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and is voiced by Hamlet in the scenes where the King
tries to discover what has become of the body.

The theories which undertake to explain the nature
of the "antic disposition" which Hamlet hinted that he
might assume do not satisfy me that the heart of that
mystery has been plucked out. But the key to it may
be read engrossed upon his tablets. The subsequent
behavior of Hamlet is the exact counterpart in Irony of
the conviction that was so suddenly thrust upon him,
and terribly emphasized by his father, that a man may
smile and be a villain. To this point let a few pages of
explanation be accorded.

In the first place, I notice that the behavior of Hamlet,
which has the reputation of being feigned, is a genuine
exercise of Irony, and consequently covers a feeling
and purpose that are directly opposite to its tone of
lightness; but it results organically from Hamlet's new
experience, and does not require to be premeditated as
madness would be. We see his vigorous and subtle
mind set open by the revelations of the ghost; but it is
too well hung to be slamming to and fro in gusts of real
madness, and its normal movement shuts out the need
of feigning. When his father first tells that he has
been murdered, we find that Hamlet thinks himself
quite capable of decision: there is no infirmity of purpose
in that early mood to sweep to his revenge "with
wings as swift as meditation or the thoughts of love."
What is it that converts this mood into an irresoluteness
which contrives the whole suspense, and in fact
gives us the whole tragedy? First, partly, that his
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