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A Brief Note on Unindividualistic Ophelia, No. 3 .

Noboru Fukushima

What strikes us most is the symbolic meaning of the flower distribution in this "Scene of
Madness." It is superficially nothing more than a list of flowery words, but by it we are shown
that the mad Ophelia accurately sees through people, especially the entity of King Claudius,
Queen Gertrude. It was beyond the imagination of Ophelia and was nothing but the truth in

madness. Unless Ophelia's sorrow in the scene of madness and death had approached us with




overwhelming force, this play would have become a bloodshed tragedy. What strikes us strongly
is not that Ophelia abandoned Hamlet, but that Hamlet abandoned Ophelia. Ophelia's love for
Hamlet never changed. It is Ophelia who, according to the advice of her brother and father,
refuses to return the letter to him, but this has nothing to do with Ophelia's love of Hamlet.
Otherwise, the sadness of “the Scene of Madness” would not have been so impressive. The
sadness of Ophelia's frenzy and death is the cruelty of her situation, which could be called the
cruelty of fate, but it is a patheticalness that is only possible on the premise of the cruel fate of
her beloved Hamlet, who abandoned her and killed her father. Therefore, we must now consider

what is meant by the so-called "Nunnery Scene" of Act 3, Part 1.

3. Nunnery Scene

The "Nunnery Scene" is where Hamlet returns the love letter to Ophelia and insulates himself
from her. This is not so much because of his anger at Ophelia's betrayal (as an enemy agent) as
it is because of his distrust of women in general, based on the collapse of the mother figure, and
his grief over their weakness, and his feeling that the only way to avoid the inevitable degradation
of women, as long as they live and marry, is to go to a nunnery. This must be the true meaning
of the line "Get thee to a nunnery," (Ham. 3.1.133). It has been a common interpretation since
Dover Wilson's argument that he is blindly angry at Ophelia's betrayal and tells Ophelia to " Get
thee to a nunnery " out of spite against her mother (193), but this is too pathetic for Ophelia and
too selfish for Hamlet. That would turn his love for Ophelia into hatred, and seriously
undermine Hamlet's character. The task Hamlet faces in this play is not as simple as avenging
his father's murder, which would solve the problem. The problem is to restore justice to this
Danish country and remove corruption and evil from this world. "That ever I was born to set it
right!" (Ham. 1.5.187). In order for him to carry out such a task, separation from Ophelia is
inevitable. However, in order for him to avoid becoming collateral damage on the path he is
about to take (a path of vengeance that could turn out to be the work of the devil if he makes a
mistake), he has to break up with this version of a weak woman. This must be Hamlet's true
intention in abandoning Ophelia, and it seems to be the painful part of this scene.

When Hamlet asks Polonius, "Have you a daughter?" (Ham. 2.2.179), and Ophelia, "Where's
your father?" (Ham. 3.1.129), he must have seen something resembling his relationship with his
mother Gertrude in Polonius and Ophelia's father-daughter relationship. Just as his mother's
feelings of adultery and immorality curse his " this too sullied flesh" that was descended from
him, he cannot help but think of the shadow that Polonius' vulgarity and crooked disposition cast
on this pure and lovely girl. If one part of the responsibility that led Hamlet to abandon Ophelia
lies in the corruption of his mother Gertrude, the other part is in the crooked behavior of Ophelia's

father. Ophelia is therefore prevented from achieving love by two of her lovers: Gertrude, who



laments "I have been my Hamlet's wife:" (Ham. 5.1.233), and her father, who admonishes "Do
not believe his bows," (Ham. 1.3.126).

Strangely enough, the relationship between mother and son and between father and daughter
shows similar distortion. It shows the dangerous nature of the parent-child relationship, where
Gertrude is the one who makes Hamlet and Polonius the one who makes Ophelia unhappy.
Hamlet's question shows that he is very conscious of it. The same kind of consideration for

Ophelia as a victim may be in Hamlet, which leads to "Get thee to a nunnery." (to be continued)

* This paper is based on Noboru Fukushima. "Innocence in Ophelia [Ophelia No

m

Inosensu]." Journal of English Language and Literature. Vol. 32 (The English Literature
Society of Nihon University, 1984), 17-28.
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