The Use of Tragedy in Hamlet and Richard II                                                                David Bell

All of Shakespeare's plays, of course, explore the human condition to at least some extent, but it his tragedies that brave the furthest quests for meaning.  Perhaps to Shakespeare, it is only when brought to the depths of despair that one will demand of the heavens, "Why?" In Hamlet and Richard II, despite differences in form the titular characters of both explore many of the same ideas.

In both plays, it is the same basic flaw that brings the characters to the inevitable tragic end: an inability to take the correct action.  For Hamlet, this manifests in his constantly refraining from following up on his oath of vengeance. He is so wrapped up in his plots and schemes that he overlooks the opportunities to kill Claudius, but then with a rash error of judgement slays the wrong man, goading Claudius to have him killed as a threat.  Richard, on the other hand, acts with the confidence of Divine Right, making foolish mistake after mistake with the conviction that God himself guarantees his correctness until Bolingbroke is forced to dethrone him or else live in exile, stripped of the title due him.  

As frustrating as it may be to watch these characters make such obvious errors to their own destruction, it forces us to face the fact that the correct decision, no matter how obvious from the outside, is often hard to find.  Neither character's mistakes are borne of mere whim, but they seem to be right at the time.  When Hamlet passes up on the chance to kill Claudius, it is because he believes his uncle has just completed his confession, and would ascend to heaven absolved of his sins and thus in reality go unpunished. "A villain kills my father; and for that,/ I, his sole son, do this same villain send/ to heaven./ O, this is hire and salary, not revenge." (Hamlet 3.3 80-83) Richard has been raised to believe that the king is ordained by God, and thus his actions are divinely infallible, and so the very idea that he could be opposed is contrary to his understanding of the world.  While they may not be on the same dramatic scope as these, everyone watching this play has had to make a decision that seemed right at the time, but instead lead to catastrophe.  The difference is only in scale.

Hamlet and Richard both speculate on that most Shakespearean topic, the nature of man.  Hamlet, playing the role of a melancholy, opines that man is but a "quintessence of dust," to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in Act 2, Scene 2.  But if he does not believe it at the time, he is forced to confront the ultimate fate of man in Act 5, Scene 1 when he holds the skull of his beloved jester from childhood and realizes that all men truly do become as nothing. When he watches Ophelia buried he is forced to realize that even virtue is no bar to the grave.

After Richard is deposed, he finds himself with more time to spend considering philosophy, and grasps a greater understanding than he ever did when he reigned.  Until this point, his identity was tied inextricably with the kingship and with England herself.  Deposed, he is forced to watch with confusion as Bolingbroke takes away his identity, leaving Richard to wonder who he is, and finally comes to the conclusion, "But whate'er I am,/ Nor I, nor any man that but man is,/ With nothing shall be pleas'd till he be eas'd/ With being nothing." (Richard II 5.5 38-41)

Richard and Hamlet both consider the nature of kingship, and both decide that it amounts to little more than the meager fate of man.  Richard, when formally ceding the crown to Bolingbroke, asks for a mirror so that he can see for himself how the loss of kingship has changed him.  Yet, he can see nothing different and shatters the glass, accusing it of lying to him.  Hamlet is even more visceral in his description, telling Claudius that kings and beggars both, in the end, only serve as food for worms and maggots.  When he holds Yorrick's skull, the truth truly sinks in. So-called greatness amounts to nothing.  "Imperious Caesar, dead and turn'd to clay,/ Might stop a hole to keep the wind away:/ O, that that earth which kept the world in awe/ Should patch a wall to expel the winter's flaw!" (Hamlet 5.1 210-214)

It is the nature of a tragedy that the characters can not reach the understanding that they need until it is too late to be saved by it.  The value is that we can place ourselves into these terrible positions that we would never likely experience in life, and glean something of the revelations offered without having to face the same consequences.  Shakespeare may not provide the answers, but he can lead us to a place where we can find them for ourselves. 
