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How William Shakespeare’s Hamlet can be read as a camp performance of Hamlet’s unstable

identity.

William Shakespeare is known for being an intriguing-dynamical individual, whose
facets on the literary world remain largely relevant to this day. The very interplay of Hamlet’s
camp attitude mixed with the drama of Hamlet make for intriguing conversations on one of the
facets of lesbian, gay, and queer criticism. The reliving thing about Shakespeare is that you can
make your interpretations of what you make it. Arguments can be made for the camp presence
throughout Shakespeare plays, dramas, and sonnets; as others could also have a feminist,
ecocritical, psychoanalytic, and a myriad of perspectives on his works. Hamlet’s unstable
identity throughout is sure to be read a camp performance, especially as he embodies a multi-
personality disorder throughout. Lois Tyson’s Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide

Fourth Edition defines camp as

“A kind of exuberant self-expression characterized by irreverence, artifice, exaggeration,
and theatricality. Camp is ironic, witty, and humorous and often involves a blurring or crossing
of gender lines. Indeed, when drag is practiced in a flamboyant, theatrical manner, it is generally
considered camp. Moreover, camp is subversive in that it mocks authority and traditional
standards of behavior by imitating them in outrageous ways, often through the use of
exaggerated gestures, postures, and voice” (Tyson 286). There are a multitude of examples from
Hamlet as to how dissociatively dissonant his identities are, especially through the huge
soliloquy text on pg. 23. More specifically, Hamlet states “His canon ‘gainst self-slaugher. O
God, God, How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable Seem to me all the uses of this world! Fie on’t,
ah fie, ‘tis an unweeded garden That grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature Possess it
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merely. That it should come to this!” (Hamlet 1.2.23). This passage (in part from this specific
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section and in the entire spiel) makes Hamlet’s unstable identity very dramatic, in his own
introspection of the world being the unweeded garden of ‘weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable,’
which he sees as such a grotesque concrete image of corruption. More so, he shifts from
reflecting upon himself, to quickly shifting on his view of the world (as is). He complains about
the world and juxtaposes his opinions of the world with how disgusted he feels about it. This
rapid change of succession in tone throughout the entire soliloquy is such a camp performance of
Hamlet not only being extra but also being in direct contradiction throughout his
inconsistency/instability in tone. It feels contradictory that Hamlet feels so strongly, as if he’s
turning his critical eye back on himself, foreshadowing the undercuts in his earlier stances

(which occurs later on in the play).

Interestingly enough, camp is one of the newer concepts in the critical theory world, not
even surpassing being a century old. In a video clip of The Simpsons, every character of the cast
towards the end of the video dies in an exuberantly dramatic manner (Simpsons). Specifically,
even as Marge (Matriarch of the family) refuses to clean up the pile of dead bodies in-front of
her, she dramatically takes a sip of poison, instantaneously killing her. While everyone else faced
a tragedy of their own and died in their own way, Marge took it upon herself to join the rest of
the family, for no apparent reason. This camp interpretation of Hamlet through this lens is
pertinent in showing how relatable and comedically Hamlet (both character and play) is, and
how that serves as a camp feature of himself. Despite the end of The Simpsons episode, there’s
another clip where Bart expresses Hamlet being boring, despite every character being murdered.
However, Homer tells him that the story was made into a great movie called Ghostbusters, where
the Simpsons all dance to the iconic Ray Parker JR song. The Simpsons expression of Hamlet

seems to be exuberantly camp, relating Ghostbusters to the dramatic scene/s is quite comedical
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in their expressions of being outrageously subversive in going against standard modes of
behavior for that time-period. During this time, it would’ve been grave if Bart had stated he was
bored, despite most of the people surrounding him dying, and that’s quite an outrageous

statement to make in the first place.

Relatability is a sure characteristic of being camp, even if it is in exuberant, ridiculous,
and outrageous manners. For example, one set of lines from Hamlet that exemplify this is “My
fate cries out, And makes each petty arture in this body As hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve.
Still am I called. Unhand me gentlemen! By heaven I’ll make a ghost of him that lets me. I say
away! — Go on, I'll follow thee” (Hamlet 1.4.43). This heroic tone juxtaposes with this
melodramatic exaggeration of ‘hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve’ serving as an allusion
referencing Greek mythology and Hercules conquering against the Nemean Lion. It’s as if
Hamlet is serving in the role of being a hero, but in a way that’s bordering on parody/irony. It’s
also ironic that just a scene earlier, Hamlet was complaining about his grief and disgust against
the world but is now serving as a fearless hero who threatens anybody who attempts to hold him
back. There’s this line of being between such an eloquent and critical individual that juxtaposes
with being a fearless hero, as we all know (even by this point) that he’s deeply conflicted within
himself. This juxtaposition also serves as a temporary persona of his, one of the many he

attempts to embody throughout the rest of the play.

How could one be the hero, if they’re consistently conflicted within themselves and the
environment surrounding them? Hamlet exclaims “You cannot sir take from me anything that [
will more willingly part withal; except my life, except my life, except my life” (Hamlet 2.2.79).
Hamlet exclaims that you can’t take anything from him but his life, in a melodramatic tone. Just

some pages later, this is ironically juxtaposed with “Ay so, God bye to you. Now I am alone. O
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what a rogue and peasant slave am I!” (Hamlet 2.2.95). To go from such a heroic tone into one
that’s madly divining into the person he is, serves as an exuberantly camp expression of his
unstable identity. In relation to an identity that’s certainly in crisis, Scott Hogan’s Hamlet: An
Identity in Crisis brings up several good points and things to consider when talking about
Hamlet. Specifically, Hogan writes “If everyone around him can move on from the death, why is
Hamlet, other than specific grief of losing a parent perhaps, unable to find closure while even his
mother has moved on?” (Hogan). This is especially pertinent, as the reasoning for this could be
that he’s confronted with the idea that his own identity (something he’s set his own
understanding of—the world around him) isn’t his natural right. As gender conventions went for

the time this play was written, he’d become king right?

Well, Hamlet was forcibly having to grapple with this idea that being the king isn’t a part
of his identity that he embodies (Hogan). This pondering question of what Hamlet’s able to do,
now that he’s unable to do the very thing (succeed his father as king) he was born to do, bleeds
into his multi-identities throughout the play. It’s as if Hamlet goes into this spiral of identity from
the beginning of the play—where he is effectively having desires for death towards the end.
There’s an interesting interplay of Hamlet bringing up his uncle marrying his mother, and then
ironically subverting that with the shadow of his father’s death through “One scene of it comes
near the circumstance Which I have told thee of my father’s death I prithee when thou seest that
act afoot, Even with the very comment of thy soul Observe my uncle” (Hamlet 3.2.115). There’s
such excessive theatricality in Hamlet staging a play within a play in his interaction with Horatio.
Hamlet’s subversive in the way he was paralyzed by doubt (earlier in the play) in questioning
whether the ghost was a devil directly sent to torment him, but now he’s gleefully playing a

trickster sort of persona. This is pertinent through the line “O good Horatio, I’ll take the ghost’s
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word for a thousand pound. Didst perceive?” (Hamlet 3.2.127). Obviously, Hamlet’s
exaggeration through “for a thousand pound” reads as a hyperbolic oath and delivering the

message in such a theatrical manner.

In his interaction with Guildenstern, Hamlet also states “I am tame sir, pronounce”
(Hamlet 3.2.129). While this line would’ve been fine on its own—Hamlet juxtaposes this (just a
page later) with “Why look you now how unworthy a thing you make of me. You would play
upon me, you would seem to know my stops, you would pluck out the heart of my mystery”
(Hamlet 3.2.131). Hamlet initially presents himself as normal and compliant, almost as if he was
willing to be led through the word ‘tame’, though, this could also be of typical conventions of
respect with Guildenstern. However, his persona flippantly switches into a different persona
that’s very self-assertive, and there’s such a campy metaphor with Hamlet exaggerating his
refusal to be “played” into a performance of music, that’d be made up of outrage. It’s clear that
Hamlet isn’t tonally consistent, which is a strong camp example of destabilizing this idea of a

coherent identity, which Hamlet doesn’t come close to embodying.

It’s clear that Hamlet isn’t tonally consistent, which is a strong camp example of
destabilizing this idea of a coherent identity, which Hamlet doesn’t come close to embodying.
Specifically, when Hamlet kills Polonius, Hamlet then goes on an astronomical tirade to
Gertrude about her participating “In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed, Stewed in corruption,
honeying and making love over the nasty sty” (Hamlet 3.4.147). To go from murdering Polonius
and completely pivoting into these moralizing lectures towards Getrudes provides such a
shocking 180, it’s as if Hamlet himself took a complete whiplash during this scene. This scene is
certainly excessive, as he portrays the preacher, murderer, and yet, possesses a mind of the child

all at the same time. One example from his moralizing lecture towards Gertrude is
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“This was your husband. Look you now what follows. Here is your husband, like a
mildewed ear Blasting his wholesome brother. Have you eyes? Could you on this fair mountain
leave to feed And batten on this moor? Ha! have you eyes? You cannot call it love, for at your
age The heyday in the blood is tame, it’s humble” (Hamlet 3.4.145). Not only is Hamlet
practically mocking his mother for making such a poor choice, but he even questions if she has
eyes, calling her unhumble for her old age. In the journal of Literary Endeavour is A Critical
Study of Shakespeare s Hamlet by Dr. P. Madhan, where he puts his identity as best through
“Many confused feelings grip him to an extent that he is unable to plunge into action” (Madhan
205). Excluding the murder of Pelonius, it’s clear that Hamlet is struggling to grapple with his
identity, and how to navigate such. Even then, Hamlet has to navigate through the death of his

father and avenge his murder as a result.

There are tensions of campy madness in his soliloquy after hearing Fortinbras, berating
himself with “How all occasions do inform against me, And spur my dull revenge! What is a
man If his chief good and market of his time Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.”
(Hamlet 4.4.169). There’s such an abrupt switch of persona from being such a philosopher (when
conversating with Gertrude), transitioning towards this blood-thirsty avenger, Frankly, the self-
critique is hugely exaggerated throughout the soliloquy, with phrases like “Bestial oblivion”,
“craven scruple”, and “tender prince”. This exaggerated self-critique, and sudden transition feels
like a melodramatic performance of unnecessary remarks, that read as an exuberant statement of
Hamlet—as if these are his true intentions with the philosophical side of himself disappearing,
serving as a temporary mask. Frankly, the self-critique is hugely exaggerated throughout the

soliloquy, with phrases like “Bestial oblivion”, “craven scruple”, and “tender prince”. This

exaggerated self-critique, and sudden transition feels like a melodramatic performance of
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unnecessary remarks, that read as an exuberant statement of Hamlet—as if these are his true
intentions with the philosophical side of himself disappearing, serving as a temporary mask.
Hamlet’s reactions towards the multitude of things that he deals with throughout the play can be
summed in Hamlet As Shakespearean Tragedy: A Critical Study by Rameshsingh M. Chauhan
where “The defiant refusal to submit to injury, the desire to assert one’s identity by retaliation,
the gnawing ache to assault injustice by giving measure for measure—these are reflected in our
daily response to even the mildest of insults” (Chauhan 30). Hamlet clearly violates the atypical

moral law of doing no harm, and he does so for selfish reasons.

Hamlet refuses to tackle onto the emotional endeavors he’s sub pared with, because of the
fact he put it all on himself. As Hamlet jokes with the gravedigger in the first scene of act five,
it’s as if Hamlet is taunting the clown in a manner where he ironically puns him, especially with
“Why may not that be the skull of a lawyer? Where be his quiddities now, his quillets, his cases,
his tenures, and his trick?” (Hamlet 5.1.205). It’s as if Hamlet is punning on death himself, with
the number of questions and descriptions he asks the clown. A parody of his past demises, if you
will. After Hamlet’s curiosity gets the better of him, he then says “Let me see. Alas poor Yorick!
I knew him Horatio” (Hamlet 5.1.209). The seriousness of the moment between the Clown and
Hamlet is ruined by the fact Hamlet inserts his parody of knowing Yorick, despite quite literally
holding up his skull. A supposed grotesque scene is then ironically subverted through Hamlet’s
descriptive tangent. The end of Hamlet is often parodied as being one of the most dramatic
scenes in the play, as

“After her father, Polonius, is killed by Hamlet, she goes mad. Then she falls into a river
and drowns. Hamlet returns just as her funeral is happening. Laertes, her brother, decides to kill

Hamlet in revenge. He challenges Hamlet to a sword fight and puts poison on his own sword.
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Claudius makes some poisoned wine for Hamlet to drink in case that does not work” (Chauhan
32). It feels as if Hamlet’s instability is being showcased with campy elements like irony, wit,
and being dramatic, while Ophelia’s instability is instantly treated as a tragedy. Hamlet’s
instability feels like a performance of itself, especially during this sword fight, that he’s winning
at first. Though there are multiple deaths in quick and instantaneous swings, the duel is fueled

with poisoned swords and poisoned wine.

As Hamlet speaks to Horatio in justifying why he must act against Claudius, he lists the
crimes and and articulates his grievances through “Does it not, think thee, stand me now upon —
He that hath killed my king, and whored my mother, Popped in between th’election and my
hopes, Thrown out his angle for my proper life” (Hamlet 5.2.221). The way Hamlet frames this
is articulate in having clarity of his wrongdoings, a camp expression of being completely ironic
in listing his crimes, but not of his own. More intriguing, are the lines of “Was’t Hamlet wronged
Laertes? Never Hamlet. If Hamlet from himself be tane away, And when he’s not himself does
wrong Laertes, Then Hamlet does it not, Hamlet denies it. Who does it then? His madness”
(Hamlet 5.2.229). Hamlet quite literally splits his identity into two beings—one trueself and the
other being the mad Hamlet. This is quite an unstable identity, as he’s practically denying any
sort of responsibility for his actions through performing through such a fragmented self. His
apology is witty, and the irony stemming from this passage is absolutely theatrical, just as he
turns his apology into such a spectacle before the audience (Laertes and us as viewers of this
performance). The question of madness is certainly brewing. Is Hamlet mad, or is he

purposefully playing as mad?

This exact paradox is the thing that camp plays on—the unpredictability of what one may

do, and how far they’re going to purposefully take this fragmented identity of theirs and make it
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into a performance of his own. During the fifth act of the play, it’s obvious—the act is the result
of his moral sensibility and his determination never seeing its true fruition. As Hamlet finally
kills Claudis in forcing him to drink the poisonous potion, he doesn’t just kill him, he uses the
multitude of insults like “incestuous”, “murderous”, and “Damned Dane” as the cherry on top.
These pile of extra insults is a witty way of Hamlet saying his goodbyes, and that he can’t just
kill someone without them going out in some sort of style. It’s Hamlet’s way of saying that a
straightforward act of revenge just wouldn’t work, and how that moment needed to be ironic,
theatrical, and construed in a way where the performance of that in itself mattered just as much
as the killing. The final set of lines we get from Hamlet conclude that “Oh I die, Horatio, The
potent poison quite o’ercrows my spirit. [ cannot live to hear the news from England. But I do
prophesy th’election lights On Fortinbras; he has my dying voice. So, tell him, with th’occurrents
more and less Which has solicited — the rest is silence Dies ” (Hamlet 5.2.237). These are his
final words and moments, as he expressed through “The potent poison quite o’ercrows my
spirit”, in the poison taking over his spirit, yet, telling Horatio to tell his story, ending with a

witty remark of “The rest is silence”.

The rapid succession of moving from physically suffering from the poison to his final
words is quite campy, considering this tonal whiplash goes against the idea of him having a
coherent identity. There are multiple personas of his we see in his final moments—the
philosopher, victim, and poet with his final lines, being so cryptic, mysterious, and yet, dramatic
all at the same time. Hamlet was very hesitant, a critical-thinker, one who was always pertinent
about his actions and self. However, in this final act, he’s certain about performing an
exuberantly righteous role of being the hero. It’s intriguing to think about how Hamlet spent

most of the play in self-doubt and contradicting himself, and now speaks with absolute certainty



Brown 10

about the state of Fortinbras. There’s also a unique interplay with “The rest is silence”
undercutting his statement (in a very ironic manner) in cutting that certainty with ambiguity.
Grappling with identity and embodying a coherent self is one that Hamlet exemplifies
throughout the play. Each persona that Hamlet embodies counteracted the next one, especially
through his many tonal whiplashes, soliloquies, and self-contradictions. His final words of “the
rest is silence,” doesn’t leave closure of sorts. Hamlet is a theatrical spectacle of himself—
performing his instability as one, and one that embodies camp; a force that certainly doesn’t fear

to be reckoned with.
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