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WOLFGANG H. CLEMEN

from The Development of
Shakespeare’s Imagery

The surprisingly sew possibilities of language which
make this play appear a turning point in the development
of Shakespeare’s style? seem to bave their origin in the
ty of Hamlct. The new language comes from him,
him it sttains to perfection. The language of the King
the Queen, of Laertes and Polonius, although subtly
adapted to their character, still treads the well-worn paths;
it is less novel, because the people by whom it is spoken
not in need of a new form of expression—on the con-
they may be more aptly characterized by a conven-
tional mode of speech. But Hamlet’s nature can only find
i in a wholly new language. This also applies to
i the imagery in the play. It is Hamlet who creates the most

significant images, images marking the atmosphere and
theme of the play, which are paler and less pregnant in
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the speech of the other characters. Hamlet's way of em- .

A little month, or ero those shoes were old -
she follow’d my poor father's body,
all toars: (Lii.147-49)

Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears
o (Li.154-55%)

the funera] baked meats
Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables. (Li.180-81)
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their subject matter, easy to understand; common and
ordinary things, things familiar to the man in the street
dominate, rather than lofty, strange or rare objects. Illu-
minating in this connection is the absence of hyperbole, of
great dimensions in his imagery. In contrast to Othello or
Lear, for example, who awaken heaven and the elements
in their imagery * and who lend expression to their mighty
ons in images of soaring magnificence, Hamlet prefers
tokecphislangnagewiminthescopeofreaﬁty.indeed,,'
within the everyday world. It is not spacious scenery and
* pature which dominate in Hamlet's imagery, but rather
{ trades and callings, objects of daily use, popular games
; and technical teyms; his images are not beautiful, poetic,
i magniﬁeem,bmcheyalwayshitthcirmark,thcmmrin
question, with surprisingly unerring surencss. They do not
waﬁthethingsotmalityinﬂondmmworldoftheimagina-
ﬂon;ontheeonmry,theymakothemtmlyred, they
reveal their inmost, naked being. All this, the wealth of
realistic observation, of real objects, of associations taken
to prove that Hamlet is no
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objective way of looking at things. But Hamlet ™
at bome in classical antiquity or Greek mythology,
clogy of 1aw, be is not only familiar with the
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Atap' game time, this wide range of imagery can, in
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Second Quarto with convinos
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of resolution

pale cast of thought,

pith and moment
(I11.i.84-88)

ly

peculiarly Hamlet’s. Here

the purpose of merely casting a

passage, “reflection
g it,

an injustice. For Hamlet does not
general maxim, but this
For this image is the uniquo

of the thought un:
it. If we say “reflection hinders
ght; it is much rather an

the thou,
thought.

action”—this phrase carries in it
somethin

on of this

more,

action,” he simply utters this image,

not utter that
difference.

hinders
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