Hamlet

Points to ponder:

The genre – the revenge tragedy was a ‘cult’ genre of the Renaissance. How does the play deal with this? Why? (This could be related to the other issues of metatheatre and black humour, mentioned below)

The use of parallels – think of the many revenger figures in the play. Why are there so many variations of the same theme?

Family dynamics – psychoanalytical criticism has long scrutinised Hamlet. Whether you invest in this particular approach or not, it is worth exploring the way in which familial relationships feed into the tragic momentum of the play.

Related to this – the portrayal of women and misogyny.

Madness – what does it mean for Hamlet? For Ophelia?

Metatheatre – the players and the play-within-the-play (Compare the function of metatheatre here to the inset play in a Midsummer Night’s Dream)

Humour

Suggested reading:

Shakespearean criticism, as you are aware by now, is almost infinite, and a rather alarming amount of it is about Hamlet. The list below merely maps out some of the best-known (and most influential) work on the play. 

The background:

Bowers, Fredson, Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy, 1587-1642 (1959) [Especially chapters 1-3]

Bullough, Geoffrey, Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare (London: RKP, 1973) [Very useful collection of most of the source narratives used by Shakespeare, including the ones for Hamlet (in Vol. 7)]

Drakakis, John, and Naomi Liebler, eds., Tragedy (1998)

Eagleton, Terry, Sweet Violence (2002)

Neill, Michael, Issues of Death: (Oxford: OUP, 1997) [Especially chapters 6 and 7]

Other plays that influenced or were influenced by Hamlet:

Kyd, Thomas, The Spanish Tragedy (1587)

Stoppard, Tom, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (c.1966)
The collections:

Bevington, David, ed., Twentieth Century Interpretations of 'Hamlet' (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1968)

Brown, John Russell, and Bernard Harris, eds., Hamlet. Stratford-upon-Avon Studies 5 (London: E. Arnold, 1963)

Burnett, Mark Thornton, and John Manning, eds., New Essays on Hamlet (New York: AMS Press, 1994)

Coyle, Martin, ed., Hamlet - New Casebook series (London: Macmillan, 1992) 

Jump, John, ed., Hamlet - Casebook Series (London: Macmillan, 1968) 

Muir, Kenneth, and Stanley Wells, eds., Aspects of 'Hamlet' (Cambridge: CUP, 1979)

Shakespeare Survey: Vols. 9 and 45 (Cambridge: CUP, 1956 and 1993) [Mainly essays on Hamlet]

The classics:

Bradley, A. C., Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) 

Eliot, T.S., ‘Hamlet,’ in Selected Essays (London: Faber, 1932)

Jones, Ernest, Hamlet and Oedipus (1949)

Wilson Knight, G., The Wheel of Fire (London, 1930: rev. edn, 1947)

Wilson, John Dover, What Happens in Hamlet (Cambridge: CUP, 1935)

…and they keep coming:

Calderwood, James L., To Be and Not To Be: Negation and Metadrama in ‘Hamlet’ (New York, 1983)

de Grazia, Margreta, ‘Hamlet the Intellectual’ in The Public Intellectual ed. By Helen Small (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002)

Greenblatt, Stephen, Hamlet in Purgatory (2001)

Kerrigan, John, ‘Remember Me! Horestes, Hieronymo and Hamlet’, ch. 7 in Revenge Tragedy: Aeschylus to Armageddon (Oxford: OUP, 1996)

Lacan, Jacques, ‘Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet’, Yale French Studies 55-56 (1977), 11-52

Lee, John, Shakespeare’s Hamlet and the Controversies of Self (Oxford: OUP, 2000)

Levin, Harry, The Question of 'Hamlet' (New York, 1959)

Pennington, Michael, Hamlet: A User’s Guide (London: Nick Hern Books, 1996; repr. 2000)

Salkeld, Duncan, Madness and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare (New York:  Manchester U P, 1993)
Showalter, Elaine, “Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness and the Responsibilities of Feminist Criticism,” in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. by Patricia Parker and Geoffrey Hartman (1985), pp.77-94

Watts, Cedric, Hamlet: Harvester New Critical Introductions to Shakespeare (Hemel Hempstead : Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1988).
