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INTRODUCTION 

The image is one of the distinctive elements of the 

•'language of art," the means by which experience in its 

richness and emotional complexity is communicated, as op

posed to the simplifying and conceptualizing processes of 

science and philosophy. The image is, therefore, a portion 

of the essence of the meaning of the literary work, not 

ever properly a mere decoration." 

Kenneth Mulr observes that "the essential nature of 

an image is that it should throw light on an idea or an 

object."^ 

Although imagery is defined in various ways, Caroline 

Spurgeon's definition is particularly effective for a 

thorough study of imagery. She says that "I suggest that 

we divest our minds of the hint the term [image] carries 

with it of the visual images only and think of it . . .as 

connoting any and every imaginative picture or other ex

perience, drawn in every way, which may come to the poet, 

not only through his senses, but through his mind and emo

tions as well, and which he uses in the forms of similie 

in their widest sense, for the purpose of analogy. . . . 

It may be analogy from everyday things or delicate fancy 
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from the world of imagination. It may be drawn at full 

length—time, and it may be every kind of metaphor."-^ 

Thinking of imagery in this manner enables a reader 

of a piece of literature not only to enjoy the richness 

of texture the imagery lends the work but also to under

stand more completely the meaning which the writer intends 

to impart. Imagery may serve many functions in literature; 

for example, it may characterize the figures, further the 

plot, set the mood, establish or reenforce the main theme, 

carry out underlying themes, instruct the reader, or merely 

give pleasure. "In the hands of a good poet, it may be 

used to convey emotions as precisely as literal language is 
4 

used to convey facts." 

In the hands of the poet-dramatist, Y/illiam Shakespeare, 

imagery reaches a high point. In Shakespeare* s Imagery, 

Professor W. H. Clemen writes, "In his [Shakespeare's] hands 

metaphors gradually develop into more and more effective 

instruments: . . . they often serve several aims at one and 

the same time. . . . The image becomes the favorite mode 

of expression of the later Shakespeare." "The tragedies 

display Shakespeare's dramatic teclmique at its best. . . . 

The images become an inherent part of the dramatic 

structure." 

The tragedy, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, demonstrates 

the truth of these statements. Shakespeare utilizes many 
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kinds of imagery in this drama, but none is more prevalent 

or more effective than the imagery of animals. These images 

come not only from references to definite animals which 

cause the reader to picture this one animal and the unique 

traits of its behavior, but also from sounds and odors, 

from mythology, from the Bible, from natural history, from 

cock fighting, from archery, hunting, fishing, and hawking. 

Although scholars have devoted some attention to animal 

imagery, along with other imagery patterns in Hamlet, not 

yet has anyone fully explored the impact of animal imagery 

upon specific elements of the play. Even though it is im

possible to isolate images and state that this particular 

image has only this one meaning or dramatic function, ap

propriate images may be used to illustrate specific points 

of Shakespeare's dramatic technique. Some of the animal 

images are used to intensify mood; some are used to delineate 

character; and still others are used to promote dramatic 

action. To explore these particular functions of imagery 

in Hamlet is the purpose of this paper. 



CHAPTER I 

ANIMAL IMGES Y/HICH INTENSIFY MOOD 

By utilizing animal Imagery in Hamlet, Prince of 

Denmark, Shakespeare intensifies the satiric and serious 

moods of the drama. As the drama begins, we are thrust into 

a dark, cold, lonely world where a nervous sentry, keeping 

watch on a platform before the palace, is challenged by a 

figure coming out of the darkness, a man he should challenge 

rather than be challenged by. The sentry reports to his 

replacement that his watch has been quiet, "Not a mouse 

stirring" (1.1.9). The nervousness of the guards is in

creased by the nightly appearance of a ghost, a ghost thax 

resembles the recently buried king of Denmark. Just at Hiic"-

night the apparition stalks in again and is about to speak 

when the cock crows. As the sound fades away, Horatio re

marks. 

And then it started like a guilty thing 
Upon a fearful summons. I have heard 
The cock, that is the trumpet to the morn. 
Doth with his lofty and shrill-sounding throat 
Awake the God of day; and, at his warning. 
Whether in sea or fire, in earth or air. 
The extravagant and erring spirit hies 
To his confine. 

(1.1.148-155) 

The sound of the crowing of the cock brings to mind another 



cock, another early iriorning, and the betrayal of an innocent 

man in the dark hours just before davm, for it was on a 

night such as this that Peter denied his Lord three times 

before the cock crew. The memory of the despair and guilt 

that Peter felt intrudes on the mood of quiet loneliness. 

This same image, however, offers a contrasting mood; for 

immediately after this occurrence, Marcellus reminds the 

others that sometimes the crowing of the cock can bring 

good news. This statement is one of the few allusions to 

happy times: 

Some say that ever *gainst that season comes 
V/here in our Saviour's birth is celebrated, 
The bird of dawning singeth all night long: 
And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad; 
The nights are wholesome; then no planets strike. 
No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm. 
So hallow'd and so gracious is the time. 

(1.1.158-164) 

Both references to the cock have Biblical backgrounds, one 

announcing the betrayal of the Savior and the other. His 

birth. Jolin Dover Wilson writes that Marcellus* statement 

is not merely legend, for he has found an account that 

records, "Toward the end of December the cocks, reversing 

their usual practice, crow in the evening, hours before 

midnight. The cockcrow is usually associated with the dawn, 

and the change of habit, just when the nights are longest, 
o 

is interesting." In the drama, as in this story, the 

crowing of the cock dispels the darkness and introduces a 



new day. V.lien Horatio tells Hamlet about the ghost, he 

says the apparition 

. . . did address 
Itself to motion, like as it v;ould speak; 
But even then the morning cock crew loud. 
And at the sight it shrunk, in haste away 
And vanished from our sight. 

(1.11.219-223) 

Y/hen Hamlet himself talks to the ghost, it is not the 

cock but rather the glowworm that warns old Hamlet he must 
leave his son. The Ghost says, 

Fare thee well at once! 
The glow-worm shows the matin to be near. 
And 'gins to pale his uneffectual fire: 
Adieu, adieu! Hamlet, remember me. 

(I.V.88-91) 

Hamlet, shaken, not knowing whether this is a "true ghost" 

or an agent of the devil, is brought back to the present 

by the cry that a falconer would use to recall his hawk. 

Horatio calls, 

Hillo, ho, ho, my lord! 
Hamlet. Hillo, ho, ho, boy! Come, bird, come. 

(I.V.115-116) 

The dark quietness of the night is intensified by the images 

of the mouse, the cock, the glowworm, and the falcon. 

Animal imagery showing corruption appears early in the 

play, creates a distasteful atmosphere, and further intensi

fies the serious mood of the play. Laertes, advising his 

sister to repel Hamlet's attentions to her, states. 
The canker galls the infants of the spring 
Too oft before their buttons be disclosed. 
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And in the morn and liquid dew of youth 
Contagious blastments are most im.r.inent. 

(I.ill.39-42) 

Not only is the picture of a cankerworm damaging an un

opened bud shown here; but also brought to mind is the 

image of a horse rubbed raw by an ill-fitting saddle, since 

Shakespeare uses the v/ord "gall" in this context many times. 

Laertes' words indicate he fears that Ophelia may be soiled 

or corrupted before she has reached the wisdom of maturity, 

that her chastity may suffer "contagious blastments." 

Repelled and disgusted by his mother's marriage to 

Claudius, Hamlet himself accuses Ophelia of being corrupt 

and rotten. He remarks to Polonius, 
For if the sun breed maggots in a dead dog, 

being a good kissing carrion,—Have you a 
daughter? 
Polonius: I have, ray lord. 
Hamlet: Let her not walk 1' the sun: con

ception is a blessing; but as your daughter 
may conceive, friend, look to 't. 

(II.ii.181-186) 

Since it was an old belief that the sun bred maggots in dead 

flesh, the phrase "good kissing carrion" suggests that the 

sun experienced pleasure in the process. Connecting Polo

nius* daughter with "walking in the sun" places her in the 

position of the dead dog, mere flesh. Wilson writes, "That 

Hamlet has in mind the proverbial 'Out of God's blessing 

into the warm sun,' which is applicable to fallen women 

as to outcasts in general, is shown by 'conception is a 
Q 

blessing. *"-̂  



8 

Not only can one girl be corrupted by also a whole 

nation may be. V/hen Hamlet hears the celebrating inside 

the castle, he says, 

And as he drains his draughts of Rhenirh down. 
The kettle-drum and trumpet thus bray out 
The triumph of his pledge. 

(I.iv.10-12) 

"Bray out" has an abhorrent connotation, for it brings to 

mind an "ass," rather than a king, celebrating. Hamlet 

admits to Horatio that this type of merrymaking is, indeed, 

a custom in Denmark, one which should be disregarded, not 

kept by the Danish people; for 
This heavy-headed revel east and v;est 
Makes us traduced and taxed of other nations: 
They clepe us drunkards, and v/ith swinish phrase 
Soil our addition; and indeed it takes 
Prom our achievements, though perform'd at height. 
The pith and morrow of our attribute. 

(I.iv.17-22) 

Though their achievements deserve the highest merit, they 

are not recognized; for the reputation of the Danes is be

smirched because they are branded as "swine" for their ex

cessive drinking habits. 

Although Hamlet broods about the conditions existing 

in his homeland, he is even more concerned about the de

pravity of man. Imagining the greatness that God intends 

inan to achieve, Hamlet says. 
What a piece of work is man! How noble in 
reason! how infinite in faculty! in form, in 
moving, how express and admirable! in action 



how like an angel! in apprehension how like a 
god! the beauty of the v/orld! the paragon of 
animals! 

(II.ii.314-318) 

But what he believes a man should be and what he sees around 

him are two entirely different conditions. He recalls that 

"a beast that wants discourse of reason would have mourned 

longer" than his own mother (l.ii.I5O-I5I). Gertrude, how

ever, is not the only person who exhibits the forgetfulness 

of a mere beast; for Hamlet charges himself with this same 

fault, since he has been unable to avenge his father's 

murder. He asks, 

What is a man. 
If his chief good and market of his time 
Be but to sleep and to feed? a beast, no more. 
Sure, he that made us with such large discourse, 
Looking before and after, gave us not 
That capacity and god-like reason 
To fust in us unused. 

(IV.iv.33-39) 

Man, endowed with the pov/er of reviewing the past and an

ticipating the future, should exert his faculties to the 

best advantage. He decides it is not only "bestial oblivion" 

but also cowardice which prohibits him from killing Claudius 

and achieving the revenge old Hamlet demands. 

Hamlet also speculates about the worldly purpose of 

so degenerate an animal as man. He asks, "What should 

such fellows as I do crawling between earth and heaven? 

We are arrant knaves all" (III.i.128-129). "Crawling" 
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connotes lowliness, lack of dignity and worth, the movement 

of a beast rather than the upright stature of a man. 

Hamlet thinks in animal imagery when he wonders why 

man does not kill himself, commit suicide, rather than bear 

life's burdens as a willing beast. He soliloquizes. 

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 we know not of? 

(III.1.76-82) 

This meditation on the troubles of this world and the fear 

of after-life ends with Hamlet expressing his conclusion 

in terms used in falconry. He remarks. 

And enterprises of great pitch and moment 
With this regard [fear of after-life] their currents 

turn away. 
And lose the name of action. 

(III.1.86-88) 

"Enterprises of great pitch" are ventures of utmost importance, 

just as the pitch of the flight of a bird is its highest point. 

As a bird swoops down on its prey from the apex of its flight, 

important actions can quickly turn aside and lose momentum. 

Sp man is not the "paragon of animals" as God created him to 

be. One person, however, does stand out in Hamlet's memory 

as "a man," old Hamlet, his father; for he says to Horatio, 

"He was a man, take him for all in all, / I shall not look 

upon his like again" (l.ii.187-188). 
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Animal images intensify the serious mood of the drama 

by showing corruption in Ophelia, in all the citizens of 

Denmark, and finally in mankind in general. 

Another baseness in man which Hamlet deplores is the 

"fawning of insincere friends, bowing and flattering for 

what they hope to get, and turning their backs when they 

10 think no more is coming to them." In Shakespeare's 

Imagery And What It Tells Us, Miss Spurgeon states that 

the idea of false friends and flattery begins with the "dog 

candy image." Hamlet asks Horatio, 

V/hy should the poor be flattered? 
No let the candied tongue lick absurd pomp. 
And crook the pregnant hinges of the knee 
Where thrift may follow fawning. 

(III.11.64-67) 

Miss Spurgeon v/rites that "it was customary for the Eliza

bethans to keep dogs in their houses, even allowing them 

to sit near the table, licking the hands of the guests, 

fawning and begging for sweetmeats with which they v/ere 

fed, and of which, if they were like dogs today, they ate 

too many, dropping them in a semi-melting condition all 
11 over the place." She concludes that Shakespeare links 

the images of the two things he intensely dislikes, "the 

greed and gluttony" of fav/ning dogs and the "bowing and 

flattering of insincere friends." 

The mood longest sustained by animal imagery is the 
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one which is created by "the pursuer" and "the pursued." 

Polonius is the first in the play to use this image. When 

the old man, lonely for news of his son, sends Reynaldo to 

Paris to learn v<hat Laertes is really doing, he instructs 

the servant to use round about means to spy on Laertes 

and says a person can find out more information by "in-

corapassment" (a circuitous method of trapping game), than 

by asking direct questions. To trick Laertes' friends into 

divulging his activities, activities which the old "busy

body" imagines to be somewhat dissolute, Polonius gives 

Reynaldo permission to accuse his son of actions immoral 

and unprincipled. He instructs. 

Your bait of falsehood takes this carp of truth; 
And thus do we of wisdom and of reach, 
Y/ith windlasses and with assays of bias. 
By indirections find directions out. 

(II.1.63-66) 

Polonius uses hunting images when he reports he has 

discovered the cause of Hamlet's madness. He confides to 

the king. 

And I do think, or else this dull brain of mine 
Himts not the trail of policy so sure 
As it had used to do, that I have found 
The very cause of Hamlet's lunacy. 

(II.ii.46-49) 

Polonius is like a bird dog when it comes to "smelling" 

out a trail. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern continue the imagery of 
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hunting when they say, "We'll wait upon you" (ll.ii.272). 

Even though they are using the ceremonial phrase for "we'll 

serve you in court," the implication is that they are "lying 

in wait to snare" Hamlet. Claudius commands the two men to 

encourage Hamlet to enjoy the entertainment of the players, 

"to drive his purpose to these delights" (III.1.27), the 

way a hunter would drive an animal into a trap. Because 

he suspects his friends of being Claudius' dupes, Hamlet 

asks, "Why do you go about to recover the wind of me, as J 

if you would drive me into a toll?" (III.11.361). Hunters ! 

always want the animal pursued to run with the wind; so it 

cannot scent the net or snare, or the pursuers. Hamlet 

feels like a deer that is being stalked. 

At another time it is Claudius who feels trapped in ' 
s 

a toil. When he kneels to pray, he cannot find the right < 

words. He wants forgiveness; but he also wants to retain 

"those effects for which he did the murder, the crown, 

his ambition and his queen." Nearing despair, he utters 

these words: 

0 wretched state! 0 bosom black as death! 
0 limed soul, that, struggling to be free. 
Art more engaged! 

(III.ill.67-69) 

Claudius is like a bird caught with bird lime, a sticky 

substance smeared on branches to catch small birds. In 

this case the victim is caught with his own "lime," and 

http://ll.ii.272
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cannot find the means to free himself. 

This imagery of hunting and fishing intensifies the 

serious mood of the play by showing men "caught with the 

bait of falsehood" and driven into traps. 

Another animal image that contributes to the serious 

mood is found in Horatio's description of the cliff that 

"beetles" out over the sea. Horatio cautions Hamlet to 

take care lest the ghost tempt him to walk too close to 

the edge. He asks. 

What if it tempt you toward the flood, my lord. 
Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff 
That beetles o'er his base into the sea. 
And there assume some other horrible form, 
V/hich might deprive your sovereignty of reason 
And draw you to madness? think of it: 
The very place puts toys of desperation, 
V/ithout more motive, into every brain 
That looks so many fathoms to the sea 
And hears it roar beneath. 

(I.iv.69-78) 

The darkness of the night, the roar of the sea, the dizzin.js 

height can cause, and the ghostly figure beckoning Kamlet 

on make Horatio fear that Hamlet may lose his reason and 

leap to his death below. But he is unable to stop Hamlet 

and must follow at a distance. 

Animal imagery exposes feelings of unrest in Denmark. 

The professional actors are having a difficult time finan

cially, because the child actors have become very popular. 

Using terms from falconry, Rosencrantz explains, "Their 
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endeavor keep the wonted pace, but there is, rir, an aery 

of little eyases that cry out on the top of the ouestion, 

and are most tyrannically clapped for 't: these are now 

the fashion and so berattle the common stages—so they call 

them—that many wearing rapiers are afraid of goose-quills 

and dare scarce come hither" (II.ii.353-360). An "eyrie" 

is the falcon's nest, and "eyases" are the young hawks 

trained from the nest. The "eyases" are contrasted with 

haggards, which v̂ ere birds that were trained after they 

were mature and were prized because of their fierceness. ' 
!: 
)) 

These "eyases" have forced the adult acting companies to ^ 

travel outside the city to find audiences. Rosencrantz J 

personifies "goose-quills," and uses the word to mean the • 
9 
I 

writers for the children's groups. Because the children { 
8 

perform in private play houses, they can daringly satirize ^ 

the public events of the time and also avoid the censoring 

of the City Council v/hich is largely Puritan in its views. 

These satirical plays have made the fashionable gallants 

so unfashionable that they are afraid to visit the common 

tl̂ ieatres. Shakespeare is using an anachronism, for this 

controversy was a problem of sixteenth century England, 

not of ancient Denmark. 

Another group in a state of unrest at this time is 

the courtiers who were sorely taxed. When Hamlet engages 
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in repartee with the grave digger, he says he must be care

ful to speak literally or the "equivocation will undo him." 

He remarks to Horatio, "Lord Horatio, these three years I 

have taken note of it; the age has grown so picked that the 

toe of the peasant comes so near the heel of the courtier, 

he galls his kibe" (V.i.150-152). Shakespeare uses this 

word "gall" that he often associates with the "saddle 

sores" of a horse to mean that the peasant scrapes the 

courtier's heel. Wilson points out that "this is an allu

sion to the great Poor Law . . . of 1601, which established 

the principle of taxation for the relief of the poor. . . . 

The purses, if not the kibes, of needy courtiers were 

12 galled by the assessments of the overseers." 

These animal images which show unrest in Denmark further 

intensify the serious mood of the play. 

Shakespeare employs animal imagery to produce satire 

in this drama. Hamlet uses references to animals to satirize 

the conceit of men. He seems fascinated by the fact that 

power and glory are transitory and that all men ultimately 

leave material possessions behind. 
« 

Hamlet takes pleasure in reminding the King that he 

will suffer the same fate as a beggar. He remarks to 

Claudius: 

Your worm is your only emperor for diet: we 
fat all creatures else to fat us, and we fat 
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ourselves for maggots: your fat king and your 
lean beggar is but variable service, two 
dishes, but to one table: that's the end. 
King. Alas, alas. 
Hamlet. A man may fish with the worm that 

hath eat of a king, and eat of the fish that 
hath fed of that worm. 
King. What dost thou mean by this? 
Hamlet. Nothing but to show you how a king 

may go a progress through the guts of a beggar. 
(IV.iii.22-33) 

By reminding Claudius that his "royal journey of state" 

may one day be only a "progress" through the guts of a 

beggar, Hamlet has utterly degraded the king. 

Hamlet has been repelled by the moral corruption of 

the living; then as he and Horatio walk in the churchyard, 

they note the physical corruption of the dead, and philoso

phize on the meaning of life and death. When the grave 

digger throws up a skull, Hamlet remarks, "That skull had 

a tongue in it and could sing once: how the knave jowls it 

to the ground as if it were Cain's jaw-bone, that did the 

first murder 1 It might be the pate of a politician, which 

this ass now o'er reaches; one that would circumvent God 

might it not?" (V.i.83-88). Hamlet likens the politician 

tQ Cain, the schemer, who murdered his brother, and lied 

to God when God asked where his brother was. It is now 

the "ass," the gravedigger, who overreaches one who would 

try to "circumvent" God; he "jowls" the skull to the ground 

with any other bones he may dig up. The "politician" has 
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been food for worms as Hamlet predicts Claudius will be. 

Horatio remarks that this may not be the skull of a 

politician; it may be the pate of any courtier, perhaps 

one who was a moocher, a parasite, praising a horse when 

he meant to "beg it." Hamlet answers that it really does 

not matter, for it is "now my Lady Y/orm's; chapless, and 

knocked about the mazzard with a sexton's spade" (V.i.95-96). 

The grave digger throws up another skull, which Hamlet 

surmises may be that of a lawyer, and asks, "Where be his 

quiddites now, his quillets, his cases, his tenures, and k 

his tricks?" (V.i. 107-108). Wilson notes that Hamlet turm |J 
I 

the skull toward the audience as he speaks, "displaying its !5 

parchment-like surface and its serrated sutures, strikingl .̂  I 

similar to indented lines which divide 'a pair of indentures' j 

into its different parts" -̂  (legal documents in duplicate). i 

Hamlet remarks on the similarity between the thin surface 

of the skull and parchment made from animal skins. He puns. 
Is not parchment made of sheep skins? 
Horatio. Ay, my lord, and of calf skins too. 
Hamlet. They are sheep and calves which seek 

out assurance in that. 

(V.i.123-126) 

They are simple, stupid, animal-like, if they seek out "as

surance" in legal documents. One meaning of "assurance" is 

to convey property by deed, but this safety does not extend 

beyond the grave. So king, politician, parasite, and lawyer 
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are finally the same—food for worms. Nigel Alexander 

writes that, "Hamlet's comments upon the skulls thrown up 

by the clown have an almost choric quality. His imagina

tion clothes the bare-boned death in flesh and the skull 

becomes Cain, 'that did the first murder' (5 i 77: 3269), 

or a politician, 'one that would circumvent God' (5 i 79: 

3271). The skull is then transformed into those twin pil

lars of society, a courtier and a lawyer, until Hamlet is 

assisted by the clown to make the positive and particular 

il 

identification of the skull of Yorick, the King's Jester. >, 

. . . The end of all action, and all responsibility, is 

I 
symbolized by the skull which has shed the final mask of 1 

14 • 
humanity and wears only the perpetual grin of death." • 

9 
Hamlet uses satire to lash out at Ophelia. Her re- J 

9 

8 

jection of him, added to his despondency caused by his i 

mother's lAnfaithfulness, has completely sickened Hamlet. 

He urges her to go to a "nunnery," for women do nothing 

except deceive men. Hamlet may be using the word "nunnery" 
^ 15 

for a house of ill repute as Wilson suggests ^ or as a 
"haven of refuge" provided by the Roman Catholic Church 

1 fi 
as Joseph Quincy Adams writes; but whichever meaning is 

correct, Hamlet makes it clear that Ophelia is not to be a 

"breeder of sinners." He continues, "Or, if thou wilt 

needs marry, marry a fool; for wise men know well enough 
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v/hat monsters you make of them. To a nunnery, go, and 

quickly too" (III.i.143-146). Monsters are beasts with 

horns; hence Hamlet is alluding to "cuckolds" who were 

supposed to wear horns. 

Hamlet forces his mother to visualize the revolting 

picture she makes by mocking her with animal imagery. She 

cries out that his "words like daggers" pierce her ears 

and begs to know what she should do. Hamlet turns on her 

and releases his impatience and irony with these words: 

Not this, by no means, that I bid you do: 
Let the bloat king tempt you again to bed; 
Pinch wanton on your cheek; call you his mouse; 
And let him, for a pair of reeky kisses. 
Or paddling in your neck v;ith his damn'd fingers, 
Make you to ravel all this matter out. 
That I esentially am not in madness. 
But mad in craft. 'Twere good you let him know; 
For who that 's but a queen, fair, sober, wise, 
V/ould from a paddock, from a bat, a gib. 
Such dear concernings hide? Who would do so? 
No, in despite of sense and secrecy, 
Unpeg the basket on the house's top. 
Let the birds fly, and, like the famous ape. 
To try conclusions, in the basket creep. 
And break your own neck down. 

(III.iv.181-196) 

Hamlet is not sure of his mother's loyalty to him. It may 

t̂e that being called a pet name like "mouse" and receiving 

a fev/ dirty kisses will cause Gertrude to reveal his secret. 

Hamlet's description of her love making, which is so repulsive, 

indicates he doubts she will refuse Claudius' attentions to 

her. He does not think she is "queen enough" to conceal 

n 
D 
S 
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his plans from "the paddock," "the bat," "the gib," all 

terms applying to animals associated with witches. His 

story about the ape is quite sarcastic and warns the queen 

that her own destruction may be involved if she reveals 

the knowledge she has. Wilson writes that the story about 

the famous ape is lost, "but Hamlet makes the outline clear; 

the ape carries a cage of birds to the top of a house, re

leases them by accident, and, surprised at their flight, 

imagines he can also fly by first creeping into the cage ;̂ 

17 ^ 
and then leaping out." ' So Hamlet has chastized both J 
Ophelia and Gertrude with bitter satire. 

all their quantity of love, make up his sum." He challenges 

Laertes, 

'Swounds, show me what thou'It do; 
V/oo't v;eep? woo't f igh t? v;oo't f a s t ? woo't t e a r t hyse l f ? 
Woo't dr ink up e i d s e l ? eat a crocodi le? 
I ' l l do i t . 

(V.i .297-300) 

Hamlet is asking, "Must you become animal-like to show your 

grief? Do you not have tears of your own to shed? Must 

you eat a crocodile to acquire his ability to shed large 

quantities of tears? Your actions are those of a beast and 

reveal you to be a hypocrite." This "crescendo of sarcasm" 

I 
Later Hamlet pours what Wilson calls " a crescendo of J 

sarcasm" on Laertes. When Laertes jumps into Ophelia's ti 
9 
9 

grave, Hamlet says "forty thousand brothers could not, witi ^ 
I 
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intensifies the satiric mood of the play. 

Some of the satiric passages are criticisms of condi

tions existing in England at the time Shakespeare was 

writing this drama. 

Hamlet mocks the Puritans and their obsession with 

strict religion. V/hen Ophelia reminds him that his father 

has been dead "twice two months," he pretends to be aston

ished. Prom this, he concludes, "0 heavens! die two months 

ago, and not forgotten yet? Then there's a hope a great . 
i 

man's memory may outlive his life half a year: but, by 'r j 

lady, he must build churches, then; or else shall he suffer 

not thinking on, with the hobby-horse, whose epitaph is 

•For, 0, for, 0, the hobby-horse is forgot'" (III.ii.138-^43). 

The hobby-horse, similar to the carnival horse of today, 
9 

which is composed of two men under a cloth, was a traditional § 

part of the May festivals. The puritan influence was trying 

to suppress its use at the time Shakespeare was writing 

this play; so the writer makes a jab at the overly religious 

people who were taking away even harmless traditions. The 

line Hamlet sings is from an old ballad and may have refer-

ence to the bawdy meaning of hobby-horse, but the satire 

is directed at the Puritan element. A man will be forgotten 

as quickly as the hobby-horse if he does not "build churches." 

This criticism directed at the Puritans contributes to the 

satiric mood of the play. 
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Hamlet's sarcastic remarks in animal imagery about 

Osric are more than a criticism of Osric himself; they are 

a criticism of the weakness of the court and the decadence 

of Denmark in general. Even the name "Osric" hints at 

animal imagery, for it suggests the ostrich. This large 

bird with its bare neck and legs is immediately contrasted 

with the diminutive "waterfly," for Hamlet asks Horatio 

if he knows this "water-fly." V/ilson writes that "a water-

fly skips up and dovm upon the surface of the water without 

any apparent purpose or reason, and thence is the proper 
1P) 

emblem of a busy trifler." The implication is that Osrr'.c a 

feels as large, as important, as an ostrich, but is only 

as effective as a "water-fly." Wilson also notes that 
9 
8 

"the winged doublet, with the projections from the shoulders, ^ 

1Q i 

then much in fashion, is suggested by 'water-fly.'" ^ Ham- ^ 

let contemptuously calls Osric a "chough," a jack daw, which 

is a foolish chattering bird. He remarks that Horatio is 

fortunate not to know Osric, "for 'tis a vice to know him. 

He hath much land, and fertile: let a beast be lord of 

beasts, and his crib shall stand at the king's mess: 'tis 

a chough; but, as I say, spacious in the possession of 

dirt" (V.ii.86-90). If a man owns much land and many cattle, 

he is received at court though he be an "ass" himself. Re

ferring to Osric's absurd hat, Horatio remarks, "This lap-
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wing runs away with the shell on his head? (V.ii.193)• In 

A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare, Hamlet, Horace Howard 

Pumess writes, "Jennens: Osr. is shortly after spoken 

of as 'young Osric,' he may therefore be supposed to be but 

a half-formed courtier; and under this image of the lapwing 

Hor. ridicules his forwardness of talk and self-conceit,— 

his putting on the courtier before he was properly quali

fied. . . . Clarendon: The lapwing was also a symbol of 

insincereity, from its habit of alluring intruders from 

its nest by crying far away from it. Osr. was both for

ward and insincere."^^ Osric is not a tried and proven •I 

»i 

courtier, but is like the lapwing that in its hurry to be 5 

hatched runs off with the shell on its head. Hamlet re

marks on his excessively formal behavior: "He did comply 

with his dug before he sucked it. Thus has he—and many 

more of the same bevy that I know this drossy age dotes 

on—only got the tune of the time and out of an habit of 

encounter" (V.ii.195-198). He knows the outward form of 

demeanor; but if he were tested, his ignorance would be 

exposed. He is no worse, however, than the rest of the 

"covey of lapwings" that this frivolous age dotes on. 

Osric is a product of the corrupt time in which he is living. 

This criticism of Shakespeare's age using animal images 

intensifies the satiric mood of the play. 

! 

! 
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Even the speeches of the clowns, the grave diggers, 

add to the satiric mood of the drama. The first clown 

mocks his fellow worker. He says, "Unyoke," consider your 

day's work done, as if the worker were no more than an 

animal. Continuing in this vein, he says if you cannot 

answer the riddle I asked you, "Cudgel thy brains no more 

about it, for your dull ass will not mend his pace with 

beating'(V.i.63-64). "You are such a dolt you can never 

get the answer, no matter how hard you try." Then turning 

his mockery on himself, he begins to sing a jumble of half-

remembered lines from "The Aged Lover Renounceth Love." 

Singing his rollicking song, the clown continues to dig the 

grave and to throw up one skull after another. 

All of these animal images which are used to mock indi

viduals, groups of people, or all of mankind intensify the 

satiric mood of the drama. 

Animal imagery is particularly effective in Hamlet, / 

Prince of Denmark, for it creates and sustains both the 

serious and satiric moods of the play. 

Animal images carry the audience into a world of dark

ness and fear. Sentries stand on the battlements of Elsinore 

1 

He pictures age as a beast and sings, J 

But age, with his stealing steps. 
Hath clawed me in his clutch. ! 

(V.i.77-78) 
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and w'atcii the ghost of the dead king as he nightly stalks 

the castle ground. Cankerworras and maggots devour reputa.-

tions. Men display the forgetfulness oi beasts, and women 

make cuckolds of their husbands. Ken set traps and snares 

and toils to catch other men, and the lord chamberlain 

baits his hook with falsehoods. The Danish people are 

called drunkards and swine, and their king, a bat, a cat, 

a toad, and a peacock. Through all these images, the 

audience comes to the realization that "all lives must die. 

. . . And the end of all playing must be the last grave 

21 joke of death." •I 
H 

< 



CHAPTER II 

ANIMAL II-'iAGES V/HICK DELINEATE CHARACTER 

Animal images are used to delineate character as well 

as to intensify mood. Characters often take on the appear

ance, actions, behavior, characteristics, or smells of 

animals. 

When Hamlet first appears in the drama, he exhibits j 

courage by showing his determination to follow the ghost. -

Not knowing whether the ghostly figure is "a spirit of !{ 

health or a goblin damn'd" (l.iv.40), he is unwavering in C 
•a 

his decision to follow its beckoning. As Marcellus and I9 

Horatio attempt to restrain him, he shouts, g 
< 

My fate cries out 
And makes each petty arterie in this body 
As hardy as the Nemean lion's nerve. 
Still I am call'd. Unhand me gentlemen. 

(I.iv.82-83) 

Although he is terrified of the apparition resembling his 

father, is afraid he may lose his life by following it, and 

is physically restrained by his friends, he steels himself 

to obey the ghost's beckoning. The myth about the Nemean 

lion is that Hercules the mighty Greek hero, unable to kill 

the lion with his arrows or his club, seized it in his arms 

27 
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and squeezed it to death. Hamlet steels himself, makes his 

courage as strong as the skin of the mythical lion v.hose 

hide was impenetrable. This animal image shows that Hamlet 

can force himself to do a task which frightens him tremen

dously. 

Hamlet is not the same man after this encounter with 

the corpse-like figure. At times his speech is as aimless 

and wavering as a flock of birds in flight. His conversa

tion with Horatio after the ghost leaves shows his agitation, 

for he babbles on with such a stream of rambling words that 

Horatio remarks, "These are but wild and whirling words my 

lord" (I.V.I33). Later when Guildenstern tries to deliver 

a message from Gertrude, Hamlet assumes the "antic disposi

tion" and rattles on foolishly until Guildenstern cries 

out with exasperation, "Good my lord, put your discourse 

into some frame, and start not so wildly from my affair" 

(III.ii.32O-32I). The imagery Horatio uses suggests the 

wild, whirling flight of birds, while that which Guilden

stern uses pictures the lurching start of an untamed horse. 

Both of these images show Hamlet to be a very confused young 

man. He really is confused when he is with Horatio; but 

when he is talking to Guildenstern, he is feigning the 

"antic disposition." 

Although Hamlet is disturbed and does not seem at all 

-I 
n 
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"tame" to Guildenstern, Gertrude says he will be tame, ouict. 
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when the fit of madness leaves him. She looks forward to 

the time when he will be his usual calm self. Using animal 

imagery, she explains, 

This is mere madness: 
And thus awhile the fit will work on him; 
Anon, as patient as the female dove, 
When that her golden couplets are disclosed, 
His silence will sit drooping. 

(V.i.307-311) 

After his encounter with Laertes at Ophelia's grave, Hamlet 

does become as quiet as "the dove" in her nest. His emotion 

spent, he says. 

Hear you, sir; 
What reason that you use me thus? 
I loved you ever: but it is no matter; 
Let Hercules himself do what he may, /; 
The cat will mew and dog will have his day. 

(V.i.312-316) ; 

Laertes is the "Hercules" here, for he is the one who has > 

been bragging so dramatically about being buried with Ophelia, 

and having the dirt piled as high as "Pelion or the skyisn 

head of blue Olympus" (V.i.276-277). Hamlet immediately 

reduces Laertes from a god-like figure to an animal, the 

"mewing cat." He may "mew" now, but the dog, Hamlet, will 

have his day. 

Hamlet uses animal imagery to heap insults on his own 

character. He finds himself unfit, lacking the manly traits 

he needs, to carry out the revenge his father has demanded. 

He belittles himself. 



30 

>; 

-n But I am pidgeon-liver'd and lack gall 
To make oppression bitter, or ere this 
I should have fatted all the region kites 
With this slave's offal. 

Why what an ass am I! 
(II.ii.605-608,611) 

Hamlet is alluding to a peculiarity in the digestive organs 

of pidgeons. It was supposed that a pidgeon had no gall 

and that the crop functioned to digest the food. Hamlet 

thinks he lacks "gall," the courage, to kill Claudius; or 

he would have killed him before this time and fed the guts 

to birds of prey. He is like an animal, an "ass," because 

he lacks the motivation and the passion to do the act he ii 

honor-bound to do. 

Hamlet shows this apathy, "this inability to act," in 

the scene with the players. He quotes some lines froni the 

play, Aeneas' Tale to Dido: 

•The rugged Pyrrhus, like the Hyrcanian beast,'— 
It is not so;—it begins with Pyrrhus:— 
The rugged Pyrrhus, he, whose sable arm. 
Black as his purpose, did the night resemble 
When he lay couched in the ominous horse, 
Hath now this dread and black complexion smear'd 
With heraldry more dismal; head to foot 
Now he is total gules. 

(II.ii.472-479) 

The "Hyrcanian beast" is a tiger, and the "ominous horse" 

is the famous wooden horse that was ominous for the Trojans. 

Harley Granville-Barker writes that "this passage crowms and 

completes the main dramatic purpose of the scene. An idle 
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prince, indeed, who not only walks reading and musing by 

the hour together in the lobby, but will sit fastidiously 

exchanging with a player the recital of Aeneas' tale to 

Dido! And a weakling who can seek refuge from his own 'cue 

for passion' in the facile pity for Hecuba!' . . . Even as 

he sat there listening, this stutifying self-picture was 

forming in his ovm mind." Alexander writes that "Pyrrhus 

had been black while he lay 'couched in the ominous horse.' 

Hamlet describes himself as being like 'John-a-dreams, un-

pregnant of ray cause.' If he were pregnant with his cause, 

he might emerge from the womb, like Pyrrhus, to spread 

blood and death."^^ 

While these animal images show Hamlet to be lethargic 

and slow to act, other animal images reveal him to be just 

and fair. He knows Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are spying 

on him, but he does not insist that they betray the confi

dence of the king and queen. Using the image of a bird, he 

says to them, "I will tell you why; so shall my anticipation 

prevent your discovery, and your secrecy to the king and 

queen molt no feather" (II.11.304-306). Of course, they 

would shed anything, even loyalty to a friend, to keep the 

favor of the king. 

Hamlet shows that he is not always apathetic. In fact, 

by using images drawn from falconry, he reveals himself to 

be the exact opposite. He discloses his perception and 
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mental acuteness by saying, "I am but mad north-north-west: 

when the wind is southerly I know a hawk from a handsaw" 

(II.ii.396-397). "Handsaw" should be read as "hernshaw" 

or "heron." Maurice Charney writes that "we are supposed 

to understand that Hamlet is not so mad that he cannot 

distinguish preying hawks (Rosencrantz and Guildenstern) 

from one of their favorite quarries (Hamlet himself), and 

the mention of specific wind supports the idea of hunting."" 

To this Wilson adds: "Hawking at herons was a favorite 

sport, and a north wind driving the birds towards the south, 

i.e. into the sun would make it difficult to distinguish 

2^5 between them at a distance despite their difference in size." ^ 

So Hamlet is not so foolish that he does not know Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern are trying to snare him for the king. He 

shows this same shrewdness when he accuses them of trying 

to "pluck the heart out of his mystery," as if they could 

draw the secret plans from his heart as the internal organs 

of an animal can be removed by one "pluck" or pull. 

Other animal images unveil this mental keenness. When 

Claudius asks, "How fares our cousin Hamlet?" Hamlet ansv;ers, 

"Excellent, i' faith; of the chameleon's dish: I eat air, 

promised-crammed: you cannot feed capons so" (III.11.98-100). 

Hamlet takes the king's use of the word "fare" literally, 

and daringly reveals to the king that he knows his ambition 

i 
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to be ruler of Denmark will not come to pass if Claudius 

can prevent it. Since the chameleon was supposed to live 

on air, Hamlet is like the chameleon because he is living 

on empty promises. Wilson notes that "'air' is a pun on 

'heir' and 'promised-crammed* leads on to 'capon'; 'capon-

crammed' (i.e. stuffed like a capon) being a common expres

sion for 'over-fed' (cf. modern slang 'fed up'). Hamlet 

hints that the king is plying him with empty promises in 

preparation for having him quietly removed from his path, 

since the word means young cocks stuffed for killing. It 

also stands for a type of stupidity. 'Even capons,' he 

says in effect, 'are not so stupid as to grow fat on air 

Hamlet exposes his mental accumen with yet another 

animal im.age. He remarks to Horatio, 

Being thus be-netted round with villainies,— 
Ere I could make a prologue to my brain. 
They had begun the play. 

(V.ii.29-31) 

Sometimes large game such as deer were caught by being 

driven into nets. On the journey to England, Hamlet had 

felt like an animal caught in a "net of villainies." Before 

he even had time to reflect on his predicament, his mind 

had decided on a plan to free him. 

All of these animal images—the hawk, the butchered 

animal, the chameleon, the capon, and the netted deer—pro

vide Hamlet with the opportunity to unmask his perception 
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One animal image shows Haii.let discouraged emd worried 

about the future. He quotes an old proverb, "'While the 

grass grows,'—the proverb is somewhat musty" (III.11.358-

359). The rest of the proverb is "the silly horse starves." 

Hamlet exposes his fear that Claudius will have him killed 

while he is waiting to be king. 

iUiimal images also show Hamlet when he is happy and 

light-hearted. When the play planned by Hamlet so upsets 

Claudius that he hastily flees from the hall, Hamlet is 

jubilant. He improvises a little poem, and, using animal 

Imagery, asks Horatio, "Would not this, sir, and a forest 

of feathers, if the rest of my fortunes turn Turk v/ith me, 

with two Provincial roses on my razed shoes, get ir̂e a fel

lowship in a cry of players, sir?" (Ill.ii.286-289). A 

"forest of feathers" refers to the plumes worn by the 

tragic actors. In high spirits, Hamlet thinks a few feathers 

and his ability to make jingles are all he needs to get a 

share in a cry of players. He uses "cry" as "pack" in a 

pack of hounds. 

After Claudius reveals his guilt, Hamlet uses animal 

imagery to express his newly-found enthusiasm. He solilo

quizes, 

*Tis now the very witching time of night. 
When church yards yawn and hell itself breathes out 
Contagion to this world: now I could drink hot blood. 
And do such bitter business as the day 
Would auake to look on. (Ill.ii.406-410) 
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He is so aroused that he feels animal passions stir inside 

him, which make him pray for strength to control his emo

tions. He is on his way to see his mother, and he only 

wants to "speak daggers" to her—not use them to stab her. 

The fact that Hamlet is a scholar is shown by animal 

imagery. Realizing that his journey to England is a scheme 

to have him killed away from Denmark, Hamlet intercepts the 

commission charging him with "bugs and goblins," crimes at

tributed to him, and changes the wording in order that 

the death sentence falls on Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 

Employing the writing skill he learned in school, he devises 

a new commission: 

As England w-as his faithful tributary. 
As love between them like the palm shall flourish. 
As peace should still her wheaten garland wear, 
And stand a comma 'tv̂ een their amities. 
And many such-like 'As'es of great charge, 

He should the bearers put to sudden death. 
Not shriving-time allowed. 

(V.ii.39-47) 

Wilson notes that "'as'es' is a pun on the preceding 

conjunctions which with their weighty-looking (though erapty) 

clauses are like a string of asses bearing heavy burdens 

(great charge)." ' Hamlet is proud of his legal-looking 

document with its profusion of "as'es." 

Hamlet's repentant spirit is revealed by imagery in

directly associated with animals. He uses archery terms 
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when he apologizes to Laertes for Polonius' death. Begging 

forgiveness, he says, 

I have shot my arrow over the house. 
And hurt my brother. 

(V.ii.232-233) 

And the first part of this speech exposes the depth of his 

anguish. Explaining that madness caused him to commit the 

transgression, that the act was not a "purposed evil," he 

implores. 

But pardon 't, as you are a gentleman. 
This presence knows. 
And you must needs have heard, hov/ I am punish'd 
With sore distraction. 

(V.ii.238-241) 

This "sore distraction" is a penance Hamlet has borne for 

some time because as soon as he had mistakenly stabbed 

Polonius, he said to Gertrude, 

I do repent: but heaven hath pleas'd it so. 
To punish me with this, and this with me. 
That I may be their scourge and minister. 

(III.iv.173-175) 

The fact that Hamlet has accepted the burden as a penance 

from heaven has not lessened the agony that his "arrow has 
hurt his brother." 

Hamlet's spiritual depth is revealed in animal imagery. 

He says to Horatio, "There's a special providence in the 

fall of a sparrow. If it be now, 'tis not to come; if it 

be not to come, it will be now; if it be not now, yet it 

will come: the readiness is all" (V.ii.230-233). Hamlet 
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knows man is of more value than a "sparrow." Since he is 

more than an animal, surely God has plans for his life. 

He is determined to duel with Laertes and leave the outcome 

to God. 

Not only is Hamlet characterized by animal imagery, 

but so is Claudius. Early in the first act, Hamlet, using 

animal imagery to compare Claudius to his father, says. 

So excellent a king; that was to this, 
Hyperion to a satyr. 

(l.ii.139-140) 

their heads, and their entire bodies covered with hair. 

In making this comparison, Hamlet is speaking of the charac

ter of his uncle, the inner man, rather than his physical 

appearance because no other character in the play indicates 

that Claudius was not a handsome man. Later, when he con

fronts his mother with the accusation of incestuous marriage, 

he makes a contrast between the animal, Claudius, and his 

god-like father with these words: 

See what a grace was seated on this brow; 
Hyperion's curls; the front of Jove himself; 
An eye like Mars, to threaten and command; 
A station like the herald Mercury 

IK 

' •V 

Hamlet thinks of his father as true royalty, Hyperion, the ' >., 

sun god; but he compares his uncle to a satyr, ugly and 4 
1 

lecherous. The satyrs, attendants of Dionysus, were known i 
m 

for their orgies and lasciviousness. They looked like men, -

but had the legs and feet of goats, with short horns on »: 
28 < 
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/ New lighted on a heaven-kissing hill; 
A combination and a form indeed. 
Where every god did seem to set his seal. 
To give the world assurance of a man: 
This was your husband. 

(III.iv.55-63) 

It is in this same scene that he calls Claudius "a paddock, 

a bat, a gib"; thus he suggests that Gertrude has changed 

from a husband approved by the gods, a veritable god him

self, a Hyperion, a Jove, a Mars, a Mercury, to a husband 

no better than a toad, a bat, or a tomcat. In another ^ 

scene, Hamlet recites a little poem for Horatio: 

For thou dost know, 0 Damon dear 
This realm dismantled was 
Of Jove himself; and now reigns here 
A very, very—pajock. 

(III.ii.291-294) 

"Pajock," meaning "peacock," brings to mind the proud bird 

with bright blue and green plumage that struts around as 

if he owns the world; but Wilson adds another meaning to 

the passage: "Peacock, typifying leachery as well as vanity 
2Q 

is an apt term of abuse for the king." ^ Horatio, apparently 

thinking another animal, the "ass," may be even more suitable 

for Claudius, says, "You might have rhymed" (III.ii.289). 

The ghost of the dead king describes Claudius as a "serpent," / 

sly and treacherous, a Satanic animal, and an 
. . . adulterate beast. 

With witchcraft of his wit, with traitorous gifts,— 
0 wicked wit and gifts, that have the power 
So to seduce!—won to his shameful lust 
The will of my most seeming-virtuous queen. 

(I.v.42-46) 
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Thus, the Ghost labels Claudius a lowly beast, a creature 

that possesses none of the human qualities that save a 

man from being an animal. 

Claudius is also the "rat" Hamlet expects to kill 

when he thrusts his sword into the arras. Hamlet shouts, 

"How now! a rat? Dead, for a ducat, dead!" (Ill.iv.23-24). 

But the "rat" behind the arras is not Claudius as Hamlet 

expects. He is the ineffectual blundering Polonius. 

Using animal imagery, Hamlet describes the King's 

treacherous and evil activities. He says Claudius has 

Thrown out his angle for my proper life. 
And with such cozenage—is't not perfect conscience 
To quit him v/ith this arm? And is it not to be damn'd 
To let this canker of our nature come 
In further evil? 

(V.ii.66-70) 

Claudius is a treacherous man, one who employs trickery to 

accomplish his ends. He is the "cankerworm" that is de

stroying the nation. 

Though Claudius is wicked and treacherous, he desires 

to repent and receive forgiveness. The image of a trapped 

animal appears in his prayer: 
0 wretched state! 0 bosom black as death! 
0 limed soul, that struggling to be free. 
Art more engaged! Help angels! Make assay! 
Bow, stubborn knees. 

(III.iii.68-71) 
Claudius is caught in his villainies, as a bird is caught 

with bird-lime spread on the branches of trees. He wants 
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divine forgiveness, but he also wants to keep the honors 

he has murdered to get. He realizes his repentance is not 

sincere, for he says. 

My words fly up, my thoughts remain below 
V/ords without thoughts never to heaven go. 

(III.iii.97-98) 

The most repulsive animal iraages center on Gertrude, / 

a woman who is not actively vicious, but one who is shal

low and superficial. Hamlet, who recoils in disgust at 

her hasty marriage to Claudius, sees his mother as no bet

ter than a beast. He soliloquizes, 

. . . why she, even she,— 
0 God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason. 
Would have mourned longer,—married with mine uncle. 
My father's brother, but no more like my father 
Than I to Hercules: within a month. 
Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears 
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes. 
She married. 

(l.ii.149-156) 

Gertrude is like an animal because she does not have the 

capacity to look backward, to remember. She sheds floods 

of tears when old Hamlet dies; but, before the redness 

leaves her "galled" eyes, she marries again. ("Galled" 

brings back the "galled horse" imagery.) She is a hypocrite 

for shedding "unrighteous" tears, feigning grief. Old 

Hamlet confides to his son that Gertrude was unfaithful to 

him even while he was king. The Ghost discloses. 

But virtue, as it never will be mov'd, 
Though lewdness court it in the shape of heaven, 
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So lust, though to a radiant angel link'd. 
Will sate itself in celestial bed. 
And prey on garbage. 

(I.v.54-58) 

Wilson writes that "The Hystorie of Hamblet twice refers in 

unequivocal terms to the adultery of Tengon (^Claudius), 

who 'before he had any violent or bloody handes, or once 

committed parracide on his brother, had incestuously abused 

his wife,' and who had used Geruth 'as his concubine during 

good Horvendile's life.'"-^ Gertrude, bored with a heavenly 

union, had turned like a dog to satisfy herself with "gar

bage." Hamlet accuses his mother of adultery and uses a 

term associated with the butchering of an animal: 

0! such a deed 
As from the body of contraction plucks 
The very soul. 

(III.iv.45-47) 

Gertrude's adultery has "plucked" the very soul from the 

marriage contract. Plucking again is used to describe pull

ing the heart, liver, and lungs from a butchered animal. 

Not understanding how Gertrude could be unfaithful to so 

fine a man as his father, Hamlet chastises her with foul 

accusations, and asks, 

Have you eyes? 
Could you on this fair mountain leave to feed, 
And batten on this moor? 

(III.iv.65-67) 

He uses "batten" to mean glut oneself as a beast. And then 

adding a final insult, he says. 

4 

9 • 

V 
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Nay, but to live 
In the rank sweat of an enseam'd bed, 
Stew'd in corruption, honeying and making love 
Over the nasty sty. 

(III.iv.92-95) 

These repugnant animal images cause Gertrude to see "into 

her very soul," and she is sickened by the "black and 

grained spots" she sees there. 

Hamlet paints a very accurate picture of Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern by using animal imagery. He tells his 

mother he must go to England accompanied by "his two school 

fellows, / V/hom I will trust as I will adders fang'd" (III. 

iv.204-205)* He later calls thera sponges and says Claudius 

only tolerates them for what he can squeeze out of them. 

He remarks, 

Do not believe . . . 

That I can keep your counsel and not mine own. 
Besides, to be demanded of a sponge! what 
replication should be made by the son of a 
king? 
Rosencrantz. Take you me for a sponge, ray 

lord? 
Hamlet. 'Ay, sir, that soaks up the king's 

countenance, his reward, his authorities. 
But such officers do the king best service in 
the end: he keeps them, like an ape an apple, 
in the comer of his jaw; first mouthed, to be 
last swallov/ed: when he needs what you have 
gleaned, it is but squeezing you, and, sponge, 
you shall be dry again. 

(IV.ii.9,11-23) 

Both Hamlet and Rosencrantz know he is thinking of the soft, 

light, porous, and easily compressible framework which remains 
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after the living matter has been removed from poriferous 

animals. The school fellows are like sponges because they 

are soaking up royal favors now; but when the king no 

longer needs them, he will squeeze them, take back all his 

rewards, and they will be dry again, no longer favorites 

of the king. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are characterized 

as sly, treacherous snakes and as light, porous sponges 

soaking up kingly favors. 

Ophelia is not characterized by animal imagery until 

after her father's death, and she becomes mad. She connects 

herself in some way with the "owl" in an old legend. She 

remarks, "They say the owl was a baker's daughter. Lord! we 

know what we are, but not what we may be. God be at your 

table!" (lV.v.42-44). This legend about the owl tells the 

story that "our Savior went into a baker's shop where they 

were baking, and asked for some bread to eat. The mistress 

of the shop immediately put a piece of dough into the oven 

to bake for him; but was reprimanded by her daughter, who, 

insisting that the piece of dough was too large, reduced 

it considerably in size. The dough, however, immediately 

began to swell, and presently became of an enormous size. 

Whereupon the baker's daughter cried out, 'Wheugh! Y/heugh! 

Wheugh!' which owl-like noise, it is said, probably, induced 

our Savior, for her wickedness, to transform her into that 
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bird." Ophelia feels that she may have been changed for 

some sin, perhaps her falsity to Hamlet. She is transformed 

from a shy girl to a bold one who sings bawdy songs for 

the King and Queen. 

Claudius pictures Ophelia as "mere beast" after she ' 

loses her sanity. He says to the queen. 

. . . poor Ophelia, 
Divided from herself and her fair judgement. 
Without the which we are pictures, or mere beasts. 

(IV.v.84-86) ^ 

Gertrude describes Ophelia as a mermaid as Ophelia^ 
^ 

drowns in the stream. She says, J 
I 

Her clothes spread wide; I 
And mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up: 1, 
Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes. 

(IV.vii.176-178) 

This image, part girl and part fish, is one of the few animal p 
I 

images in the drama that is not distasteful. The songs, the .̂ 

flowers, and the mermaid-like figure combine to give an • 

ethereal quality to Ophelia's death, v;hich is entirely fit

ting for this sensitive girl. / 

These animal images—the owl from the legend; the beast 

without judgement; and the mermaid, a fabled creature of 

the sea—characterize the mad Ophelia. 

Polonius is characterized by animal imagery. He un

wittingly reveals a great deal about himself in his meeting 

with his servant, Reynaldo. Using terms connected with 
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fishing, he instructs Reynaldo to spy on Laertes and to 

use the "bait of falshood to catch the carp of truth." 

Reynaldo may say Laertes is "very wild" but may not use 

"such forgeries as may dishonor him." Polonius exposes 

himself as one possessed of a very shabby morality, for 

he goes on to suggest "misconducts" which border on de

bauchery. Even the servant protests against what Polo

nius calls "slight sullies"; but the lord chamberlain, 

the man who should be the leading courtier in the country, 

sees no wrong in his scheme, or any lacking in a man who 

practices these "forgeries." 

Hamlet mocks Polonius by reading to him a description 

of an old man, a description that makes the aging body 

seem repulsive and dirty. Pretending to disagree with the 

writer, Hamlet tells Polonius, "I am reading Slanders sir: 

for the satirical rogue says here that old men have grey 

beards, that their faces are wrinkled, their eyes purging 

thick amber and plum-tree gum, and that they have a plenti-

ful lack of wit, together with most weak hams. . . . for 

yourself, sir, shall grow as old as I am, if like a crab, 

you could go backward" (II.ii.197-205)• Polonius knows 

Hamlet is making fun of him for being an old man, but he 

also knows that he is not "a crab that can walk backward"; 

he cannot turn time back and be a young, vigorous man as 
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Hamlet is. Polonius senses that "there is method in Hamlet's 

madness," but he does not know how to cope with the situation. 

Hamlet later links the name of Polonius with a "worm." 

After Hamlet has hidden the body, he tells the king that Po

lonius is at supper. When the king wants to know "where," 

Hamlet answers, "Not where he eats, but where he is eaten: 

a certain convocation of politic worms are e'en at him (IV. 

iii.20-21). Wilson points out that "Politic worms is a 

pregnant phrase, 'politic' suggesting craftiness and 'worm' 

insidious prying into another's secrets."-^ Polonius is 

the insidious worm that has been prying into Hamlet's affairs. 
« 

the one who has wormed his way to his own death. T 

When Polonius says, "I did enact Julius Caesar: I was • 
I 

killed i' the capitol; Brutus killed me," Hamlet, punning Pi 

on "Brutus" and "capitol," answers, "It was a brute part t 

of him to kill so capital a calf there" (III .11.109-111). ' 

Hamlet uses "calf" to mean a stupid fellow, a dolt. 

Hamlet amuses himself by exposing Polonius as only a 

"yes-man," not a shrewd politician as Polonius imagines 

himself to be. Pointing to the clouds, Hamlet asks. 

Do you see yonder cloud that's almost in the 
shape of a camel? 
Polonius. By the mass, and 'tis like a 

camel, indeed. 
Hamlet. Methinks it is like a weasel. 
Polonius. It is backed like a weasel. 

im 
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Hamlet. Or like a whale? 
Polonius. Very like a whale. 

(III.ii.393-399) 

Polonius has no opinion of his own; agreeing with anyone or 

anything, he is a "typical yes-man." 

In this drama, animal images characterize many of the 

figures. They portray a young prince who has courage as 

"hardy as the Nemean lion's senews," but they also show 

that this same prince is sometimes "pidgeon-livered and 

lacks gall." At times he is so confused that he speaks 

with "wild and whirling words." There are times that he 

is as "quiet as a dove," but there are other times that he 
r 

is exhilarated enough to "drink hot blood." Finally, he j 

is repentant because his "arrow has hurt his brother." \\ 
f 

Animal images depict a king who is "satyr-like," ugly J, 
I, 

and lecherous, and who is caught in his own net of villainies. ]̂ 

They show a queen who is linfaithful to her husband, "honey

ing and making love over a nasty sty." These images picture 

friends who can be trusted as "adders-fanged"; a lovely 

girl who becomes a "mere beast"; and a lord chamberlain 

who fishes with the "bait of falsehood" and is himself a 

"politic worm." 



CHAPTER III 

ANIMAL ir/lAGES WHICH PROMOTE DRAT^TIC ACTION 

Animal imagery not only intensifies mood and delineates 

character but it also promotes the dramatic action of the 

play. The opening situation reveals a country preparing 

for war with "sweaty haste" and guarding the castle with 

"strict and most observant watch." One of the first animal 

images shows the reason for this activity. Horatio explains, 

. . . young Portinbras, 
Of unimproved mettle hot and full. 
Hath in the skirts of Norway here and there 
Shark'd up a list of lawlesss resolutes. 

But to recover of us, by strong hand 
. . . those foresaid lands 

So by his father lost. (I.1.95-98,102-104) 

This "sharking up" of troops to invade the land pictures -znQ 

great sea beast, the shark, voracious, with its insatiable 

appetite, consuming great quantities of food, Denmark pre

pares to defend herself against this "shark," young Portin

bras and his troops. 

Because young Portinbras is "sharking up" an army, 

guards stand watch before the castle each night. These 

guards are nervous because the ghostly figure of the dead 

48 
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king stalks the castle grounds, and they fear this appari

tion is a portent or foreshadowing of some event connected 

with the coming war. This nightly watch provides the set

ting for the inciting incident of the drama. As the ghost 

tells his story, he uses an animal image; and it is this 

image that furnishes the impetus to start the dramatic 

action of the play. The ghost approaches Hamlet and says. 

But that I am forbid 
To tell the secrets of my prison-house, 
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres. 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part. 
And each particular hair to stand on end. 
Like quills upon the fretful porpentine. 

(I.V.13-20) 

Old Hamlet's purgatorial anguish that would make a person's 

"hair stand on end like the quills of a porcupine" has a 

great deal to do with the action of the drama; for Prince 

Hamlet will want the murderer to suffer the same anguish 

his father is suffering. The old king begs his son to 

avenge his murder, "most foul, strange, and unnatural." 

Hamlet makes a promise to his father that will affect his 

actions all through the drama. Using terms from falconry, 

he agrees to his father's wish: 

Haste me to know 't, that I with wings as swift 
As meditation or thoughts of love. 
May sweep to my revenge. 

(1.29-31) 

Even before he knows who the murderer is, Hamlet promises 
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revenge; he will sweep dovm on the guilty one as a bird of 

prey dives from the pitch of its flight. Calling his 

brother a snake, the lowest beast of all, old Hamlet says, 

A serpent stizng me. 

The serpent that stung thy father's life 
Now wears his crown. 

(I.V.36-39-40) 

With this revelation, the ghost has provided the inciting 

incident of the play. Not realizing that he will have 
second thoughts and will delay in carrying out the demand 

his father has made, Hamlet swears his fellow watchers to 

With the coming of day, the ghost, the "old mole," returns 

to the grave. 

The rising action of the play deals with the struggle 

between Hamlet and the King. Claudius uses Rosencrantz, 

Guildenstern, and Polonius to spy on Hamlet; and Hamlet 

uses the players to "catch the conscience" of the King. 

All of these figures contribute to the animal imagery of 

the drama by using terms suggestive of animals and their 

behavior. 

Claudius makes the first move in the struggle by sending 

< ! < 
i i i 

secrecy. And from below the voice of the ghost echoes, I 
I 

Swear by his sword. 
Hamlet. Y/ell said, old mole! Canst work i' 

the earth so fast? 
A worthy pioner! once more remove, good friends. 

(I.V.161-163) 

) • ) 

I < 
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for two of Hamlet's school friends, Rosencrantz and Guilden

stern, to come to spy on Hamlet. Giving thera instructions, 

he uses language often applied to trapping an animal. He 

says, 

. . . so by your companies 
To draw him in to pleasures, and to gather 
So much as from occasion you may glean, 
Whe'r aught to us unknovm afflicts him thus. 
That open'd lies within our remedy. 

(II.ii.14-18) 

They are to "draw him on" as one might entice an animal 

into a trap. Of course, Claudius* remedy will be death for 

Hamlet, if Hamlet's illness is a threat to his position; 

but he needs proof and aid to carry out his plans. 

Polonius is eager to aid the king. Thinking he has 

discovered the cause of Hamlet's madness, he loses no time 

in making his report to the king. He remembers that he 

has forbidden Ophelia to see Hamlet or to accept any gifts 

from him; for she is such a "green girl" she might think 

Hamlet is serious, when he is only playing at love. Polo

nius has advised her. 

Tender yourself more dearly; 
Or,—not to crack the wind of the poor phrase, 
Running it thus,—you'll tender me a fool. 

(I.iii.107-109) 

Here Polonius uses an equestrian figure, "crack the wind," 

run the horse until it is broken-winded, for overworking 

the word "tender." When Ophelia insists that Hamlet has 
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supported his courtship with holy vows, the meddling Polo

nius replys. 

Ay, springs to catch woodcocks I do know, 
V/hen the blood burns, hov; prodigal the soul 
Lends the tongue vows. 

(I.iii.115-117) 

Polonius thinks the vows Hamlet has made are like "springs," 

snares, to catch Ophelia, the woodcock. He explains to 

Claudius, 

When I had seen this hot love on the wing,— 

. . . I went right to work. 
And my young mistress I did thus bespeak: 
•Lord Hamlet is a prince, out of thy star 
This must not be.' 

(Il.ii.132,139-142) 

When Polonius saw "this hot love on the wing," soaring as 

a bird into the sky, he promptly stopped it; and Hamlet 

"declined into the madness where he now raves." 

All of this maneuvering by Polonius is important to 

the action of the plot because it is the one deterrent 

which keeps Claudius from sending Hamlet away at once. If 

Hamlet's madness is caused by a broken heart, Claudius feels 

that his position as king is not in jeopardy. 

While Claudius is attempting to ascertain the extent 

of Hamlet's danger to him, Hamlet is baiting his own traps. 

The group of players which has come from the city provides 

him with just the right bait. He tells them, "We'll e'en 

to it like French falconers, fly at anything we see" (II. 
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ii.449-450). Hamlet is mocking the French falconers, for 

hawks are trained to fly at only one kind of prey. He 

uses his player-hawks, however, in the English way; for 

Claudius is the only prey he is after. He promises him

self, " . . . the play's the thing / Wherein I'll catch 

the conscience of the king" (II.ii.633-634). So he has 

set a trap, not to kill the king but one to make him show 

his guilt. 

To be sure Claudius' "occulted guilt unkennels itself" 

(lll.ii.82), he instructs the players not to over act. He 

says he has seen players who "have strutted and bellowed 

that I have thought some of nature's journeymen had made 

men and not made them well, they imitated humanity so 

abominably" (III.ii.37-40). These players are not to "bel

low" as an animal, but are to imitate man realistically in 

Hamlet's play "The Mouse Trap." 

The climax of the drama occurs when Hamlet discovers 

for certain the king's guilt, as the players present "The 

Mouse Trap." A series of animal images accompanies Hamlet's 

actions and speeches. 

When Claudius watches the play, he grows restive and 

asks, "Is there no offence in it?" and "What do you call 

the play?" Hamlet, knowing his plot is successful, answers 

Claudius, "The Mouse Trap. Marry, how? Tropically. This 

http://lll.ii.82


54 

play is the image of a murder done in Vienna: Gonzago is 

the duke's name; his wife, Baptista. You shall see anon; 

'tis a knavish piece of v/ork: but what of that? your 

majesty and we that have free souls, it touches us not: 

let the galled jade wince, our withers are unwrung" (III. 

11.247-253). (The Quarto 1 reading, "trapically," not 

tropically, suggests a pun on "trap" in "Mousetrap.") -̂  

V/hatever the intention, Claudius is caught in the trap; 

he is the "galled jade," the nag with the sores where the 

saddle has rubbed him raw; he is the man with the guilty 

conscience. Hamlet is distracted for a few moments; then, 

bringing his attention back to the play, he orders: "Begin, 

murderer; pox leave thy damnable faces and begin. Come; 

the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge" (111.11.262-2^4). 

Harting records that "from the earliest times the raven, 

with its solemn voice, has always commanded attention and 

superstitious people have become impressed with the idea 

that there is something unearthly in his nature and oral-

nous in his voice. By the Romans this bird was consecrated 

to Apollo, and regarded as a foreteller of good or evil. 

Through a long course of centuries this character has clung 

to him; and even to this day, there are many who believe 

that the raven's croak predicts a death."-̂  The raven 

does foretell a death in Hamlet's play. When the poison 
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is poured in the player-king's ear, Hamlet becomes excited 

and summarizes the rest of the play. "The Mouse Trap" 

does more than make Claudius wince; it drives him from the 

hall. As Claudius flees, Hamlet remarks, 

Why let the stricken deer go weep. 
The hart ungalled play. 

(III.ii.282-283) 

The deer is said "to possess a very large secretion of 

tears." Claudius is likened to the deer because he has 

great cause to grieve and to weep. 

The climax of the drama includes animal images involving 

a "Mouse Trap," a "galled jade," a "raven," and a "stricken-

deer." Hamlet is at the height of his power. Immediately 

after this scene he has the opportunity to kill Claudius, 

but he fails to do so and this failure marks the beginning 

of his downfall. 

The falling action begins when Hamlet comes upon the 

king kneeling in prayer. Hamlet does not kill him because 

it appears that Claudius has confessed his sins and is pre-

pared to die. This killing would not be the revenge that 

Hamlet must have. He must kill Claudius 

When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage. 
Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed. 
At gaming, swearing, or about some act 
That has no relish of salvation in 't; 
Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven, 
And that his soul may be as damn'd and black 
As hell, whereto it goes. 

(III.iii.89-95) 
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The revenge must come at just the right time; so Claudius 

will fall head over heels into hell, kicking his feet 

toward heaven as an ass might do. Claudius must suffer 

as old Hamlet is suffering, with all his "crimes broal-

blown," not purged by prayer. 

The next scene in the falling action of the play in

volves the killing of Polonius. Later Gertrude reports 

to Claudius. Telling him how the unfortunate event occurred, 

she says Hamlet is 

Mad as the sea and wind, when both contend 
Which is the mightier: in his lawless fit, 
Behind the arras hearing something stir. 
Whips out his rapier, cries, 'A rat, a rat!' 
And, in this brainish apprehension, kills 
The unseen good old man. 

(IV.i.7-12) 

Hearing this news, Claudius sends Rosencrantz and Guilden

stern, along with servants of the castle, to find the body 

and bring it to the chapel. Hamlet refuses to divulge the 

hiding place of the body and shouts, "Hide fox and all 

after," as he runs from the room. He is borrowing a term 

from a child's game like hide-and-seek. The "fox," of 

course, is Polonius. When Hamlet finally tells where he 

has hidden the corpse, he says Polonius is "In heaven; send 

thither to see: if your messenger find him not there, seek 

him i' the other place, yourself. But indeed, if you find 

him not within this month, you shall nose him as you go 
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up the stairs into the lobby" (IV.iii.35-39). If the King 

does not locate the body soon, he will be able to sniff it 

out as a hound might smell out a hidden fox. The killing 

has placed Hamlet at the mercy of the King; he no longer 

has any choice at all and must sail for England before 

avenging old Hamlet's murder. Claudius tells Hamlet's 

school fellows to 

Follow him at foot; tempt him with speed aboard; 
Delay it not; I'll have him hence tonight. 

(IV.iii.56-57) 

Once again Rosencrantz and Guildenstern must "heel," fol

low close behind; and they must be sure Hamlet is aboard 

the vessel when it sails. 

Grief stricken and swearing vengeance, Laertes returiiS 

to Denmark to avenge his father's death. The incessant 

"buzzing" of scandalmongers, like the persistent buzzing 

of a fly, keeps him stirred up. As he marches on the 

castle with a force of rioters behind him, Claudius remarks 

that Laertes * 

Feeds on his wonder, keeps himself in the clouds, 
And wants not buzzers to infect his ear 
With pestilent speeches of his father's death. 

(IV.V.89-91) 
As the rioters follow Laertes into the castle shouting, 

"Laertes shall be king!" Gertrude laments, 

How cheerfully on the false trail they cry! 
0! this is counter, you false Danish dogs! 

(IV.V.109-110) 
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She uses a hunting term which means to follow a trail in 

the direction opposite to that v/hich the game has taken. 

Claudius calms Laertes, who declares his fidelity to 

his father's friends. Claudius takes great care to assure 

Laertes that he was one of those "friends," for he needs 

the young man's help. He confides that he would have pro

ceeded against Hamlet sooner, but the citizens of Denmark 

are so devoted to him that they would 

Convert his gyves to graces; so that my arrows. 
Too slightly timber'd for so loud a wind 
Would have resulted to my bow again. 
And not where I aimed them. 

(IV.vii.21-24) 

The people would regard his restraint as an honor rather 

than a disgrace; they would make a martyr of Hamlet. 

Claudius' arrows would not be strong enough to withstand 

the "wind," the clamor the citizens would make; and his 

position, perhaps even his life, would be in danger from 

the people. 

Claudius uses a hav/king term to explain Hamlet's un-

expected return to England. He remarks. 

If he be now returned, 
As checking at his voyage, and that he means 
No more to undertake it, I will work him 
To an exploit, now ripe in my device. 
Under which he shall not choose but fall. 

(IV.vii.62-66) 

A hawk is said to "check" when it abandons its quarry to 

strike at a chance bird. By "checking," Hamlet has escaped 



59 

certain death in England. Charney points out that this 

passage is ironic because "Hamlet as hawk is not within 

the control of Claudius as falconer."-^ 

Hamlet's returning forces Claudius to concoct a new 

scheme to get rid of him. Wanting Laertes to be the instru

ment for murdering Hamlet, Claudius appeals to his pride 

as a swordsman by telling him that the famous French fencer 

has praised him highly. He first builds up the reputation 

of the Frenchman, Lamond; so Laertes will value his opinion 

all the more. Claudius recounts a story of Lamond's horse

manship with these words: 

I've seen myself, and served against, the French, 
And they can do well on horseback; but this gallant 
Had witchcraft in 't; he grew unto his seat; 
And to such wondrous doing brought his horse, 
As he had been incorpsed and demi-natured 
With the brave beast: so far he tapp'd my thoughts. 
That I, in forgery of shapes and tricks. 
Came short of what he did. 

(IV.vii.84-91) 

Charney writes that "incorpsed and demi-natured / With the 

brave beast" indicates that Lamond is like the Centaurs, 

who were known for their skill in natural magic, especially 

in poisons. There is some occult link between Lamrod's 

•witchcraft' and Claudius*."̂ '̂  

After Claudius bouys up the Frenchman's reputation 

with his personal testimony, he says the Frenchman has 

named Laertes the best swordsman in all of England and 
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Prance. Claudius declares that 

. . . this report of his 
Did Hamlet so envenom with his envy. 
That he could do nothing but wish and beg 
Your sudden coming o'er, to play with him. 

(IV.vii.103-106) 

Claudius makes Hamlet seem like a snake, with the "venom" 

of envy in his mind. This "bait" attracts Laertes, and 

Claudius has him firmly "trapped," ready to aid in the 

plot to kill Hamlet. Laertes is eager to demonstrate his 

fencing skill; but to make doubly sure Hamlet dies, he will 

use a poisonous "unction" he has bought frora a cuack doctoi^ 

Forgetting his code of behavior, he says, 

I'll touch my point 
With this contigation, that, if I gall him slightly. 
It may be death. (iV.vii.146-14d) 

Although Laertes means "scratch hira" when he says "gall hin," 

the galled jade comes to mind again. 

Laertes does manage to gall Hamlet, but in the struggle 

he is wounded also. Confessing his guilt he says. 

Why as a woodcock to mine own spring, 
I am justly kill'd with mine own treachery. 

(V.ii.316-317) 

Caught in his own snare, like a foolish bird, he begs Hamlet 

to exchange forgiveness with him. Hamlet lives long enough 

to ask his friend, Horatio, to tell his story to the people. 

Using a term from cock fighting, Hamlet says, 
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0! I die Horatio; 
The potent poison quite 
O'er-crows my spirit. 

(V.ii.364-365) 

Just at the time Hamlet is achieving vengeance for his 

father's murder, he is "over-crowed," overpowered; and the 

sensitive prince dies v/ith his commission fulfilled. 

The denouement of the drama is vividly portrayed with 

animal imagery. Portinbras, returning victorious from bat

tle, describes the sight in the great hall. Personifying 

Death as a hunter, he laments. 

This quarry cries on havoc. 0 proud death. 
What feast is toward in thine eternal cell, 
That thou so many princes at a shot 
So bloodily hast struck? 

(V.ii.352-355) 

Charney interprets the first line: "'Quarry' refers to 

the heap of deer killed at a single hunting, and 'havoc' 

as a military cry for indiscriminate slaughter, as in 

Antony's oration: 'Cry Havoc! and let slip the dogs of 

war.'"-^ The dead bodies of Hamlet, Laertes, Claudius, and 

Gertrude proclaim wanton destruction. Portinbras addresses 

death, questioning what feast is being prepared in "thine 

eternal cell," the grave, that makes death take so many 

princes "at a shot." He cannot know the answer to his 

question, but he does know that death has stalked through 

the castle leaving a bloody trail behind him. 

He orders a royal burial for Hamlet: 



62 

Let four captains 
Bear Hamlet, like a soldier, to the stage; 
For the way likely, had he been put on. 
To have prov'd most royally. 

(V.ii.385-387) 

Of course, he does not know that Hamlet "has been put on," 

put to the test, and that he has "proved himself most 

royally." 

Much of the dramatic action can be traced through this 

drama by following a trail of animal images. The opening 

situation shows a nation preparing for v/ar because an 

enemy is "sharking up" a lawless band of resolutes to in

vade the land and a ghost nightly walking the battlements 

because a "serpent" took his life and crown. This ghost 

has a story to tell that would make "each particular hair 

stand on end, like quills on a porcupine." The ruling 

monarch and the prince "bait" traps and set snares to catch 

each other, while the body of the lord chamberlain is nosed 

out like a "hidden fox." Danish citizens follow a "false 

trail"; and, in the end, a quarry of royal bodies cries 

"havoc." 
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CONCLUSION 

That Shakespeare uses images of animals and their 

behavior to achieve specific moods, to characterize figures, 

and to promote dramatic action is evident. James Edmund 

Harting points out that "Shakespeare's descriptions are 

always exact, his metaphors appropriate, and rem.arkably 

drawn from true nature and inherent qualities of each 

subject."-^^ It is this "appropriateness" and the wide 

variety of types of animal images which make this imagery 

so effective and which enable it to contribute to mood, 

characterization, and dramatic action. 

Shakespeare's knowledge of the pastimes of his day 

permits him to use terms from sports and games to augment 

the animal imagery. Many images come from falconry or 

hawking. In Elizabethan England, hawking was a favorite 

pastime and was enjoyed by the ladies as well as the gentle

men; so it is not surprising that many of the images are 

drawn from this sport. Images derived from hunting, fowling, 

and fishing provide effective metaphors. Nigel Alexander 

writes that "the entire action of Hamlet may be viewed as 

a series of traps and stratagems"; therefore, it is fitting 
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that images of deer-stalking, bird catching, following the 

hounds, and archery create mood and sustain the action. 

Shakespeare corabines his knowledge of sports and pas

times with his knowledge of natural history to produce a 

drama rich in animal imagery. All the images work to

gether to portray a country filled v/ith corruption and a 

prince who cannot decide 

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? 

(III.i.57-60) 

This drama illustrates these words of W. H. Clemen: 

"Every image, every metaphor gains full life and signifi

cance from its context. In Shakespeare, an image often 

points beyond the scene in which it stands to preceding or 

following acts; it almost always has reference to the w-hole 

of the play. It appears as a cell in the organism of the 

play, linked with it in many ways." 
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