinary circumstance of this
kind is mentioned in the beginning of a tragedy, when it is properly prepared, when things are so situated as to
render it necessary and even looked for and desired by the spectators; it ought then to be considered as perfectly
natural: it is at the same time sufficiently obvious, that these bold strokes are not to be too often repeated”
(Voltaire gtd. in Bloom 106).



ghosts were to be addressed (moreover, exorcised) in Latin, or because he is aware that the
spirit is dubious and has to be approached with caution. Whatever the reason, the audience
and the reader should by now be alarmed and start questioning the ghost. As Prosser argues,
“For the first time, they [Shakespeare’s audience] were to consider whether a stage ghost was
a good spirit or an evil one, and they were to do so on religious principles” (102). Moorman
shares Prosser’s position, claiming that Shakespeare “for the gibbering of tortures of Tantalus
in which the earlier Senecan ghosts had taken delight, he substituted the ghost-beliefs current
in England of his time” (“Shakespeare’s Ghosts” 192). Prosser’s analysis shows that Horatio’s
address to the Ghost is revealing in many respects: Horatio asks the Ghost “what” are you, not
“who”, which implies that he does not take it for a human being, but a spirit; and he accuses
the Ghost of “usurping” the “form” of the late king — the Devil was notorious for taking on
various forms, especially of relatives, to serve his vile purposes. Furthermore, “this time of
night” points to the time convenient for an evil spirit to rise; “warlike” informs the audience
and the reader that the Ghost is wearing armour, which does not make it look benevolent; and
the most important fact, on being charged by heaven to speak, the Ghost is offended and
“stalks away” (Prosser 106-10).

After its first appearance, the Ghost is established as at least a suspicious spirit, the
impression which will be confirmed by its second appearance. The Ghost “bodes some
strange eruption” (1.1 68-69) to the state of Denmark and brings to the forefront its political
affairs, both domestic and foreign. The most important thing to be noted here is that the
characters no longer doubt the Ghost’s existence: as Bernardo asks, “Is not this something
more than fantasy?” Indeed it is; even the sceptical Horatio, invited to the scene to judge it as
a voice of reason, has to agree: “Before my God, I might not this believe / without the
sensible and true avouch / of mine own eyes” (1.1 56-8). The three characters (even four,
including the first guard, Francisco) have seen the Ghost, the audience has seen it — it is a
rather firm confirmation of the existence of the Ghost. Yet, the supernatural event receives no
explanation. Just as the characters, the reader decides that “new laws of nature must be
entertained to account for the phenomena®; therefore, as Todorov claims, “we enter the genre
of the marvelous” (41). But before the scene finishes, the Ghost returns. This time Horatio
tries to stop it by crossing its path (“Stay, illusion!” 1.1 127) and eagerly charges it to speak,
offering several motives for its appearance: whether there is “any good thing to be done”,
whether he has come to prophecy the country’s fate, or whether he has buried some treasure.

Here again Horatio, according to the Protestant principles and beliefs, does the right thing
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when confronted with what is probably the Devil, who assumed a familiar shape to deceive
and abuse the souls of the living. However, the Ghost does not answer Horatio because the
cock crows and “it started, like a guilty thing / upon a fearful summons” (I.1 148-9, emphasis
mine). Marcellus further explains that in folk and Christian traditions, the crowing of the cock
is a sign of God’s presence, light and grace. The Ghost must have escaped it because it is
guilty — of being a devil. Prosser provides several tests, both Protestant and Catholic, to try the
Ghost according to the evidence of doctrinal beliefs in Shakespeare’s time: first of all, both
churches agreed that a departed person cannot return among the living, therefore the ghost
could be either a good or a bad spirit (103). Furthermore, if it appears at midnight, on the
battlements, to a melancholic (as later to Hamlet), demanding an action opposed to the
teachings of the Church — revenge (Prosser 108-12), according to Protestant criteria, it comes
from Hell. Nevertheless, for Catholics there was a third option — Purgatory. As Prosser goes
further, the Catholic had some specific criteria to test the spirit: to see whether its response to
the invocation of God is offence (“It is offended.” (I.1 50)), whether its tone of voice is bass,
whether its purpose is not to fulfil God’s commandments and whether it is proud, frowning
and angry (“So frowned he once when, in an angry parle / He smote he sledded Polacks on the
ice” (I.1 62-3, emphasis mine)). If these criteria are not met, the apparition is not a humble
soul from Purgatory beseeching prayer for its miserable soul (Prosser 114-6), but the Devil.
As Prosser claims, this first scene puts the Ghost in the Christian context and thus entices the
audience to question it by Christian criteria. It is important to note that the Ghost leaves
characters in the play and the audience in fear and doubt before they become affected by

Hamlet’s emotional and biased response to it.

The result of the analysis up to this point is that the whole Act I, Scene 1 can be
designated in Todorov's terms as fantastic-marvellous: it starts with hesitation and ends in the
characters’ and readers’ belief in the Ghost’s existence. However, this assertion is not without
loose ends. The first factor that undermines this conclusion is the explicit instance of fear:
Francisco is “sick at heart” (1.1 9), Marcellus is afraid of “this dreaded sight” (1.1 25), Horatio
is “harrowed” with “fear and wonder” (1.1 44), “tremble[s] and look[s] pale” (1.1 54); all of
which points to the domain of the uncanny. Todorov says that “in the texts linked to the
uncanny [...] the emphasis is on the reactions which the mystery provokes” (50), while “The
marvelous, by way of contrast, may be characterized by the mere presence of supernatural
events, without implicating the reaction they provoke in the characters” (47). As Todorov
further argues, “the uncanny realizes [...] only one of the conditions of the fantastic: the
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description of certain reactions, especially of fear. It is uniquely linked to the sentiments of
the characters and not to a material event defying reason” (47, emphasis mine), and this is
precisely how the reactions of the four characters who saw the Ghost (Marcellus, Bernardo,
Horatio and Hamlet) are represented in the text. Moreover, “the sentiment of the uncanny
originates in certain themes linked to more or less ancient taboos” (Todorov 48); and, as
Freud claims, “Everything is uncanny that ought to have remained hidden and secret, and yet
comes to light” (79). Claudius’ sins — fratricide, regicide and incest — were to remain hidden,
yet they recur in the shape of the Ghost.

Whereas the contemporary reader may balance between the fantastic-marvellous and
fantastic-uncanny interpretations of Scene 1, the early modern audience had to employ
additional interpretative strategies since the scene is immersed in the religious disputes
between Catholics and Protestants (especially perceived in Horatio’s and later on in Hamlet’s
reaction). For Wilson, the Ghost is the hero of the first part of the play, “the linchpin of
Hamlet”, and the instrument which sets the plot in motion (52-3). Exploring the contemporary
works on spirituality, and owing much to Moorman’s analysis already quoted in this paper,
Wilson arrives at the conclusion similar to Prosser’s — the Ghost raises questions about
Elizabethan spiritualism and puts the play in a Christian context. The outward sign of a new,
original ghost-character is the change in costume: wearing armour (and later a nightgown)
instead of the traditional sheet, the ghost looked more “realistic” and majestic on the stage
(Wilson 56-8). The ghost is not a common stock apparition, it calls forth contemporary
theological debates about ghosts, which are embodied in the characters of Marcellus and
Bernardo, Horatio and Hamlet. As Wilson argues, they represent the “three typical points of
view on the question of apparitions” (61): the superstitious, Protestant and Catholic. As
Wilson claims, Marcellus and Bernardo “typify the ghost-lore of the average unthinking
Elizabethan, and Shakespeare uses Marcellus as the mouthpiece of the traditional point of
view which was that of pre-Reformation England” (67). Spirits cannot appear in the material
form, they are “incorporal air” and the mention of Christmastide also provides a religious
background for Scene 1. Superstitions are also represented in the play elsewhere — according
to Wilson, the lines “Thou art a scholar, speak to it, Horatio” refer to the belief that a ghost
could not speak until addressed by a human (75), while crossing the path of an evil spirit (“I’ll
cross it though it blast me” (I.1 127)) provoked the risk of falling under its malign influence.
Finally, the already mentioned the crowing of the cock was a commonplace for an omen
(Wilson 75-7). As Wilson goes further, Horatio and Hamlet are students of Wittenberg, “the
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very cradle of Reformation”, therefore they share scholarly Protestant philosophy on

spiritualism.

Wilson argues that while Catholics believed departed souls might return from
Purgatory for some pious purpose, Protestants widely believed in apparitions, but considered
most of them to be devils. Nevertheless, they did not believe a departed soul may ever come
back. However, for the analysis of the early modern response to the Ghost the important thing
is that the Ghost, although not being a real person, is still real: even though the Ghost’s origin
IS questioned frantically, its existence is not. For the early modern readers (the implicit
readers), Hell and Heaven (for Catholics also the Purgatory) were real places. Thus the
Ghost’s origin can obtain a rational explanation, shifting Scene 1 under the domain of the
uncanny, or to be more precise, fantastic-uncanny. As Todorov argues, when “[the reader]
decides that the laws of reality remain intact”, and they do, for the early modern audience,
“and permit an explanation of the phenomena described” (that the Ghost is from

Hell/Purgatory), “we say that the work belongs to another genre: the uncanny” (41).

The only perspective supporting the reading of the scene as belonging to the fantastic-
marvellous for the early modern audience is the third perspective — the scepticism of Reginald
Scot, the author of Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), one of Shakespeare’s sources (Wilson
63), whose representative is Horatio. According to Wilson, sceptics believed “apparitions are
either the illusion of melancholic minds or flat knavery on the part of some rogue” (64).
Nonetheless, Horatio is not only a sceptic, he is also a Protestant and he does believe the
Ghost exists: “My lord, I think I saw him yesternight” (1.2 189), he says to Hamlet, “My lord,
the king your father” (1.2 191). The contemporary readership fits into the category of the
sceptic response. In The Anatomy of Criticism, Frye notes that “The appearance of a ghost in
Hamlet presents the hypothesis, ‘Let there be a ghost in Hamlet’. It has nothing to do with
whether ghosts exist or not or whether Shakespeare or his audience thought they did. A reader
[...] who dislikes Hamlet because he does not believe that there are ghosts [...] clearly has no
business in literature” (70). Cox, in his discussion on English Gothic theatre, finds himself in
Frye’s camp when he states: “the playwright must either follow Shakespeare's Hamlet in
making the ghost real, or [...] eschew the supernatural” (131). It is ironic that Freud would
here join the group of the sceptics: “If [the author] chooses to stage his action in a world
peopled with spirits, demons and ghosts, as Shakespeare does in Hamlet [...], we must bow to

his decision and treat his setting as though it were real for as long as we put ourselves into his
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hands” (83). For Freud as a reader of Hamlet, it is a marvellous narrative.® Bearing in mind all
that has been said about the religious disputes of the Early Modern Period, for religious early
modern audience Act I, Scene 1 belongs to the fantastic-uncanny type. For early modern
sceptics and the contemporary reader, it belongs to the fantastic-marvellous, but the case is
definitely not clear-cut since even the contemporary reader senses the ambiguity of the
ghost’s representation, the atmosphere of fear as a signal of the uncanny, and balances

between the uncanny and marvellous.

The clash of the three worldviews is even more stressed in the third appearance of the
Ghost — its revealing to Hamlet, since he occupies an unsteady position on the brink of the
three standpoints: Hamlet is a student of Wittenberg, therefore a Protestant; he is a sceptic,
which is revealed in his idea of the “Murder of Gonzago” / The Mousetrap, a play within a
play designed to test the Ghost’s words; and he verges on being a Catholic — while Horatio
and Marcellus swear “by heaven” (1.5 120, 124), Hamlet swears “by Saint Patrick” (1.5 136),
the legendary keeper of the Purgatory. Whereas Horatio struggles with his scepticism, Hamlet
racks his brain with whether the Ghost is his father, an angel or a devil. “Angels and ministers
of grace defend us! / Be thou a spirit of health, or goblin damned / Bring with thee airs from
heaven, or blasts from hell” (1.4 39-41) — although he is prone to jump to the Catholic
conclusion that the spirit could be his father, he firstly uses his Protestant theological
presuppositions as weapons. However, after only thirty lines of the face-to-face conversation
with the Ghost, he suddenly delivers: “Haste me to know’t, that I, with wings as swift / as
meditation or the thoughts of love / may sweep to my revenge” (1.5 29-32). Both the early
modern audience and the contemporary reader sense that his response is somehow hasty; this
is the germ of Hamlet’s questionable madness. Even more worrying is his decision, “from the
table of my memory / I’ll wipe away all trivial fond [foolish] records, / all saws [wise sayings]
of books, all forms, all pressures past [...] and thy commandment all alone shall live / within
the book and volume of my brain” (1.5 98-102). These can be interprete