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Abstract 

English songwriters have discovered a melancholic vein in English that dates back to the Elizabethan 
era. Melancholy frequently occupies a position in our encounters with works of art, and it also exists in 
some of our aesthetic responses ato the natural environment. Melancholy induces aesthetic reflections 
to come into action not only in distinct aesthetic contexts but also in daily situations that give a purpose 
for melancholy to occur. However, the complexity of melancholy is the fact that it is charming in itself 
and advocates the further thought that it may be considered for each and every aesthetic emotion. 
Towards the end, it is argued that it is the typical character of melancholy, its double character, and its 
differences from sorrow as well as depression that differentiates it as an aesthetic emotion. However, 
the melancholy awareness of death and impermanence often makes life more beautiful and more 
distressing as well. The objectives of the study are to understand the main themes of madness and 
melancholy of Hamlet, to analyze the psychological traits of Hamlet’s melancholy, to reflect on the 
discourses of melancholy related to the available literature  
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Introduction  

Melancholia is a medical condition defined as “A mental disorder characterized by severe depression, 
apathy and withdrawal.” The term was invented in ancient Greece and was associated with the belief 
that melancholia was caused by having an imbalance of black bile in the bloodstream. Black bile was 
one of the four humours that the Greeks believed were responsible for the temperaments of individuals. 
Hamlet succumbed to this ‘illness’ and displayed several of the characteristic signs of the ailment. At 
the outset of the play, Hamlet has been marked as a melancholic man. It is obvious this had not been 
his previous character. This change in him had been brought about by brooding on the events that had 
just happened, and it was not just a mental but a moral reaction. When the first of few disturbing events 
occurred, Hamlet was at the university, and apparently, he did not arrive in Denmark until they had all 
come to pass. The first of these was the sudden death of his father; caused as it was given out by a 
serpent's sting. The circumstances were suspicious and pointed to his uncle, Claudius, but there was no 
certain evidence. This was followed immediately by the coronation of Claudius as the new king, 
apparently before Hamlet could reach Denmark. Of course, the great fame of Hamlet and the great 
admiration borne by the people were undoubtedly known to him, and would prompt him to think that 
his uncle had tricked him in the matter of the election. 

Themes of madness and melancholy  

The themes of madness and melancholia are present throughout all of Shakespeare's play “Hamlet”. 
Melancholy is mainly expressed through the young Prince Hamlet. Before the play commences he has 
lost his father, he has seen his country’s deterioration and his mother marrying his uncle. In addition, 
Hamlet has an obnoxious feeling that his father did not suffer a natural death, but murdered. Such 
worries were the main reasons for Hamlet's melancholic mood. Thus, the melancholic atmosphere is set 
initially in the play. For instance, Hamlet says: “how weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to me all 
the uses of this world”. Also in the famous, “to be, or not to be”, soliloquy (Act 3, Scene 1), Hamlet is 
reflecting upon the subject of suicide, saying that life is an obligation and he would be glad not to bear. 
Hamlet's melancholy affects the whole play and provides a preparation of the dreadful happenings by 
inducing a sad or melancholic feeling from the opening of the play. Where melancholia in “Hamlet” is 
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always present, the madness is a much more complicated feature. Most of the time, Prince Hamlet is 
conveying this madness; but is he in fact mad, or is he only “madincraft”. 

Firstly, Hamlet's behaviour in all the play indicates that by the manner of his talking, as he was acting 
to be mad. In reality, he decides to put up with a mad act when he is on stage. Besides, Hamlet tells 
both Horatio and his old school friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern at he is simply tricking the King 
and Queen. The clear sign of Hamlet's wisdom was his conducts when he was alone. At this point, he 
does not come across as mad, but as extremely depressed and worried. Prince Hamlet's madness is a 
suitable act. He provides some freedom for himself to be highly inappropriate, without receiving an 
immediate reaction from the court. But also His uncle King Claudius tries to take advantage of Hamlet's 
madness. The King looks for an opportunity to get rid of his nephew using the madness as an excuse to 
sending him away or plotting to kill him. Even though Hamlet's behaviour towards his mother and uncle 
is not a manifestation of insanity, he gradually starts acting out of character in the course of the play. 
His inner reawakened man is under tremendous pressure. 

In the beginning, Hamlet seriously contemplates suicide, and then his aggressiveness escalates and 
peaks in “the Queen's closet scene”. In this scene Hamlet stabs the King's advisor Polonius to death, 
without knowing who he's killing. And he speaks so harshly of his mother's guilt, frightening the Queen 
until the old King's ghost comes to stop him. Really Hamlet is not mad, he was just becoming obsessed 
with his mission to find the truth and avenge his father’s death. Of course, it is a question of 
interpretation, but the most valid explanation for Hamlet's actions is that he simply gets absorbed by his 
mission. Another aspect of the madness was of the kind that hits Polonius' daughter Ophelia. After 
Hamlet has gone to England and Polonius has been killed, there, she becomes totally insane, singing 
silly songs, acting entirely inappropriate. But her madness is not that mindbogging. Her songs and herbs 
are symbols give hint of the terrible plan of deception King Claudius is weaving of. Thus, her madness 
becomes an explicit reminder to the audience about the horrifying things that are being hidden. 

The psychological traits of Hamlet’s melancholy  

Hamlet seemed to have been composed of too much black bile, which led to the medical condition of 
melancholia. Some widely regarded and well-known symptoms of this state of being were depression, 
excessive mourning, self-absorption, an excessively sentimental response to recent events, 
indecisiveness, skepticism, and a stubborn outlook and attitude about life; all of them are closely related 
to the case of Hamlet. It is the fulfillment of qualifications necessary for the diagnosis of an imbalanced 
humour that leads one to the conclusion that Hamlet is melancholic, indeed. 

Depression 

 Melancholy is not less significant than what in modern terms is called depression. Depression is not 
only a valid reason for inaction but may be considered to be the best next to being dead. Depression is 
a chemical imbalance of the brain that induces inactivity. If ever there was a man who became a prey 
to depression it is none other than Prince Hamlet. 

Excessive mourning  

Hamlet's melancholy is also displayed by his overwhelming, all-encompassing emotion for any mood 
that is currently concerning him. Foremost is the death of his father, after which he sinks into a deep 
depression that traps his mind and spirit for the remainder of the play. He is not merely in a state of 
mourning; he has become nearly obsessive about preserving the memory and integrity of the former 
king. He is the last person in the kingdom to continue grieving for his father, and indicates his sadness 
by dressing only in “nighted colour” (I, ii, 68). He is making a statement to any and all who observe 
him that he will not dismiss the death, perhaps in regard to the mayhem set upon the state of Denmark 
in its wake. While his mother sees his choice of clothing as showing the whole of his sentiments, he 
informs her that it “does not denote me truly” (I, ii, 83). He refers to the fact that his black attire barely 
shows how immense his sadness is; his true emotions run much deeper than can be expressed by the 
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trivial decision of what to wear. He is unable to live a long and fruitful life, the same opportunity which 
was also stolen from his father. 

Sudden emotional response  

Hamlet is later consumed by a passion for the players who visit Elsinore to perform ‘The Mousetrap’ 
for the royal family. While his thoughts continue to have the underlying theme of the king's murder, he 
is overjoyed at the prospect of having the players perform for him. Quickly, he focuses all of his time 
and energy on the play, its perfection, and the speech which he will write out to be included in the 
performance. When he has finished setting down the lines for the player to recite, he spends an 
incredible amount of time directing the player on how it should be read. This action seems redundant 
since he has witnessed the player performing and was astounded at his intense emotion. 

The player is also very experienced and would be excellent in his performance, regardless of Hamlet's 
intervention. He then continues to plan how the play will be set up in order to achieve the goal of 
catching “the conscience of [the] king” (II, ii, 610). He has again become interested only in one small 
part of his life and has nearly forgotten everything else that he was once concerned with. Hamlet's 
behaviour shows that he is “disposed to be... absorbed in the feeling or mood that possessed him, 
whether it was joyous or depressed” (Bradley, 1904, p. 201); a clinical sign of melancholia. 

Indecisiveness  

Hamlet's hubris is his indecisiveness. Throughout this play, his melancholy fuels his indecision; and his 
indecisiveness leads him to present Claudius with the Mousetrap so he can judge Claudius’ reaction to 
the re-enactment of his father King Hamlet’s murder. He then uses Claudius’ reaction to decide that he 
will kill Claudius but then changes his mind when he sees him praying: "A villain kills my father, and 
for that I sole son, do this same villain send to heaven" (III; iii; 76-78). The source of Hamlet's indecision 
is that he can't decide whether or not to kill Claudius. Thus, it is considered to be his hubris. 

Death  

Hamlet is preoccupied with the thought of death. He often contemplates ending his life. Before he even 
knows of his father’s murder, he wishes for “self-slaughter,” except that it is against God’s “canon” 
(I.ii.132). Before his “feigned madness,” his melancholy is already present, already torturing his mind, 
even in the first scenes of the play. Living with such rancour, Hamlet has devalued his own existence. 
He ponders, “To be or not to be, that is the question” to question whether his life was worth the effort 
it takes to live, and further, whether it is worth fighting for what he believes (III.i.51). He wishes only  

To die, to sleep –  

No more; and by a sleep to say we end 

 The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks  

That the flesh is heir to - (III.i.60-63) 

He has often, however, ironically, commented that his life is not worth “a pin’s fee” (I.iv.65). In regard 
to Polonius’ company, Hamlet says that there is nothing he would “more willingly part withal; except 
my life, except my life” (II.ii.209-210). 

  Skepticism 

 Hamlet’s skepticism is also the result of his melancholy. His suspicion as to the motives for the actions 
of those around him is also borne out of his melancholic nature. He does not like to be taken advantage 
of and would prefer that other be as honest with him as he is, naturally, with them. Different people he 
comes in contact with try to hide an ulterior purpose: to deceive Hamlet into revealing either what he 
should not know or the extent of what he knows to be true. His friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, 
have been sent for by the king and queen to find the reason behind Hamlet's “antic disposition” (I, v, 
72). When Hamlet says, “Were you not sent for? Is it your own inclining? Is it a free visitation? Come, 



 

 
274 

 

come, deal justly with me,” (II, ii, 277-9) he is demanding an answer from his schoolmates as to their 
unexplained arrival. Hamlet's melancholic scepticism is an invaluable aid to him, since, had he told 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about his ‘madness,’ his cause would have been discovered and impeded 
by his parents. He will not allow himself to be “easier played on than a pipe” (III, ii, 373-4) by them; 
they should hold the sanctity of their camaraderie in higher esteem. Instead, they are betraying a long-
time friendship because they are too weak in character to refuse their services to the monarchy. 

Stubbornness  

Hamlet's stubbornness is one of the survival tactics he has developed to counter his own reluctance to 
kill Claudius. From the time the ghost originally speaks to him to the final act of the play, He is a man 
possessed by his sense of obligation. Nothing can deter him from what he knows he must do to avenge 
his father. When exasperated, he cries out, “The time is out of joint; O cursed spite, that ever I was born 
to set it right,” (I, v, 189-90) he is giving voice to his obstinacy. From his point of view, deciding not 
to comply with the instructions of the ghost is not an option. He must follow through, without being 
selfish to his own needs and to “revenge [his father's] foul and most unnatural murder” (I, IV, 25). 
Because of his love for his father, he sacrifices his pure mind, body, and destiny (Heaven) to free the 
ghost from the “sulfurous and tormenting flames [of purgatory]” (I, IV, 3). Hamlet also refuses to allow 
Denmark to go on living in sin as it has been since his father was killed. He is the only character in the 
play who cannot ignore what is happening around him. Hamlet takes it upon himself to stop the incest 
at Elsinore by confronting his mother in a vain effort to prevent her from continuing with her 
unforgivable behaviour. Neither she, nor Claudius, has made an attempt to hide their affair and the 
people of Denmark have been unwilling to make them reprehensible for their transgressions. The prince 
is thus left to wallow further in his failures and dwell on himself and his melancholia. His melancholy 
“undoubtedly” pervades the breadth of the play and can be linked early to all that he does and fails to 
do. His disease is the invisible factor that handicaps this most “noble youth.” The fear and doubt that 
Hamlet expresses in his soliloquies make him an everyman. He stands as the great figure of English 
literature. 

Psycho-analysis of Hamlet’s melancholy  

Hamlet was very much disturbed in his thoughts and his actions by his continuous varied condition of 
melancholy. Melancholia is a medical term categorized by acute depression, apathy, and abandonment. 
Hamlet gives in to this illness and throughout the play he displays quite a few symptoms of it. Hamlet’s 
self-centeredness manoeuvred him away from performing the vigorous duties he has been chosen to do 
by the ghost of his father and also himself. Hamlet develops a recklessness of family and companions 
that keeps him from incriminating himself and thwarting his plans for revenge. In the end, it is Hamlet's 
perseverance and determination that keep him focused on his plan and gives him a relentlessness with 
which he pursues his goal. His behaviour causes him to develop the exact definition of melancholy, as 
defined by the medical field over the years. Shakespeare lived and wrote this play in a time where the 
medical profession was just beginning. The people relied upon ancient theories and practices that are 
no longer used in the medical field today An Analysis of Hamlet antic disposition is he mad? A close 
analysis of the play reveals that Hamlet is honest and rational. His actions and thoughts are a logical 
response to the situation in which he finds himself. However, he assumes antic-disposition to 
undercover the truth of his father’s death. In the first act, Hamlet appears to be very straightforward in 
his actions and thoughts. When interrogated by Gertrude about his melancholy appearance Hamlet says, 
Seems, madam? Nay it is know not seems (I, ii, 76). This is to say, I am what I appear to be. Later he 
makes a clear statement about his thoughts of mind when he commits himself to revenge. 

Hamlet says  

“I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records, all saws of books, all forms, all pressures past, that youth and 
observation copied there, And thy commandment all alone shall live Within the book and volume of 
my brain” (I, iv, 99-103). With this statement, the play makes a transition. He gives up the role of a 
student and mourning son and commits himself to nothing else but the revenge of his father’s death. 
There was of course no confusion and absolutely without sign of madness in Hamlet’s character. In 
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Chapel Scene, when Claudius is praying alone for his guilt, Hamlet accidentally sees him. He realizes 
that this is the perfect opportunity to perform the revenge. Seeing the opportunity, He says 

“Now might I do it pat, now a is a-praying and now I’ll do it, and so he goes to heaven, And so am I 
revenged? That would be scanned A villain kills my father, for that, I, his sole son, do this same villain 
send To heaven. O, this is hire and salary, not revenge” (III, iii, 73-79). 

Thus, it is understood that Hamlet was not mad; but was sound-minded. He was aware that if he killed 
Claudius, he would go to heaven upon death while his father’s soul was unprepared for death. 

Conclusion 

 The suspected treachery of his father's sudden death caused him great anguish. He was not much 
bothered of losing the crown. But he was deeply moved by what he considered his mother's incestuous 
and hasty marriage. Moreover, under the oppressive rule of Claudius his beloved Denmark was 
degenerating and plunged into the abyss of corruption and licentiousness. Everything seemed to be 
wrong. His father is dead, his mother dishonored, and his country disgraced and weakened. Under these 
conditions, he became melancholic and was in doubt whether or not it was worthwhile to live. All that 
he was chiefly interested had miserably failed. The men who were left did not interest him or the women 
either. He was thrown cruelly back upon himself, and obliged to weigh everything a different. His trust 
in the moral government of the world was taken aback and his moral faith was falling apart. All that 
was lovable to him had obviously been forsaken by heaven, and he was left to struggle on his own. 
Under these unfavorable circumstances he wishes he were dead, and cries against the world: 

"How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable Seem to me all the uses of this world!" (I. ii. 133-4.) 

This is how Hamlet’s melancholy is proved. It is the melancholy of the philosophical mind and is 
provoked by the evils suddenly plunged into his young life. The course of the play discloses his efforts 
to overcome his doubts and to reclaim his abiding faith in God and in goodness and for self-correction. 
The greatness of his mind and character becomes visible; when he soon recovers from the first impolite 
jolt he received; and holding his faith in the ultimate victory of truth and right, he concludes that "It is 
not, nor it cannot come to good." 
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