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A Brief Note on Unindividualistic Ophelia, No. 1.

Noboru Fukushima

Compared to Shakespeare's unforgettable heroines, Desdemona, Cordelia, Imogen, and Juliet,
Ophelia stands out as being individualistic. As for Ophelia's unindividuality, A. C. Bradley points

out:

... she should not be the equal, in spirit, power or intelligence, of his famous heroines. If she
had been an Imogen, a Cordelia, even a Portia or a Juliet, the story must have taken another
shape. (129)"

In the case of Ophelia, her innocence implies purity and simplicity, but it also gives a strong
impression of ignorance and powerlessness. Compared to Cordelia, who professes honestly and
resolutely, "Nothing, my lord," (Lear 1.1.82)* in response to the foolish question of her father,
Ophelia is quite the opposite, and she bitterly breaks Hamlet's heart by following the advice of




her vulgar father and brother. She becomes her father's "puppet" and even serves to identify
Hamlet's madness. Why did Shakespeare depict Ophelia as such an undependable ignorant
woman? Is it to make Hamlet's isolated and miserable fight more conspicuous? Common sense
dictates that she, as Hamlet's lover, should be the only ally in the castle, except for Horatio, to do
her best to help Hamlet carry out his mission. But Shakespeare does not give Ophelia that role.
On the contrary, Shakespeare portrays her as a foolish woman who searches for her lover's identity
as a puppet of her father. For this reason, it seems as if Ophelia's innocence means nothing but
ignorance and helplessness. Is Ophelia really such a woman?

As is clear from the first monologue in Act 1, Scene 2, which curses Hamlet's mother: “O that
this too too sallied flesh would melt, / Thaw and resolve itself into a dew,” (Ham. 1.2. 129 -30)*,
Hamlet considers it a weakness of women in general because of his aversion of mother's dirtiness,
and also considering that Ophelia cannot escape the dirtiness as a woman. This is Hamlet's
prejudice, and it is not necessary to bring up Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to say that weakness
is not only a woman but also a man. Ophelia is the opposite of Cordelia, and in this play is the
opposite of Gertrude at the same time. If Gertrude is a dirty woman, Ophelia, as an innocent
woman, supports the dramatic effect of the play. Ophelia's innocence, ignorant of the evils of the
world, is exploited by the evils of the world, and she betrays her lover, but at the same time,
though she is innocent, she must sufferingly attempt to redeem the evils of this world. At the very
least, the scene of Ophelia's madness and death can only be expressed in such a way as to create
an emotional scene, which implies the depth of Hamlet's mourning. It is the purpose of this paper
to investigate the nature of the Ophelia image in this play, especially the substance of the
innocence from the above standpoint.

In the Shakespearean tragedy, the main character almost always disappears from the stage

before the final climax, and when he appears on the stage again, it is quite different from before.

The genius of Shakespeare, in part because it was necessary to give the main actor some rest
before his final climax performance, took advantage of these theatrical constraints in order to
change his perspective and recapture the reality of the tragedy more deeply. In King Lear there
are more than 400 lines from Act 3, Scene 7 to Act 4, Scene 5 in which the main character, Lear,
is absent, and the tragic life portrayed mainly by a blind Gloucester and a mad beggar, Edgar,
doubled with the tragic state of Lear, impresses us. Edgar's "the worst is not / So long as we can
say, 'This is the worst,"" (Lear 4.1. 27 -28) digs keenly into our hearts and gives us a glimpse of
the depths of Lear's troubles. Therefore, in Scene 5, in which Lear appears again before us
completely insane. Lear, once half mad, is now completely mad. Lear's distress in the meantime
is conveyed vividly to us through Gloucester's distress. What about Hamlet? There are still more
than 400 lines from Scene 5 through Scene 7 of Act 4 where Hamlet is absent in Hamlet. And the
central event in the absence of Hamlet is Ophelia's madness and death. Of course, the plot of
Laertes, who seeks Claudius for the truth of his father's death, and Claudius, who exploits Laertes
to plot Hamlet's assassination, is significant to the play's progress, but Ophelia's madness and
death are most important in terms of dramatic effect. The most striking feature of the absence of
the main character in Shakespeare's tragedy is that, even if there is no main character, the audience
will not forget the main character and will not be distracted by another person or incident, but will




be impressed us with the presence of the main character as intensely as the absence of the main
character. Hamlet, who will appear in Act 5, looks a lot different. (to be continued)

Former Professor
Nihon University

"' A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, (1904. Macmillan, 1974).
2 King Lear, the Arden Shakespeare, ed., Kenneth Muir (1964. Methuen, 1980).
3 Hamlet, the New Cambridge Shakespeare, ed., Philip Edwards (1985. Cambridge UP, 1988).
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