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Aspects of Life in Hamlet, Prince of Denmark and Trifles
In William Shakespeare’s play, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, the protagonist, Hamlet, has arrived “from his university studies to find Claudius, his uncle, ruling Denmark and married to his mother, Gertrude. Her remarriage within two months of his father’s death has left Hamlet disillusioned, confused, and suspicious about Claudius” (DiYanni 1394). These types of crimes do not only happen in a person’s imagination, or in a made-up play, but also in our society today. Our society is just as immoral as Claudius and Gertrude. On the other hand, in Susan Gaspell’s contemporary play, Trifles, women are strong in character, protective of one another, and in charge of the situation, unlike Gertrude. Therefore, both Shakespeare and Gaspell have similar aspects of portrayal of the role of women, murder, and loyalty; and different aspects such as incest, suicide, and revenge.
First, in the play, Hamlet, the males are depicted as dominant, strong, and rational; and the females are portrayed by opposing traits such as passive, accepting, hesitant, frail, and emotional. For instance, Hamlet referring to his mother as “Frailty, thy name is woman!” (I.ii.146) means that women are images of weakness, that women are weak-minded, easily led, and have no strength of character. To Hamlet, his mother's action of remarrying so quickly after her husband’s death to her brother-in-law, is a proof of her frailty. In today’s society, people also marry within the family thinking that there is nothing wrong with this scenario. However, this aspect discussed in the play cause great controversy because many people think that as long as there is love it does not matter who a person marries, but in reality, it does matter. It matters because marriage is a holy ceremony where morals are greatly at play. “And if a man shall take his brother’s wife, it is an unclean thing…they shall be childless” (Holy Bible, Leviticus 20.21). “And if a man shall take his sister, his father’s daughter…it is a wicked thing; and they shall be cut off in the sight of their people…he shall bear his iniquity” (Holy Bible, Leviticus 20.17). Consequently, marriage within one’s family shall and will be punished. An online article written by Nick O’Dell states, “Allen and Patty Muth were sentenced to eight and five years in prison, …for choosing each other as lovers…They are also brother and sister, whose sexual relationship began as adults - he is now 46 and she 31. They were convicted of felony incest.” Their immorality is the same, if not worse than Gertrude and Claudius’s immorality; however, Gertrude and Claudius are not punished by the law but by Hamlet, himself, which is the only difference. 

In addition, his mother is not the only one who is weak, in Hamlet’s eyes; he considers all females weak-minded and corruptible. He thinks if an adult woman like his mother has behaved in such a way under the influence of her desires, then, a young woman could not be trusted by her husband, and perhaps, this is why he later declines Ophelia’s love, because Hamlet considers all women the same. Ophelia is also a character who is depicted as frail, compliant, and emotional. She automatically does what the males in the play, her father, Polonius, and her brother, Laertes tell her, and does nothing useful out of her own will. This coincides with Hamlet’s mother’s behaviour; giving Hamlet the impression, that she is also weak and easily led by others. However, he fails to acknowledge that unlike Gertrude who is an adult and knows what she is doing; Ophelia is not to blame for her actions. She is young and is brought up to obey her father and brother, whose orders she has to follow without any questioning. When analyzing Ophelia’s character, we can infer that she is an emotional person, because when Hamlet rejects her, “You should not have believed me; for virtue cannot so inoculate our old/ stock but we shall relish of it: I loved you not” (III. i. 115-16), she responds by telling him that she feels deceived. Besides dealing with his rejection, she is also trying to cope with her father’s death, caused by Hamlet. The concern is introduced when she sings about death, giving the audience a clue to her own death. Therefore, Ophelia is a victim of her own innocence, just like many young women in today’s society who take their lives because of emotional instability. According to a suicide prevention website, “Suicide in youth often occurs after the victim has … experienced recent disappointment and rejection” proving that Hamlet’s rejection and the grief from her father’s death are the cause of Ophelia’s suicide, and that such suicides still take place at the present time.
Similarly, in Trifles, the males are the strong and dominant sex, whereas the females are portrayed as the weak and unimportant sex in society. However, this play twists interestingly who, in reality, has the power. The play starts with the investigation of a murder. The suspect is Mrs. Wright, who is accused of murdering her husband, Mr. Wright, by strangling him with a rope. Mr. Henderson, the county attorney, Mr. Peters, the sheriff, and Mr. Hales, a farmer, are in charge of searching the house for any clues that might incriminate Mrs. Wright to the actual murder. As they investigate the house, Mrs. Peters, the sheriff’s wife and Mrs. Hale, the farmer’s wife, stay discussing the murder and the conditions of the house. All throughout the investigation, the males underestimate the intelligence of women, Mr. Hale states, “Well, women are used to worrying about trifles” (1618), meaning that women do not worry about anything of value. We begin to infer that women are not treated equally and are criticized most of the time by men when Mrs. Hale states “…hate to have men coming …snooping around and criticising” and Mrs. Peters answer is, “…it’s no more than their duty” (1619). The twist is introduced when the men do not find anything while the females find incriminating evidence, the knot and the strangled bird, linking Mrs. Wright to the murder. However, they choose to protect her because she is a woman like them and she must have had a good reason for what she has done.  Mrs. Hale implies that women go “through the same thing –it’s all just a different kind of same thing” (1625). This quote leads to the impression that women support each other because they can relate to one another’s problems. In other words, women endure the same hardships; it is just that they are presented to us differently and we must overcome them using different methods to reach our ultimate goal. Unlike Mrs. Wright, who murders her husband to achieve internal freedom; Ophelia commits suicide to end her grief and rejection. 


As already stated, Hamlet is a play where the protagonist encounters a challenge, to revenge his father’s murder. “Hamlet…has two questions. The first is, ‘Did Claudius in fact kill my father?’…His second… question is, ‘Shall I act as I am bidden?’”(Driver125). The sequence of these questions shows that unlike Mrs. Wright, Hamlet has doubts of what he is destined to do, revenge his father. Therefore, he decides to reenact his father’s murder in a play and observe Claudius’s reaction hoping to attain a confirmation, based on Claudius’s expression, whether he did, in fact, murder his father. Hamlet, is considered one of Shakespeare’s greatest plays of all his thirty-seven plays, because Hamlet is a play within a play, which has offered great satisfaction to all readers. This play within a play is what convinces Hamlet that his uncle has murdered his father and that it is time to take action. This tragic play portrays series of murders from beginning to the end, resulting in the deaths of Polonius, Ophelia, Gertrude, Laertes, Hamlet and others; whereas in Trifles, the murder of Mr. Wright is only the subject to show how women can be powerful to defend themselves, and support one another in time of need and when men gather to criticize them.
Furthermore, both Trifles and Hamlet, question the value of loyalty. In Hamlet, both Gertrude and Ophelia are controled by the men they love, they are loyal to their families and they support the opposite gender. We see minimum interaction between Gertrude and Ophelia. For the most part, they are both loyal to the opposite sex. However, it questions loyalty between the queen and her murdered husband. “She married. O, most wicked speed…” (I. ii. 155), showing how she is not loyal to mourn her husband’s death for a reasonable length of time and has remarried so quickly after. In Trifles, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hales support each other when the opposite sex is around using eye contact as their ground of support. They support each other to such an extent that they do not say that they have found evidence that might incriminate Mrs. Wright, not only because they can relate in gender, but also because they feel that she has been a victim of her husband’s abuse. In this play, loyalty is questioned because marriage is a unity that should be separated by death and only death; but Mrs. Wright takes matters into her own hands, like Hamlet, and decides to end her miserable marriage by murdering her husband and violating her vows, which she has sworn to be loyal to him at all times.  
Hamlet makes it known that he is extremely angry with his mother and her actions to the extent that he questions her motherhood, another value that is questioned in both plays. “You are the queen, your husband’s brother’s wife; /And would it were not so!—you are my mother” (III. iv. 15-6), clearly saying that he no longer wants her as his mother and he no longer has the same respect for her. In Trifles, motherhood is briefly discussed. Mrs. Hale is also a mother and it is implied that because of her motherhood, she does not have much time to have a social life. “But…you were awful busy, Mrs. Hale-…your children” says Mrs. Peters, and she replies, “I could’ve come. I stayed away because it weren’t cheerful…” (1622) in this dialogue, we can infer that she interacts with her kids but does not let her motherhood interfere with other things. In Hamlet, we also know how Gertrude’s actions were not influenced, at all, by her motherhood, because she has acted on her desires and does not think about Hamlet’s feeling towards her new marriage. Therefore, the plays have an aspect of motherhood as if it were to prevent people from doing certain things in life. 
In addition to many aspects of the play like killing for greed, dishonesty, uncertainty in actions, revenge, and suicide which are relevant to today’s society, the two plays share the value of life.  However this value is put to question in both plays. First, in Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, we encounter Claudius who has no respect for life, and kills his own brother for greed, in order to become king. Then, we come across Hamlet who knows that his father’s life must be revenged because it is of family loyalty, but who seems to forget the importance of his own life while trying to revenge his father, “To be or not to be: that is the question” (III. i. 56). To die, to sleep; …” (III. i. 60), questioning whether he should be alive or be dead and forgetting that he has a purpose to fulfill. Later, we meet Ophelia who in the beginning seems full of life, but because of rejection and grief, ends up taking her own life, failing to remember the value of being alive. Likewise, in Trifles, the value of life is portrayed by the investigation and how looking for a murderer is important because they must find the person guilty for the sin of taking another human being’s life. However, it makes the audience question the importance of life, Mr. Wright’s life to be exact. When reading the description of Mr. Wright, “… he was a hard man…Just pass the time of day with him-[Shivers]” (1623), the reader stops to think, “Did he really deserve to live?” when all he was doing was abusing his wife mentally, and maybe even physically making her life blue. Is she guilty for freeing herself from a man who makes her feel that her life is not important?

To conclude, our society’s values are at great risks because we have such liberal rights that allow us to do things that are immoral, to a certain extent. Many of the values portrayed in both plays are relevant to today’s society. For instance, gender roles, motherhood, incest, loyalty, murder, and revenge are issues that appear on the news each day as if they were a part of us. On the other hand, one of the positive aspects of life portrayed in today’s society, is the importance of women and their character. Another positive aspect is that people value love, like Ophelia’s love to Hamlet and Gertrude’s love to Claudius. For that reason, both Shakespeare and Gaspell have similar and different aspects that are relevant to our society, and make our society an image of the previous generations, confirming the fact that literature portrays life as it is in society.
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