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Our Life as Hamlet 

Most of the stories we encounter are part of the hero’s journey. Hamlet’s distinction in 

this comes with the realization upon the achievement of its purpose. Hamlet does not become an 

existential hero only in the soliloquy, but as in most stories, through the symbolism of not only 

himself, but also all from the entire catalogue of characters in the play.  

We can discover the purpose of this symbolism with Joseph Campbell in his work: The 

Hero with a Thousand Faces. A brief analysis of the hero’s journey stripped of all of the nuances 

that give us the details that are important in the journey unfold thusly: The hero comes to a point 

in his life where he must exit the frame that has comforted him for his entire life. He is there met 

by a guide who guides him for a time once he is beyond the frame. He then encounters a gate 

keeper that allows him to pass to the next part of his journey, where he then must proceed on his 

own. At this point in his journey, the hero learns something of value that changes the complexion 

of his life entirely. Upon returning into the frame, the hero finds his world altered. Sometimes 

the hero is able to cope and coexist within the frame. In this situation, the hero guides his people 

to greater heights and becomes an inspiration to all. However, on occasion the hero returns to his 

frame without the wherewithal to adjust. This is where we meet Hamlet in the midst of this great 

tragedy.  

Hamlet, in this story, is the modern day hero who has exited his frame.  It is important to 

note that in Hamlet we do not see the catalyst that propels him on his quest. In other fairy tales 
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we see an object or person that inspires our hero to go on his quest. In Hamlet, the reader only 

knows that the hero has exited the scene for some time in order to go to college. He returns to 

find his father dead and his mother married to his uncle whom he perceives to be a swine. His 

melancholy is extremely palpable, and much of his fury is directed at his mother. To Hamlet, his 

father was the very picture of perfection, and to see his mother succumb to the overly blemished 

and unsuitable replacement is more than he can bear. 

This is where the genius and forward thinking mind of Shakespeare takes place. As 

mentioned before, Hamlet had no catalyst to propel him on his quest. As readers, we can take 

note that the reason for his quest was not inspirational, but obligatory. He went to college, 

because he was expected to go to college. It’s what many of our high school students face today. 

There is to rite of passage that teaches us how to be adults. We are instead simply labeled one 

once we have reached the default age set by society. A death, especially in literature, does not 

pass without significance. Usually, it is a type of symbol. The death of his father need not be 

literal, and the replacement of his dearly departed daddy and subsequent replacement with an 

inferior human being, may not be literal as well.  

Hamlet was forced to leave his frame by convention rather than inspiration. He was a 

fully functioning and intelligent being, but while he was inside his frame he learned nothing 

about imperfection. He was spoon-fed his own reality. Perhaps he was told that he could be 

anything that he wanted to be, and that he could accomplish all of his goals in life simply by 

eating his broccoli. However, what he encountered whilst in college was an education; 

something that stripped the world of its previous simplicity. Thus, we have the figurative death 

of the father. The once perfect being is seen as a human, whereas he was idolized previously. It 

is common for families to have that one uncle that doesn’t quite measure up to family standards. 
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He is a screw up that doesn’t garner respect from the rest of the family unit. Now it becomes 

possible for Claudius not to be an actual human being, but rather a projection of his father’s 

imperfections.  

Following this reasoning, we can guess as to what is really troubling the young prince 

about his mother. Oedipal complexes are fairly common. That is why we have this fixation on 

incest within the play. After all, how can a man stand to live in a world where he no longer finds 

his own mother attractive?  Therefore, it is understanding that he should hold his mother to a 

higher standard than he does his father. He is disappointed that his father is not who he thought 

he was, but is absolutely disgusted with the complete obtuseness of his mother. “How can she 

not see this? Why does she put up with him? Surely, she is more intelligent than this.” He strives 

to find something redeemable in her character, because after all, the mother is the nurturer, but 

he has simply become too educated, too intelligent to let her faults pass under a blind eye. The 

deconstruction of his father and mother has now made the frame a very uncomfortable place for 

him. He does not know how to navigate through a world that is no longer his own.  

Thus begins the existential crisis. How does one adjust to a world that no longer defines 

him? It is what gives credence to the name of our title character; a hamlet being a small town 

without a church of its own. Hamlet is a person who no longer subscribes to the belief system of 

his frame. He has grown to find his own understanding of the world and can no longer see eye to 

eye with the people who raised him. An alternative way of seeing this is to approach it from a 

political perspective. This happens to many people in our society today. They go to school only 

to become implanted with liberal ideas that expand beyond their parents’ conservative 

understanding of the world. This makes Gertrude and Claudius’s confusion of Hamlet’s 

melancholy at the beginning of the play all the more understandable.  
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Now back to death and symbolism. The murder of Polonius is the killing of naiveté. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are the death of childhood indulgence as well as means to progress 

the plot. Ophelia is where it becomes really interesting. Her death is a cautionary tale about 

finding out too much too soon. Without the aid of her father, naïve as he is, she is propelled into 

a reality without the tools to adjust to the harshness of the world around her. Hamlet 

contemplates suicide, gives the oft repeated soliloquy over the subject, but she follows through 

with it. Why? Was she braver than Hamlet? Campbell addresses this in his series with Bill 

Moyers, The Power of the Myth. In this interview, he explains that if one is not able to complete 

their hero’s journey that it has the potential to lead to insanity.  

Hamlet “feigns” insanity. The important word in the last sentence is the verb: feigns. He 

pretends to be something he’s not in order to bide his time to figure out what he wants to do. He 

is still tethered into the frame by his beliefs and desires. On the other hand, upon the death of her 

father, Ophelia finds her frame prematurely destroyed. She is left without the tools to cope with 

the world that surrounds her, and she doesn’t have the guide she needs to explain to her just 

exactly how the world works. Her father is dead, Hamlet has run away, and her brother is off on 

his own quest. Without a frame to support her at all, and without any of the tools she needs in 

order to adjust to her surroundings, she does go insane. It could be the reason why her death does 

not receive its own scene and setting. It happens away from the stage as she just fades away into 

obscurity.  

Her death has a profound effect on our hero and serves as the catalyst that brings him 

ever so close to completing his journey. After seeing the destruction that his new philosophy has 

caused, he edges closer to the understanding he needs. He jumps into the grave to fight himself. 

Laertes is now in exactly the same place Hamlet was at the beginning of the play, so happens to 
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be a mirror image to Hamlet and his anger. They grapple, and when Hamlet comes away from it, 

he seems to have a clearer idea of what he needs to do.  

He is on the verge of becoming an adult. When we lose the ego that we have held on to 

for so long and discover that we are all just human beings that are on this journey together, we 

can say that we’ve truly arrived. Hamlet is almost there when all hell breaks loose. He kills his 

anger, but only after his anger has done too much damage already. In the scene where he kills 

Claudius, he appears to merge with him. He holds the cup to his lips and forces him to drink. It’s 

an odd act of communion. Hamlet then dies with Horatio, the intellectual at his side weeping the 

loss of his soul.  

The third Hamlet of the story enters the play. He has achieved his purpose of completing 

his journey, but has no understanding of how he came to this location. He then sends Hamlet off 

with the greatest misinterpretation of the entire play. The irony of sending him off as a warrior 

and accepting this pseudo rite of passage instead of the one that actually occurred is a travesty. 

He has accepted his place.  

Hamlet is a tragedy that shows how the understanding we wish to achieve sometimes 

comes at a price. We kill our fathers in order to become them. The newly formed liberal is just as 

vehement and vitriolic as the conservative father. The person who loses their beliefs adheres just 

as tightly to whatever it is that they now believe. The existential crisis unfolds to its conclusion. 

Everybody dies. It may not be the happiest ending to the journey of the hero, but it appears to be 

the most common.  

 

 

  

 


