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Abstract 

 

In this study, I analyse Shakespeare’s revenge tragedy Hamlet with a Bakhtinian close 

reading. Using Bakhtinian concepts, such as carnival, dialogism, polyphony and 

heteroglossia, together with contextualising materials, I analyse Shakespeare’s use of 

ambiguous language as contextual communication. I also discuss the pedagogical 

implications of my analysis for ESL in Upper Secondary School in general and the Swedish 

curriculum in particular, by drawing on sociocultural theory. My findings suggest that 

Shakespeare consistently enacts carnivalesque elements through heteroglossia, manifested in 

ambiguous language filled with juxtaposition and sociohistorical allusions. Moreover, the 

Bakhtinian perspective enables a reading where even the soliloquys become expressions of 

dialogism as emotions, explicit or implicit, are played against each other in a polyphony also 

populated by voices, living and dead. My findings also shed light on the analysis’s 

consistency with sociocultural theory and the pedagogical potential in an approach that 

embraces the plurality of arguments and complexity of contexts in relation to teaching 

Hamlet. 
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1. Introduction 

  

Arguably the most famous writer in the English language, Shakespeare continues to pose a 

challenge to every reader, audience, and thus teacher.1 His revenge tragedy, Hamlet, is a 

major classic that has served many different social and political functions in global 

productions, and is widely taught in schools, regardless of level (Miola xxv; Kliman xiii) . In 

the story of the play, Hamlet, after the murder of his father, the king, sets out to take revenge 

upon his uncle, Claudius, and is faced with moral issues and existential questions about love 

and death, family and free will, madness and memory. True to its genre, it ends with utter 

death. Any analysis attempting to fully capture the many complexities of the play requires a 

close reading that acknowledges the multitude of different voices and unsettling elements. In 

the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin, literary texts are essentially seen as dialogic exchanges 

taking place on different levels at the same time and whose active elements depend on the 

sociohistorical context (Holquist 68-69).2 Bakhtin’s ideas are close to those of Lev Vygotsky, 

whose sociocultural theory also stresses social factors as crucial for learning, as well as 

seeing thoughts as inner speech (79-80). Shakespeare was a poet of the people, whose plays 

continue to be social events that come to life through the interaction between actors and 

audience (Miola xxv). Teaching that aims to bring his texts to life in the classroom should 

therefore also spring from a pedagogic theory that views learning as a social process of 

interaction with other people, as well as a focus on dialogue, whether it be Hamlet’s 

existential “To be or not to be” soliloquy, or Claudius’s first speech establishing himself as 

the newly married king (Shakespeare 3.1.57-91; 1.2.1-40). The purpose of this study is thus 

twofold: it will firstly address the polyphonic aspects of Shakespeare’s Hamlet by applying a 

Bakhtinian close reading of the play; and secondly, discuss the pedagogical implications for 

teaching Hamlet by drawing on sociocultural theory as developed by Vygotsky.   

 

 

 

                                                           
1 See the Modern Library, William Shakespeare Complete Works, 2007, “offer[ing] the complete texts of every 
comedy, tragedy, and history play, along with key facts about each work, a plot summary, major roles, sources, 
textual history, glossaries, and other helpful textual notes.” (back cover).  
2 Unless stated otherwise, most references to Bakhtin will be indirect sources through Collington (2011), 
Tagizadeh (2015) and Holquist (2002), the latter being a distinguished scholar within the field and as has written 
several books on Bakhtin. 
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2. Background 

 

In this part I will offer a brief overview of earlier research in the field. The focus will be the 

works on Hamlet, both scholarly criticism and with regards to teaching specifically. I will 

also address Bakhtinian theory in relation to literature in general and Shakespeare in 

particular. As for the chosen literary text, I will be using the Norton Critical Edition of 

Hamlet (2011), edited by Robert S. Miola, as the primary source, to whose footnotes, 

contextual material and critical interpretations I am greatly indebted to. Finally, I will discuss 

relevant research within sociocultural theory on reading comprehension. 

 

2.1 Research on Hamlet 

 

The study of Hamlet has engaged critics from close to every critical perspective imaginable.3 

One of the earlier trends when studying Shakespeare was to adopt a new historicist 

perspective by using E. M. W. Tillard’s The Elizabethan World Picture (1943) to investigate 

the norms and politics of that time (Peck 182). However, there has been an opposite trend of 

reading Hamlet as a timeless tragedy, which consequently, according to de Grazia, has 

overlooked “the specificity of its historical setting” (Grazia 341). In ‘Hamlet’ Without 

Hamlet, 4 she investigates the historical allusions and context of Hamlet, thus underlying the 

close association between tragedy and history (Grazia 340). Besides being an intriguing read 

– whose historically contextualising themes are enough to inspire interdisciplinary teachings 

of the play as part of history classes as well as English – it also hints at concerns of more 

specific interest to Bakhtinian theory (Grazia 348). As an example, Margreta shows how the 

play enacts the concept of carnival, as it “targets monarchs with unusual frequency, in word 

and deed,” leaving “Denmark with no king on the throne”  (Grazia 348-49). Her criticism 

also offers an invaluable source of possible historical allusions and themes whose clues could 

be unlocked through a close reading of heteroglossia (the contextually dependent meanings of 

words).5 

 

                                                           
3 See W.W. Norton, Hamlet (2011) Criticism (231-353). 
4 In this study, I will reference to an extract from her book as cited in Hamlet (2011) Criticism (339-353).  
5 For example, Hamlet referring to himself by using the words “antic disposition,” a possible hint at the 
“antiqueness” of The Hystorie of Hamblet (346). 
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Another area of interest has been the theme of existentialism in Hamlet, such as in Shahid 

Beheshti’s and Gholamreza Samigorganroodi’s “To Thine Own Self Be True” (2015). Their 

analysis shows how ”Hamlet is an existential alienated hero whose self-consciousness drives 

him to dwell and muse upon the condition of human existence and his own situation in an 

‘out-of-joint’ world” (Beheshti 27). In their read, the play quickly develops the idea of 

identity, starting with the question “Who’s there?” further deepened with Hamlet’s existential 

crisis, were “the painful freedom to choose and act” finally leads him to a new level of self-

awareness (Beheshti 27-28). The coming-of-age aspect of the play, here focused through an 

existentialist perspective, will always be relevant to the teaching of it, not least because 

education in itself is a process of becoming. 

 

In “Shakespeare as a Second Language,” Astrid Yi-Mei Cheng and Joe Winston argue for the 

inclusion of Shakespeare in the Taiwanese curriculum by showing how the mastering of 

Shakespeare can be personally liberating, rather than “culturally oppressive for non-

Anglophone students” (Cheng 541). By drawing on the theories of Bakhtin and Bourdieu, the 

article shows how Shakespeare appeals to the cultural and intellectual, as well as the playful, 

dimensions and makes a strong point of how the musicality, power and intimacy of 

Shakespeare’s language appeals to students and could improve their semantic and pragmatic 

competence in ESL (Cheng 445-450). Their article has been an inspiration for this study, 

especially in the sense of offering insightful arguments as to the importance of Shakespeare 

in ESL education. 

 

2.2 Bakhtinian theory and research 

 

Here, I will discuss Bakhtin’s ideas of language and literature, by addressing relevant 

concepts that will direct my analysis of Hamlet, as well as research on Bakhtin and literature. 

 

Central to Bakhtin’s theory of literature is the idea of dialogue as the defining feature of 

subjectivity, because “identity and consciousness are shaped through the relationship with the 

other person” (Taghizadeh and Faizi 1). Simply put, life is seen as synonymous with 

participation in dialogue. Aside from only referring to verbal interaction, dialogue for 

Bakhtin also refers to the “relation conversations manifest,” in other words, “the conditions 

that must be met if any exchange between different speakers is to occur at all” (Holquist 40). 
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The room for differences, as in different persons with different utterances, is secured through 

dialogue and their coexistence, or simultaneity, is the defining feature of dialogism (Holquist 

40). Consequently, in dialogism, nothing exists on its own, existence is “the event of co-

being” in an incalculable interconnectedness, or if you will, a constant “mutuality of 

differences” (Holquist 41).  

 

Just as structuralists, Bakhtin’s ideas can be said to have sprung from the Russian formalist 

movement by sharing an interest in the methods of narrative and literary styles (Peck 189-

190). But where the formalists’ scientific and ahistorical outlook led them to exclusively 

focus on the technicalities, and the methods of mystification, of texts, Bakhtin, much like the 

New Historicists, also acknowledged the social and ideological dimension of language (Peck 

190). Thus, for Bakhtin, words in literature are not part of the impersonal code of language 

but as discourse directly dependent on “particular subjects in specific situations” (Holquist 

68). Consequently, literature is a form of communication rather than an independent object, 

as it, like other types of expressions, depends on the sociohistorical context “at work when 

the text is produced and when it is consumed” (Holquist 68-69).  

 

The situation that operates the meaning of utterances in literary texts, Bakhtin calls 

heteroglossia. It is a situation in which the subject is “surrounded by the myriad responses he 

or she might make at any point, but any of which must be framed in a specific discourse 

selected from the teeming thousands available” (Holquist 69). Moreover, what can be seen as 

central to  idea of heteroglossia is the notion that the meaning of a word just uttered will be 

dependent on the circumstantial and unstable conditions of that specific time and place 

(Holquist 69-70). The fact that it is nearly impossible to decipher all the details that might 

influence the meaning of dialogues in plays such as Hamlet, for example tone of voice and 

subtle body language, gives further emphasis to the Bakhtinian notion of literature as 

essentially unfinalizable – that is, constantly developing, out of reach for any one-sided 

interpretation (Taghizadeh and Faizi 110).  

 

Bakhtin uses the concept of polyphony to show the potential of dialogic form in allowing 

fictional characters to express their unique identity freely. In a polyphonic work, all voices 

are given the right to their own opinion and integrity and thus respond to each other by 

acknowledging the desires and presence of others (Taghizadeh and Faizi 1). The domination 

of the author is thus undermined as “the consciousness of the various characters does not 
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merge with the author’s nor do they become subordinated to the authors viewpoint” (Selden 

40). Polyphony, as a concept, is thus both descriptive, describing the ways in which fiction 

works, and normative as an aesthetic ideal. Moreover, to distinguish dialogue from 

polyphony, the former refers to the interaction of two voices and the latter to that of three or 

more (Taghizadeh and Faizi 1).  

 

If dialogism is referring to the text’s form, carnival underpins its optimal content, and can be 

described as when “the jolly relativity of all things is proclaimed” (Taghizadeh and Faizi 2, 

Selden 41). As with dialogue and polyphony, carnival is anti-authority communication, since 

it mocks everything serious, formal and totalitarian by degrading the hierarchies and enemies 

of free speech among characters (Selden 41). Although a carnivalesque situation may be 

occasional, it is effectful in giving all characters in a scene the power to be heard and 

participate (Taghizadeh and Faizi 2). Through this concept, Bakhtin argues that major literary 

works, such as Hamlet, may be multi-levelled and resistant to unification, and is therefore 

unfinalizable (Selden 41). Furthermore, carnival help to breaks the division between actors 

and audience as carnival embraces all people; rather than just seeing a spectacle, the people 

participate in it (Taghizadeh and Faizi 2).   

 

As for Bakhtinian theory on drama, the research has been challenging towards Bakhtin’s 

personal views on that genre as missing the dialogic discourse required for the diversity of 

voices he calls heteroglossia (Collington 237-38). In fact, Bakhtin went as far as dismissing 

Shakespeare as theoretically uninteresting: “to speak of a fully formed and deliberate 

polyphonic quality in Shakespeare’s dramas is in our opinion simply impossible” (Bakhtin 

34). Consequently, Bakhtinian research on drama, including this study, has been setting out 

to prove him wrong. In “Sallets in the Lines to Make the Matter Savoury'', Philip D. 

Collington argues that “drama can generate the lively dialogic interanimations that Bakhtin 

limited to novelistic discourse” by investigating Shakespeare’s use of speech genres in Act 

Two, Scene Two, of Hamlet (Collington 238). His study seeks to show that “we have in no 

way exhausted the search and recovery of historicized heteroglossia or lost elements of the 

Elizabethan apperceptive background” in regards to Shakespearian drama (Collington 266). 

  

Moreover, recent scholarship on Bakhtinian theory has also problematised his stark notion of 

monologism, such as authoritarian and scientific texts, as the opposite of dialogism, as found 

in the novel, by stressing that most discourse is naturally dialogic to some extent (Brown 
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277). In “The Moral Self and Ethical Dialogism,” Vivienne Brown discusses the ethical 

discourse of three literary texts – including Hamlet – and shows how “Bakhtinian dialogism 

structures certain forms of ethical discourse,” such as Hamlet’s moral conflicts (Brown 276). 

She argues that the soliloquys of the first three acts indicates a “moral dialogism” that 

transcends in Act Four and ends in a “moral monologism” in Act Five as Hamlet accepts his 

destiny (Brown 295).    

 

As for Bakhtinian research on the novel, in “Dialogism and Carnival in Virginia Woolf’s To 

the Lighthouse” (2015), Hamed Faizi and Ali Taghizadeh investigated the dialogic and 

carnivalesque aspects in Woolf’s novel (Taghizadeh and Faizi). With a special focus on the 

voice of Mr. Ramsay, the article tries to show how a carnivalesque narrative is created in 

which voices that try to establish dominance is disrupted by the antiauthoritarian discourse of 

the other characters (Taghizadeh and Faizi 109). Although they share Bakhtin’s interest in the 

novel, and not the play, Faizi’s and Taghizadeh’s article has been a valuable inspiration for 

this study, especially their insightful account of Bakhtin’s concepts, such as carnival, 

dialogue and polyphony, as earlier described. 

 

2.3 Sociocultural theory and research 

 

In this part, I will address the sociocultural ideas and research concerning language learning I 

see relevant for my discussion of the pedagogical implications that follows my analysis.   

 

For Vygotsky, just as Bakhtin, learning to talk is synonymous with learning to think, since 

language is seen as the organizer of thoughts (Holquist 80). Put differently, “human 

psychological functions are meditated by social practices and cultural artefacts,” language 

being the most important one (Azabdaftari 104). Mediation refers to the using of cultural 

tools and artefacts, for example language, in social situations, and is thus seen as central to 

the learning process in sociocultural theory (Sawyer 60-61). Moreover, Vygotsky argues that 

external speech is “internalized through mediation,” which means that publicly derived 

speech, for example from parent to child, becomes part of a person’s inner private speech, in 

other words thinking (Tahmasebi 43). The underlying logic is as follows: linguistic activities 

cannot be understood if not seen as manifestations of thought, and thought cannot be 

explained without its linguistic manifestation (Azabdaftari 106). Vygotsky also shares 
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Bakhtin’s view of language as not fixed but shaped by cultural development in human history 

(Tahmasebi 43). Moreover, he makes a distinction between the referential or lexical meaning 

of a word and its pragmatic or contextual meaning – the former being more conventional; 

Vygotsky showed more interest in the latter, what Bakhtin might call heteroglossia 

(Azabdaftari 106).  

 

A central concept in sociocultural theory is the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which 

refers to the point where the learner has two levels of learning potential: one of these is 

reachable by itself, the intramental plane, while the other is only reachable with the 

assistance of another, this is the intermental plane (Tahmasebi 44). Thus, ZPD highlights the 

fact that we humans are interdependent and social interaction is crucial for the development 

of knowledge (Tahmasebi 44). To Vygotsky, ZDP is “the area of immature, but maturing 

(psychological) process” (Sadeghi 132).  

 

Cooperative learning, taking place in the intermental plane, is described by Vygotsky as 

scaffolding (Tahmasebi 45). In scaffolding, the other, preferably an expert, acts as a mediator 

in helping the learner develop his or her knowledge and level of thinking (Tahmasebi 44). 

The goal in scaffolding is to develop a level of self-regulation, which refers to “the learners 

ability to perform cognitive tasks independently based on a prior social process,” and is thus 

related to the concept of internalised private speech (Tahmasebi 44). Since sociocultural 

experiences are paramount in the sociocultural understanding of learning, focus lies in the 

learning processes and not so much on the educational outcomes (Tahmasebi 44). Moreover, 

as participation is seen as somewhat synonymous with learning, sociocultural theory tends to 

blur the distinction between cognition and affect as discussed in other theories (Azabdaftari 

107-108). 

 

Being one of the most influential learning theories, there has been an extensive research 

within sociocultural theory in relation to the teaching of reading in L2 education. Two studies 

are especially significant for this study, namely Soheila Tahmasebi and Morteza Yamini’s 

“Linking Task-based Language Teaching and Sociocultural Theory” (2011) and “Shadow-

Reading Effect on Reading Comprehension” (2016), by Elahe Sadeghi, Akbar Afgari and 

Gholam-Reza Zarei.  

 

The former article sets out to examine the effect of scaffolding and private speech in the 
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development of EFL learners’ reading skills and also how their social or interpersonal 

activities might influence their performance (Tahmasebi 41). 54 students were divided into 

two groups, their performance was video-taped and later used for discourse analysis with 

focus on accuracy, complexity and fluency.6 The experimental group worked with the help of 

collaboration, artefacts and private-speech, as in think-aloud or metatalk, whereas the control 

group had the advantage of a teacher, “who paraphrased, summarized and provided the 

meaning of new words and expressions” (Tahmasebi 41 and 47). The pre-test showed that the 

two groups were equal to begin with and such was the case in the final exam, were the 

difference was insignificant. However, in the oral presentation, the experimental group 

outperformed the control group (Tahmasebi 51). The authors trace these results to the 

positive discussion climate that characterised the experimental group: “the friendly and active 

climate prevailing in the experimental group, where collaboration and private speech 

prevailed, encouraged the students to participate more voluntarily in class discussions. They 

were no longer afraid of making mistakes; their peers had already observed their mistakes 

and helped them to overcome the problems. Moreover, their peers were within their reach to 

help them when they ran out of some words” (Tahmasebi 52-53). These results are interesting 

in themselves, as they remind us that the student-to-student scaffolding that emerges within 

collaborative learning can be at least as good as the scaffolding established by the teacher. As 

for this study, and teachers about to approach Shakespeare, they may also help to decrease 

some of the pressure that is sometimes put upon the teacher to be the sole Shakespearean 

expert (Irish 10). Findings like these has influenced the pedagogical discussions in this study.  

 

In “Shadow-Reading Effect on Reading Comprehension,” the authors set out to investigate 

how the method of shadow-reading, where the students “assist each other in reading an L2 

text through interactive reading, repeating and summarizing,” affects reading comprehension 

(Sadeghi 130-31). As in the former article, a group of students was given a pre-test to ensure 

a similar level of reading comprehension among them, before they were divided into an 

experimental group and a control group. After ten sessions of conducting shadowing, the data 

of the first and last session was analysed and the results showed that shadow-reading, as 

meaningful interaction, significantly facilitated comprehension among learners (Sadeghi 

130). Moreover, the findings indicated that “shadowing could effectively act on the ZPD and 

mediate the link between mechanical (reading through eyes), social (peer interactions), and 

                                                           
6 Ellis definition (2003), see p. 52 in (Tahmasebi). 



9 
 

psychological (comprehension) factors” (Sadeghi 137). Again, these results strengthen the 

underlying conviction that permeates the part in this study where I discuss pedagogical 

implications, namely the importance of social interaction and peer collaboration in tackling 

complex texts. Their discussion also offers an idea of how to increase students’ motivation 

towards reading: “it seems that shadowing could be of much interest to learners, since it 

makes an interactive, cooperative and pleasing environment which mitigates the arduous and 

sometimes burdensome conditions of reading comprehension classes” (Sadeghi 137).    

 

3. Analysis 

 

In this part, I will conduct an analysis of Hamlet by close reading a selection of scenes I find 

most relevant from a Bakhtinian perspective.  

 

3.1 Literary analysis 

 

It seems to me that the richness of Hamlet is partly due to all its different dimensions, one 

being the historical allusions, as in the scene with the players in Act Two. A player enacting 

the fall of Troy, in the play within a play, is carnivalesque, staging the death of monarchs by 

“allud[ing] to the most famous imperial falls of ancient history” (Grazia 343). In fact, this is 

an underlying theme for the play as such, being “set within the fifty-year period in which 

Britain fell first to the Danes and then to the Normans” (Grazia 343). The fragility of states is 

also echoed in the King’s speech to Hamlet:7  

 

     KING. ‘Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet, 

        To give these mourning duties to your father, 

        But you must know your father lost a father, 

        That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound 

        In filial obligation for some term 

        To do obsequious sorrow (Shakespeare 1.2.87-92). 

 

                                                           
7 “As Carthage fell, so, too, had past kingdoms and so, too, would future ones,” Grazia in W.W. Norton, Hamlet 
(2011) Criticism (344). 
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As the head of the state, when a “father” dies so does his state, even if it is just for a moment, 

as in “some strange eruption to the state” foreboded by the ghost in Act one, Scene one 

(Shakespeare 7). Moreover, the play alludes to a specific royal murder: 

 

     POLONIUS. I did enact Julius Caesar. I was killed I’the Capitol; Brutus killed me.  

     HAMLET. It was a brute part of him to kill such a capital a calf there (Shakespeare 

3.2.96-97).  

 

As showed by Grazia, this set refers to Shakespeare’s own play, Julius Caesar, written not 

long before (Grazia 345). The “Capitol” refers to the theatre, “named according to Pliny after 

the caput or head, the Capitol better suited Caesar’s offending ambition to be alone on the 

top, in the position his name posthumously came to signify” (Grazia 345). As the play 

unravels, Polonius’s death becomes an ingenious stroke of dramatic irony, as he is killed by 

Hamlet in the role of Brutus. However, “his victim […] turns out to be not the head of state 

but only a “capital” calf. The drop from Caesar to calf is one from ruler to slave, both types 

of movable property or cattle/chattel, deriving from the Latin for the chief source of wealth, 

capitale or property” (Grazia 345). This juxtaposition of the Latin-based c-words (Caesar, 

capital, calf/cattle), together with Shakespeare’s use of Roman names, such as Claudius, 8, 

Polonius, Fransisco, illustrates a clever use of heteroglossia whose effect is carnivalesque, 

thus showing how literature is a form of communication whose words, due to their 

sociohistorical context, are saturated with different meanings (Holquist 68-69). The name 

Caesar, for example, is not just a neutral name like any other, but also a symbol of authority, 

or “worldly achievement,” culturally shaped for centuries (Miola 113). Thus, the carnival 

theme foreboded in Act One, and initiated and developed in Act Three, is fulfilled in Act 

Three, Scene Four, in words and deed. However, as the analysis will show, it does not end 

there.  

 

Hamlet’s carnivalesque qualities are perhaps most apparent in the churchyard scene, in Act 

Five (Shakespeare 107-16). The scene starts with two gravediggers engaged in a bizarre 

dialogue about the circumstances of Ophelia’s death, ending with the conclusion that it had to 

be suicide: “It must be se offendendo; it cannot be else.” (Shakespeare 5.1.8). Thus, the 

gravedigger misquotes the Latin term “se defendendo,” meaning “in self-defence,” as a way 

                                                           
8 Also the name of a Roman emperor, Hamlet (2011) ,Criticism, (352). 
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of legally justifying her suicide, comically terming it as “in self-offense.” (Miola 108). He 

continues in the same spirit by questioning her right to a Christian burial:  

 

     GRAVEDIGGER. Why, there thou sayst. And the more pity that  

        great folk should have countenance in this world to drown or  

        hang themselves more than their even-Christian. Come, my  

        spade. There is no ancient gentlemen but gardeners, ditch- 

        ers, and grave makers. They hold up Adam’s profession (Shakespeare 5.1.24-28).  

 

This comical questioning and reversal of power constitutes the heart of carnival, 

“highlighting the fact that social roles determined by class relations are made not given, 

culturally produced rather than naturally mandated” (Holquist 89). This is perhaps even more 

evident in Hamlet’s pondering of the seemingly democratic nature of death when holding the 

nameless skulls, imagining them talking: “Good morrow, sweet lord. How dost thou, sweet 

lord?” (Shakespeare 5.1.73-74). He goes on by contemplating how the skull in his hand might 

could just as well be the skull of Alexander the Great – an inalienable symbol of power and 

worldly achievement – and how he might be “stopping a bunghole” (Shakespeare 5.1.184). 

He does this by offering a dust-to-dust-analogy: “Alexander died, Alexander was buried, 

Alexander returneth to dust, the dust is earth, of earth we make loam, and why of that loam 

whereto he was converted might they not stop a beer barrel?” (Shakespeare 5.1.187-90). True 

to his artistic wit, Hamlet rounds off with an quatrain in iambic pentameter with an ABAB 

rhyme scheme (Peck 68) about Julius Caesar, another symbol of authority:  

 

     Imperious Caesar, dead and turned to clay, 

     Might stop a hole to keep the wind away. 

     Oh, that that earth which kept the world in awe 

     Should patch a wall t’expel the winter’s flaw! (Shakespeare 5.1.191-94). 

 

This ingenious improvisation beautifully captures the essence of Bakhtin’s concept of 

carnival, by showing the banality of titles such as “Imperious” in a world ultimately ruled by 

blind death. Bakhtin would probably agree with Hamlet, “here’s fine revolution”. 

(Shakespeare 5.1.79-80).  

 

When Hamlet and Horatio encounter the gravedigger, the witty prince has met his match. 
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Their heteroglot discourse gets so entangled – mostly due to the double meaning of the word 

“lie” (rest and telling a lie) and whether a dead woman is or simply was a woman – that 

Hamlet finally exclaims: “How absolute the knave is! We must speak by the card or 

equivocation will undo us” (Shakespeare 5.1.121-22). In other words, due to the 

“equivocation,” or heteroglossia, one must match one’s tongue because the meaning of words 

is contextually shaped in dialogue or polyphony with other people – hence the risk of talking 

past rather than to each other.  

 

What adds further depth to this scene is the sadness evoked in Hamlet when seeing the skull 

of his former friend and jester, Yorick. Breathtakingly emotional, his words offer a sound 

contrast to the otherwise comic discourse:  

 

     HAMLET. “Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him, Horatio, a fellow of infinite jest,  

        of most excellent fancy. He hath bore me on his back a thousand times,  

        and now how abhorred in my imagination it is! My gorge rises at it.  

        Here hung those lips that I kissed I know not how oft. Where be your gibes now,  

        your gambols, your songs, your flashes of merriment that were wont to set the table on a         

        roar? Not one now, to mock your own grinning? Quite chopfallen?” 

(Shakespeare 5.1.165-72). 

 

Here, death becomes even more surreal – or maybe too real – pushing Hamlet to the brink of 

vomiting (“My gorge rises at it”). Carnival, as a “means for displaying otherness” is here 

effectively used by Shakespeare, “mak[ing] familiar relations strange” (Holquist 89). The 

very absence of Yorrick’s “back,” “lips,” and “songs” seems to add an emotional impact to 

the words themselves. This would be difficult to account for without the concept of 

heteroglossia, which, as mentioned before, reminds us that the meaning of words is 

contextually dependent. Theoretically speaking, if we could experience these words on their 

own, outside any context, their emotional quality would probably be neutral, unlike here. 

Furthermore, Hamlet, acclaiming his jester friend, proceeds in a joking manner by using the 

heteroglot words “grinning” and “chopfallen” – the former referring to the teeth and hence 

the act of grinning, and the latter to the lacking of his lower jaw as well as being dejected 

(Miola 113). Hamlet’s bewilderment is also reflected in his use of free verse, being “well 

suited for this sort of excursion of the mind” (Peck 34). Not even the poet genius seems 

capable of imposing order to the strange otherness of his “dejected” friend.  
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As the scene unravels, Laertes jumps into the grave of Ophelia after having cursed the 

murderer, provoking Hamlet to confront him. What follows is an absurd grief-off competition 

between the two, as Laertes’s exclamation: “Oh, treble woe Fall ten times double on that 

cursed head” is echoed by Hamlet’s:  

 

     Forty thousand brothers  

     Could not with all their quantity of love  

     Make up my sum (Shakespeare 5.1.249-51).  

 

Hamlet’s exclamation seems to hint at the shaky nature of brotherly love, as shown to him by 

Claudius – a “quantity,” and therefore negotiable. Although they cannot seem to tolerate each 

other’s acts, Hamlet adopts Laertes’s numerical rhetoric, talking in terms of “quantity,” 

“sum,” “millions” and “forty thousand,” perhaps mockingly (Shakespeare 115-116). He also 

mimics his dramatic performance: “Dost come here to whine, To outface me with leaping in 

her grave? Be buried quick with her, and so will I” (Shakespeare 5.1.257-59). Hamlet’s anger 

may also spring from his frustration of seeing Laertes get what he himself has been denied: 

room to mourn, to express what Claudius rejected as “unmanly grief […] most incorrect to 

heaven” (Shakespeare 1.2.94-95).  

 

The polyphony of the scene displays several shades of grief: the broken hopes of the queen, 

the anger and distress of the brother, and the fathomless grief of the heartbroken lover:  

 

     he whose grief Bears such an emphasis,  

     Conjures the wand’ring stars, and makes them stand  

     Like wonder-wounded hearers (Shakespeare 5.1.232-35).  

 

The integrity of each character is thus acknowledged by their right to their own voice; due to 

the polyphonic form, a mosaic of grief evolves where the awkward and inept (such as “Eat a 

crocodile”) is juxtaposed with the perspicacious and poetic (for example “May violets 

spring”) (Shakespeare 114-116). Rather than an explanation of grief by the authoritarian 

voice of the author, we get an exploration of griefs by more irrational voices in the middle of 

it.  
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Leaving the churchyard, going back to Act Four, Scene Three, we come across a scene that is 

also densely packed with heteroglossia and carnival. Hamlet has just killed Polonius and the 

king is trying to make him disclose where the body is: 

 

     KING. Now, Hamlet, where’s Polonius? 

     HAMLET. At supper 

     KING. At supper? Where? 

     HAMLET. Not where he eats, but where ‘a is eaten. A certain convocation of politic         

        worms are e’en at him. Your worm is your only emperor for diet. We fat all creatures    

        else to fat us, and we fat ourselves for maggots. Your fat king and your lean beggar is   

        but variable service – two dishes, but to one table. That’s the end (Shakespeare 4.3.16-

24).  

 

Here the carnival is disclosed through the juxtaposition of “worm” and “emperor,” as well as 

“fat king” and “lean beggar.” It is also enacted by the reversal, if not mocking, of the king’s 

power, enervating the hierarchy by equating the symbol of authority with the beggar and 

worm, possible embodiments of the bottom level of society as well as the bottom of the food 

chain. In Hamlet’s logic, nature mocks man-made conventions and titles, since, in the end, 

“we fat ourselves for maggots.” He goes on showing how “a king may go a progress through 

the guts of a beggar” due to the fact that “A man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a 

king, and eat of the fish that hath fed of that worm” (Shakespeare 4.3.26-27).  

 

As the scene unravels, the discourse grows bitter as Hamlet tells Claudius to look for 

Polonius “I’th’ other place himself,” in other words: in hell (Shakespeare 4.3.33). He also 

insults Claudius when saying goodbye: 

 

     HAMLET. I see a cherub that sees them. But come, for England.  

        Farewell, dear Mother. 

     KING. Thy loving father, Hamlet. 

     HAMLET. My mother. Father and mother is man and wife;  

        man and wife is one flesh, so, my mother. Come, for England (Shakespeare 4.3.49-53). 

 

Here, Hamlet seemingly uses heteroglossia as a way of letting off steam while avoiding the 

risk of being explicitly offensive. Cherub, an angel from Cherubim with the special power of 
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vision (Miola 89) is here uttered by Hamlet as a way of implying that he knows he is being 

fooled, foreboding the dramatic irony of Claudius’s plan backfiring in the next scene. He also 

insults Claudius by refusing to say his name, mockingly using the biblical concept of “one 

flesh” (Shakespeare 4.3.53). This is also a possible insult towards his mother, reminding her 

of her guilt towards her late husband.  

 

In Act Two, Scene Two, Hamlet’s soliloquy gives voice to different and conflicting emotions 

and thoughts – a polyphony one might otherwise expect in dialogues between characters 

(Hirsh 318-319): 

 

Oh, what a rogue and peasant slave am I! 

Is it not monstrous that this player here, 

But in a fiction, in a dream of passion, 

Could force his soul so to his own conceit 

That from her working all the visage wanned, 

Tears in his eyes, distraction in his aspect, 

A broken voice, and his whole function suiting 

With forms to his conceit? And all for nothing. 

For Hecuba. 

What’s Hecuba to him, or he to her, 

That he could weep for her? What would he do, 

Had he the motive and the cue for passion  

That I have? (Shakespeare 2.2.471-83). 

 

Hamlet starts in self-disgust and goes on to contrast his impotence with the speech enacted by 

the player, which he recalls in admiration and yet seems to see as “monstrous.” Provoked by 

the fact that it is “all for nothing” by reminding himself that the player has no relationship to 

Hecuba, he asks himself what he would do “had he the motive and the cue for passion” that 

he has. After this, Hamlet imagines all the things the player would do if he were in his 

situation, including “make mad the guilty and appal the free,” which only emphasises his 

self-disgust, seeing himself as “pigeon-livered, and lack[ing] gall” (Shakespeare 2.2.498). 9 

                                                           
9 The pigeon was a symbol of meekness, believed to be without gall, “a substance believed to produce bitter 
and violent feelings in the liver” (Miola 54). 
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Continuing the bird theme, his anger seems to grow as he longs to kill Claudius: 

 

I should fatted all the region kites  

With this slave’s offal. Bloody, bawdy villain! 

Remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, kindless villain (Shakespeare 2.2.500-502). 

 

This emotional outbreak is quickly followed by renewed self-disgust as he becomes self-

aware of himself acting like a “whore unpack[ing his] heart with words” and “cursing like a 

very drab” (Shakespeare 2.2.506-507). This climactic rage seems to generate yet another turn 

of thought, namely the idea to use the form of play to “catch the conscience of the King” 

(Shakespeare 2.2.526). Here, it seems like the distant gap between action and word implied in 

his first exclamation is an insight that helps him formulate a plan towards acting. As 

existentialists theories teaches us, acts define us, and so this speech could be read as a 

moment of becoming, maybe “represent[ing] the first steps of absurd freedom” (Beheshti 27). 

Reading a soliloquy like this reminds us of the possibility of Hamlet’s upset mental state 

being as incongruously chaotic as his situation, reflecting the “murder most foul”: a beloved 

uncle killing your father, yourself lost in a “monstrous” Greek tragedy (Shakespeare 1.5.27). 

This would certainly be in line with the Bakhtinian notion of the soliloquy as an “active 

dialogic approach to one's own self, destroying that naive wholeness of one's notions about 

the self" (Brown 243).  

 

Act Five is characterised by a “state of moral monologism […] backed up by a ‘perfect 

conscience’ as Hamlet accepts that he has to kill Claudius (Brown 295). He enters the final 

duel with a calmness, with all the moral debates behind him, as the has already given in to 

fate: 

 

     we defy augury. 

     There is special providence in the fall of a sparrow.  

     If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it be not to come, 

     it will be now; if it be not now, yet it will come.  

     The readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves 

     knows, what is’t to leave betimes? Let be (Shakespeare 5.2.189-93). 

 

The beauty of these words seems to stem from a determination charged with a catharsis 
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quality. At this point Hamlet has just encountered the reality of death in the graveyard scene 

and must feel his own life move towards its inventible end. In an existentialist perspective the 

“awareness of death pushes people to take action” and since “meaning takes shape through 

action” him facing death paradoxically also represents the fulfilment of his journey towards 

becoming (Beheshti 28).  

 

3.2 Pedagogical implications  

 

In this part I will discuss my analysis in relation to teaching. This will be done by discussing 

language learning research within sociocultural theory that I see relevant for approaching the 

teaching of Hamlet, as well as drawing on other resources written on the topic of teaching 

Shakespeare’s plays.  

 

A common tendency within the teaching of literature is to view it as a “way to indoctrinate 

students into the cultural knowledge, good taste, and elitist traditions of our society” (Langer 

5), Shakespeare most certainly being no exception. As an expression of a conservative and 

essentialist notion, where culture is seen as static, this could possibly account for the New 

Critical idea that the meaning of a text is to be found within the text itself (Sadeghi 131); 

“there is a ‘message’ […] to be extracted by the reader” (Langer 4) who follows the single-

path to meaning.  

 

There are two obvious problems with this trend regarding the teaching of Hamlet, especially 

in a manner that is compatible with a Bakhtinian perspective. Firstly, the meaning-extracting 

perspective is based on the idea that “language is a neutral transparent medium for carrying 

meaning” (Sadeghi 131). This is incompatible with the Bakhtinian notion of heteroglossia 

that is, as my analysis aimed to show, so ubiquitous in the ambiguous discourse of Hamlet. 

Secondly, the idea that students simply should extract a previously defined meaning from the 

text is discordant with the fundamental principle within Bakhtinian theory to view literature 

as communication, as well as the social aspects paramount in SCT.10 Moreover, it raises the 

question of whether the meaning that is supposedly hidden within the text is identical to 

                                                           
10 ”Sociocultural theories use terms like ‘participation’ instead of ‘acquisition’ arguing that language learning is 
not a matter of taking in some knowledge but of taking part in social activities” (Tahmasebi 42). See also the 
constructivist idea of envisionment-building (Langer 7). 
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whatever Shakespeare intended some 400 years ago. If the answer is yes, is it still meaningful 

to us, approximately 400 years later?  

 

Since Shakespeare’s heteroglossia is difficult to decipher, mostly due to its distance from 

contemporary consciousness (Collington 264), scaffolding to spot this is seemingly crucial. 

In fact, Bakhtin himself lacked “sufficient access to contextualizing research found in 

glossaries, handbooks, and annotated editions of the plays” and consequently found 

Shakespeare’s plays “two-dimensional” (Collington 264). Luckily, today there are a great 

amount of resources on both the teaching of Shakespeare, as well as contextualising 

materials11. The question is: how do we use this material as concrete scaffolding?    

 

Since Hamlet, like any Shakespearian play, can seem overwhelming in both scope and theme, 

Thompson and Turchi offer the useful concepts frame and entry points as a starting point 

when teaching Shakespeare (Thompson 23-42). The former describes “a delimited, 

intentional and focused approach to the multiplicity of interpretative lenses available,” while 

the latter refers to the specific point of entering the text, in other words the where and why of 

choosing a scene (Thompson 23). One of the examples they use is the theme of remembrance 

as a frame and Act One, Scene Five12 as the entry point (Thompson 33). With the frame 

established, they offer guiding questions, aiming to foster the students close reading abilities, 

in this case: “Why do people use physical markers or places to remember the dead? What 

does this say about death, mourning and memory?” (Thompson 33). Although the methods of 

concrete classroom teaching of Hamlet are beyond the scope of this study, this example 

illustrates one possible teaching approach that is agreeable with both a Bakhtinian reading as 

well as in line with a sociocultural perspective. While the concept of frame could allow the 

students to focus on themes such as heteroglossia and carnival, the guiding questions are 

seemingly suitable for classroom discussions. As to scaffolding, the teacher’s role should be 

that of meta-cognitive modelling, “reveal[ing his or her] analytical thinking […] so that the 

process of analysis is transparent” (Thompson 24). To avoid falling into the trap of 

indoctrination, as mentioned earlier, it is important that the teacher clarify that his or her 

interpretations is just one among many possible ones – “in fact, it can be powerful when 

advanced learners hear close readings that contradict each other” (Thompson 16). 

                                                           
11 See e.g. (W. B. Kliman), (Thompson) and The Royal Shakespeare Company’s homepage (www.rsc.org.uk). 
12 See (Shakespeare 30-31). 
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Contradicting arguments may for example arise when close reading Act Three, Scene Three, 

when Claudius is praying (Shakespeare 74-77). In this scene, Hamlet reasoning for sparing 

Claudius life is, if one is to believe his words, because he will then send him to heaven: 

 

     A villain kills my father and for that, 

     I, his sole son, do this same villain send 

     To heaven. 

     Why, this is hire and salary, not revenge. 

     ‘A took my father grossly, full of bread, 

     With all his crimes broad  blown, as flush as May 

     And now his audit stands who knows save heaven?” (Shakespeare 3.3.76-82). 

 

When first reading this, it is may be difficult to argue with the foregoing argument. However, 

the perspicacious student might propose the same argument as picked up by Coleridge that 

“Hamlet seizes hold of a pretext for not acting” as a way of rationalising an excuse for his 

innate irresoluteness (Coleridge 248). Thus, hearing the clashing of these two arguments 

might increase students’ interest for Hamlet and facilitate learning within the ZPD.13 The 

acknowledgement of Shakespeare’s heteroglossia and dialogism could thus encourage 

interactive learning where students could discuss different conception of words or debate 

implied meanings, for example whether Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act Two, Scene Two, 

implicitly shows his love for Claudius or what the cursing words “peasant slave” can teach us 

about the Elizabethan society of that time.  

 

Another way to promote student discussions applicable to this scene could be the “Beating-

Up Shakespeare” approach, based on the works of Robert Barton and described by Christina 

Porter as “breaking a scene down into smaller parts (known as beats) based on changes in 

emotion or action that naturally occur in a scene” (Porter 45). As a form of dramatic 

chunking, it makes the text more accessible to students, something that has been reflected in 

students’ post-play reviews (Porter 46). This approach seems especially applicable to Hamlet, 

having many complex turns. It is also in line with Thompson’s and Turchi’s argument in 

Teaching Shakespeare With Purpose, acknowledging that “interpretations of complex texts 

occur most successfully as collaborative endeavours, facilitated by a teacher, the expert 

                                                           
13 For information on ZPD, intermental- and intramental level see p. 8. 



20 
 

within the zone of proximal development” (Thompson 58). However, as earlier discussed in 

relation to Tahmasebi and Yamini’s article, the collaborative aspects could also develop 

students’ comprehension when the teacher takes a step back from the discussions.  

 

In Hamlet Is Not Mad, D. Buchanan, when teaching actors, advocates an approach where 

“Hamlet is not permitted to be mad,” since he “found over the years that students tend to 

escape from the most difficult textual problems contained in Hamlet’s speeches by pleading 

that since he is mad, what he says isn’t always supposed to make sense” (Kliman 221). 

Although this method might sound extreme, he has a point in addressing the risk of simply 

reject confusing lines, such as “For if the sun breed maggots in a dead dog, being a good 

kissing carrion – have you a daughter?” as nonsensical ravings (Shakespeare 2.2.180-81). 

Luckily, rather than deciding what is a “permitted” interpretation, the Bakhtinian reading 

demonstrated in this study encourages an attitude that acknowledges many different 

interpretations and where the soliloquy is seen as an active self-questioning dialogue. 14  

 

Thus, rather than the idea of meaning-extraction, related to the New Critical trend as 

mentioned by way of introduction, any attempt to teach Hamlet should aim to help students 

develop a sense of ownership of Shakespeare. As explained by Thompson, ownership is 

closely connected to a sense of confidence with complex texts, facilitated through scaffolding 

and social collaboration (Thompson 52-56). The idea of ownership can also point towards 

Cheng and Winston’s Bakhtinian argument that if students “become able to appreciate 

historical nuances of meaning and apply them purposefully to immediate contexts, they will 

be more adept at constructing particular identities in relation to native English speakers and 

less likely to be perceived as in some sense culturally and linguistically deficient” (Cheng 

544). If seen through this Bakhtinian perspective, ownership also becomes deeply personal. 15 

If we can show students how Shakespeare’s language is drenched in “both power and 

intimacy, those oppositional but related sites of language play that Cook identifies as central 

to human interest but nearly always neglected in the ESL classroom,” we can help them find 

the motivation to create a personal relationship towards Hamlet (Cheng 549-550).  

 

Lastly, this notion of ownership is also compatible with the aim of the English Subject as 

                                                           
14 See the active dialogic approach to one’s self in (Brown 243), as described on page 18. 
15 For further clarification, see “Bakhtin’s theory of ‘active double-voiced utterances’ in (Cheng 544). 
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described in the Swedish curriculum for Upper Secondary School. Addressing “older 

literature and other fiction in various genres such as drama,” the teaching should help 

students develop “confidence to use English in different situations and for different 

purposes,” as well as relate written English to their own experiences (Skolverket 1). These 

dimensions of confidence and personalisation clearly echo the notion ownership, as 

mentioned in the previous paragraph. Furthermore, the approaches and methods discussed 

earlier “should encourage students’ curiosity in language and culture,” and what better way to 

“develop knowledge of living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different 

contexts” than discussing the moral issues as illustrated in the passionate and playful 

language of Hamlet (Skolverket 1-11). Hamlet’s complexities and richness will keep it alive 

whether we bring it into the classroom or not – so, why do our students the disservice of not 

teaching it? 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

The analysis covered several speeches from all scenes and although these displays a rich 

mosaic of themes and turns, some general patterns are perceptible. Firstly, the carnival 

elements of the play were mainly enacted through Shakespeare’s use of juxtaposition words 

referring to hierarchical opposites, such as “king” and “beggar,” and showing how these 

conventions are stripped away at the face of death. Secondly, the concept of heteroglossia is a 

helpful tool when deciphering the multi-dimensional aspects of Shakespeare’s ambiguous 

language, such as the contextual complexities enacted through historical allusions. Thirdly, 

my Bakhtinian reading indicated that the polyphony in Hamlet is not exclusive to the 

dialogism between characters but also enacted through the soliloquys, as an active self-

dialogue. Moreover, one might also discern a polyphony in the richness of more distant 

voices. In a bounteous Bakhtinian reading, one might venture calling it a type of radical 

dialogism, lending his voice not exclusively to the living, but also the dead (the dead king 

through the ghost), the long-time buried (Caesar, Brutus, Alexander, Pyrrhus, Hecub and 

Priam through Hamlet and the first player) and consequently, the winds of history echoed in 

its recurring themes of falling empires and murdering of kings – as if time stood still. Or why 

not call it a radical Bakhtinian simultaneity, or: a polyphony of voices, dead and alive, of 

emotions, explicit or implicit? It seems to me that Hamlet and Laertes fighting in the 

churchyard, unclear whether they are in the actual grave of Ophelia or just next to it, may 



22 
 

highlight the real tragedy of the play – the tragedy of being too late. In fact, this is true for the 

play as such, being set after the actual murder of Hamlet the older. Is the need for revenge 

grounded in the frustration of being too late? If so, death, as the ultimate proof, must be 

mocking, highlighting the folly impotence of human struggle. 

 

The study has strengthened my firm conviction that this open, questioning and sensitive 

approach, enabled through Bakhtinian ideas, with the help of contextualising materials, such 

as the Old English Dictionary, enables a richer experience of literature in general and 

Shakespeare in particular. Moreover, the concept of ownership, as confidence with complex 

texts, could be a helpful aim for any teaching approach, that also happens to be in line with 

the Swedish curriculum for Upper Secondary School. Hamlet’s potential in education seems 

to stem from its paradoxical position of being highly relatable, yet hugely different – 

addressing universal questions while challenging us to respond to the radically different, 

absurd and historically specific: leaving us, “stand[ing] like wonder-wounded hearers” 

(Shakespeare 5.1.234-35). 
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Appendix 

 

Literary terms 

 

Below you will find the concise definitions of the literary terms relevant for the analysis, 

most of which were taken from Peck and Coyle’s Literary Terms and Criticism (1993).  

 

Ambiguity: Uncertainty of meaning resulting from the fact that words can have several 

different meanings, making it an effective feature in poetry (Peck 134). 

 

Aporia: A speech in which a “character deliberates on an irresolvable question,” e.g.  

Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy (Peck 135). 

 

Discourse: The texture and language of writing that can describe how a specific text is 

written – i.e. all the details of a text seen together (Peck 108). This common definition is not 

to be confused with the more radical Foucauldian notion of discourse, where discourse is 

seen as also constructing the content of the text due to the fact that humans’ definitions of 

phenomenon, such as criminality and madness, have always been shaped by the knowledge 

and vocabulary of the time (Peck 142). Both definitions will be used in the analysis.    

 

Irony: “a way of writing in which what is meant is contrary to what the words appear to say” 

(Peck 147). Irony can work on many levels, the ones relevant for this study is situational 

irony and dramatic irony. In the former the irony arise in the gap between how a character 

experience a situation and the true reality of the situation – in the latter we also know more 

than the characters on stage and can divine their impending problems (Peck 149).  

 

Juxtaposition: “the fact of two things being seen or placed close together with contrasting 

effect” (Stevenson). Shakespeare often uses juxtaposition by putting two seemingly opposite 

words next to each other, e.g. “Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned” (Shakespeare 26). 

 

Metre: Refers to the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables. The most common pattern, 

or metre, in English poetry is iambic pentameter which is a line of ten syllables with five 

stresses (Peck 46). These stresses are rarely emphasised in the actual reading, they rather 
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serve as an underlying structure giving a sense of natural fluency to the lines (Peck 47).   

 

Soliloquy: “A dramatic speech uttered by one character speaking aloud while alone on the 

stage (or while under the impression of being alone). The soliloquist thus reveals his or her 

inner thoughts and feelings to the audience, either in supposed self‐communion or in a 

consciously direct address” (Baldick) 
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