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The Fatal Trio

Gertrude, Claudius and the Prince of Denmark


If Shakespeare is universally recognized as the greatest dramatist in English literature, then 

it is quite likely that the most recognized play in English literature is Hamlet. An informal survey of

one’s acquaintances will show that people who have almost no other knowledge of drama will be 

able to recognize the source of the “To be or not to be” line(III. I. 55.) Hamlet himself may be the 

most analyzed , if not the most over-analyzed, character in history. The purpose of this paper will  

be to look once again at the melancholy Dane and the two other characters without  whom the play is impossible: Gertrude and Claudius. A complete explication of these three characters is beyond the  scope of this paper, so I will look at these characters mostly as we originally meet them in the play, in Act I, scene i.

I made mention that Hamlet is not dramatically possible without the three characters under 

discussion. Hamlet, of course is the center of attention. Without Hamlet, Claudius simply lives 

happily ever after with his second-hand queen. On the other hand, without Claudius, Old Hamlet

lives happily ever after, and Hamlet  fils sticks to his studies in Wittenberg. Gertrude is one motive 

for the murder(III. iii. 55), and throughout the play seems to be much more important to both 

Claudius and Hamlet than is the throne of Denmark. It is possible to imagine Hamlet without the

presence of Horatio, Laertes, Polonius, or Ophelia, but it is not possible to imagine the play 

without these three central characters.
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Shakespeare introduces us first to his villain, Hamlet’s uncle-step-father. Little is said about

Claudius in the opening scene of the play. While it is apparent from the conversation of the guards 

that something is amiss, as noted by both the appearance of the Ghost and the hasty military 

preparations, there is no sign that the soldiers are dismayed by Claudius’ succession to Old 

Hamlet’s throne (I. i. 16.) When Claudius first appears in I. ii. he is shown as “dignified, kindly,

and efficient” (Coe 62). He mentions his ascension to the throne and attributes his hasty marriage to 

Gertrude to reasons of state (I. ii. 5-10). There is no hint at this point in the play that the election

of Claudius is in any way abnormal (Muir 71). In the same speech Claudius also notes that his 

marriage, though speedy, had been approved by the council of advisors: “nor have we barr’d / Your

better wisdoms, which have freely gone / With this affair along.” (I. ii. 14-16) 


Claudius then moves to defuse the crisis posed by Fortinbras’ threatened invasion. He 

displays a great deal of political savoir-faire , meeting a military threat with diplomacy rather than 

an immediate resort to arms. Claudius may be a usurper, but he knows how to exercise power 

efficiently and with sophistication. 


We next see Claudius in his interchange with Laertes, Polonius’ son. Claudius   

acknowledges his political debt to Polonius (I. ii. 47-49); he grants Laertes’ petition to return 

to Paris. Laertes states that “My thoughts and wishes bend again toward France, / And bow them

to your gracious leave and pardon”.(I. ii. 55-56)  Laertes is using the terms bend  and bow in the 

sense of  “to incline or lean in mind or conduct”(OED s.v. bend 20b) and “to bend the body, knee,

or head in token of reverence (OED s.v. bow 9), but Claudius will echo this usage  with a different 

meaning when he responds to a similar but unstated request from Hamlet.


Claudius now turns to Hamlet, first noting the dual relationship they have with each other: 

“my cousin Hamlet, and my son” (I. ii. 63).  He asks why Hamlet is still dejected and seems to be 
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genuinely puzzled by it. It is significant that in this scene Hamlet speaks only one line directly to

Claudius, and that is to contradict him: “Not so my lord, I am too much in the sun.”(I. ii. 67).

After Hamlet’s first speech to Gertrude, Claudius chides Hamlet for refusing to relinquish his

grief. In his appeal to Hamlet, Claudius enlarges on a theme that Gertrude and Hamlet opened in 

their exchange: that of the commonality of death. Claudius argues that death comes to all 

and “is as common / As the most vulgar thing to sense” (I. ii. 98). He uses the adjective common in 

the sense of “belonging to all mankind alike, pertaining to the human race as a possession or 

attribute”(OED s.v. common 1b). Because death is universal such shows of grief as Hamlet’s are 

unnatural and unmanly. Hamlet, of course, is using common in an entirely different sense, which

I will cover later in this paper.


At the end of his speech, Claudius takes both the carrot and the stick approach with the 

Prince. The carrot is Claudius’ designation of Hamlet as his heir and the object of Claudius’

paternal affections (I. ii. 107-111). Claudius believes that since he is motivated by his own 

self-interest, Hamlet should susceptible to the same motivation (Council 93-94). The stick here is 

Claudius’ near-demand for Hamlet’s continued presence at Elsinore., despite Hamlet’s desire to 

return to his studies:


For your intent


In going back to school in Wittenberg,


It is most retrograde to our desire, 


And we beseech you bend you to remain


Here in the cheer and comfort of our eye,


Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son. (I. ii. 112-117)

Claudius has essentially sentenced Hamlet to joining the family business. He uses bend here not to 
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connote inclination as Laertes did, but rather as an expression of restraint and compulsion (OED

s.v. bend  10).


It is interesting to note that Shakespeare chooses to give his audience a fair amount of

information about his villain before they get to see very much of his hero. Hamlet is limited to

a brief  (eighteen lines) dialogue with his mother before Claudius launches into his discussion 

of the proper limits of mourning. It is not until everyone else has left the stage that Hamlet begins 

to reveal himself . At once, the audience discovers the depth of Hamlet’s depression and

his complete disillusionment with existence. His world has become 


an unweeded garden 

That grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature

Possess it merely (I. ii. 135-137)
where the word merely points out the absolute completeness of the world’s corruption (OED s.v.

merely 2). Hamlet does not become depressed in the course of the play, he starts out that way 

(Council 92).  Yet even in his depression Hamlet displays the same kind of word play that the 

Elizabethans would recognize as “wit”. When Gertrude, like Claudius, points out the Old Hamlet’s 

death was an example of a common phenomenon,  Hamlet immediately replies “Ay, Madam, it is 

common.” with a possible accent on the is. Hamlet here uses common to mean vulgar and 

undistinguished, as well as possibly “without benefit of clergy” (OED s.v. common 14b,15). This 

verbal bantering, which Hamlet will continue throughout the play, marks him as a descendant of

the Amleth of Norse legend, who was proverbial for trickery and for madness.(Bloom 386-387).


Central to Hamlet’s melancholy is his perception that only he is genuinely what he seems.

The court has gone through the mourning period for the old king, but the “forms, moods, shapes

of grief, / . . . These indeed seem” (I. ii. 82-83).  The new king appears to be regal, but is in fact

but is in fact “no more like my father / Than I to Hercules”(I. ii. 152-153). Gertrude, who before 

old Hamlet’s death seemed utterly devoted, and so devastated by his death has proved faithless to 
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the old king’s memory.  In addition, Hamlet is forced to bear his burden in silence, because there

is no one in the court  in whom he can confide (Hamlet does not become aware of Horatio’s 

presence in Denmark until line 161). 


It is the perceived infidelity of Gertrude that troubles Hamlet most. At this point in the play

there is no indication that Hamlet seeks the throne for himself. While Hamlet clearly detests his 

uncle, it not until the fifth scene that the Ghost reveals the murder and gives Hamlet a motive for

deadly revenge. Hamlet evidently believes that his mother has been corrupted by her own sexual 

appetites: “Frailty, thy name is woman!”(I. ii. 146) (Muir 71)


It is questionable whether the charge of licentiousness can be leveled against Gertrude, 

which may account for the rivers of ink that have been expended in the critical debate over whether

or not she was unfaithful to her husband before he was murdered. Most of what we know about 

Gertrude is through what other characters tell us about her, notably the Ghost, Claudius and 

Hamlet himself (Smith 196). Gertrude is only allowed 157 lines out of about 4,000 in the play, 

her speeches are usually simple, and there is no suggestion in the text that she behaves in an 

unseemly manner in public (Smith 200) , although it is easily possible to stage the play to suggest 

that she is a wanton. Based on what we actually see of Gertrude, one might guess that she is 

“soft, obedient, dependent, and unimaginative” (Smith 194). Hamlet cannot accept that his mother 

is a human being; if she is not an angel, then she must be a whore, or worse, a beast, “a human 

being under the sway of animal propensities” (OED .s.v. beast 4a). 

        Shakespeare is establishing a clear hierarchy of importance among his characters. By the end

of the second scene in the play it is evident that we are about to witness a contest between Claudius 

and Hamlet, although the audience does not yet know the scope of that contest. Gertrude will be 

important as a causus belli, but probably not too important as a shaper of the action. Hamlet has 

been delineated as an intellectual superstar; his speech inline 129-159 is clearly the product of a

mind that has been hard at work. Bloom suggests that Shakespeare may have overdone Hamlet a 
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bit, and that “Hamlet appears too great a consciousness for Hamlet”(383)..  While “Claudius’ 

opening speech (makes) it impossible to accept Hamlet’s portrayal of his uncle as a mere satyr”

(Cousins 5), it is also obvious that Claudius is “hopelessly outclassed by his nephew” (Bloom 386).

Neither Claudius nor Gertrude is able to keep up with Hamlet’s verbal gymnastics, and neither of

them are able to comprehend how deeply he has been affected by his father’s death. This kind of 

introspection is simply not part of their makeup. It is worth noting that Claudius is much more like 

Hercules than Hamlet; the classical Hercules was a impetuous and anarchic figure, as well as 

something of a lout.(Cousins  5).  Claudius will not be a Richard III or a Iago, he is not evil

merely for the sake of being evil. He is, however coarse, manipulating and shrewd rather than

intellectual. Shakespeare can play Claudius off against Hamlet precisely because he does not have 

to stop and think out every action. Claudius can (like Hercules) act quickly and decisively, as he 

does when dealing with the threat from Fortinbras.  Gertrude, who at least intends no evil, remains 

a cipher; a character who can be whomever the director believes her to be, although Atwood 

humorously suggests that maybe it was Gertrude who did in old Hamlet.(21). At the end of the 

scene we are left with a carousing king, an agonized student, and a moral question mark.
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