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Hamlet and Trifles: Aspects of the Past Relevant to the Present

The Elizabethan Era under the rule of Queen Elizabeth I in England not only produced an expansion of growth in the suburbs and a more unified nation, but also introduced the world’s most famous playwright of all times, William Shakespeare. During this period of greatest artistic achievement, Shakespeare, who produced about thirty- seven plays as well as many other great works, created what is considered his greatest achievement, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Surprisingly, this particular five-act play depicts numerous aspects which are relevant to today’s society, four hundred years later. Some of these aspects of human values are not only questioned, but also rigorously criticized, as well as generously supported throughout this play. These aspects include family loyalty, revenge, honesty, understanding, deception, and most notably value of human life, and gender roles. While many writers do not often compare to Shakespeare, a few, including Susan Glaspell, in her play, Trifles, compares yet contrasts greatly in dealing with similar lessons and values. Through the analyses of both literary pieces, it is clear that while some aspects in Hamlet directly compare, some contrast with those of Susan Glaspell’s shorter play, Trifles, and both demonstrate values relevant to today’s society.
Shakespeare uses a variety of characters in his famous play, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, who effectively demonstrate family loyalty, one of the values relevant to our society. The play focuses on the thoughts, feelings, emotions, and actions of this young prince, Hamlet, seeking revenge for his father’s death.  When Hamlet decides to act on the information the angered ghost provides him that the murderer is the new king, Hamlet’s uncle, who is also married to his mother, he states, “Haste me to know’t, that I, with wings as swift / As meditation or the thoughts of love, May sweep to my revenge” (I. v. 29-31). Hamlet’s words of hatred directed towards the new king alone describe the emotion he has begun to experience, in order to restore his family loyalty, and honor his father’s memory, but at the same time, he is unsure of the consequences of such a revenge.  In the end, it is evident that the character, Hamlet, experiences many conflicting feelings and sights of death as a result of his choice to seek revenge on Claudius. As Rene Girard puts it in Hamlet, a book edited by Harold Bloom, 

To shrink from revenge in a world that looks upon it as sacred duty is to
                        exclude oneself from society, to become a nonentity once more.  There is
no way out for Hamlet and he shifts endlessly from one impasse to the 

other, unable to make up his mind because neither choice makes sense.
(169)
It is made very clear that Hamlet’s choice to act on the spoken words of a ghost that is “as the air, invulnerable” (I. i. 145) may have created more problems than solutions, for as Girard says, “neither choice makes sense.” Therefore, Shakespeare is questioning the value of revenge, considering the many actions Hamlet could have possibly taken. So, this should be a lesson any time revenge is an option.

In relation to the issue of revenge in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, all Americans are forced to question a similar situation, as they are presently experiencing acts of revenge and attempts to preserve our loyalty to our nation and families through wars. After the vicious attacks of September 11, 2001, our President, George W. Bush quickly decided to seek revenge on Afghanistan, a country primarily associated with, and responsible for the vicious attacks. Though Bush’s actions will always be questioned, criticized, or supported, what has taken place relates directly to how values of the play are relevant in today’s society. A website containing strictly military quotes, “George W. Bush Quotations,” states, “The best defense against terrorism is a strong offensive against terrorists.”  Though the responsibility of declaring war does not fall only in the hands of the president, America’s leader has a great deal of decision-making powers in times of crisis. Bush also states, “These acts have shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of America’s resolve.”  In fact, most Americans are going through similar emotions as Hamlet, especially those who have lost family members in the attacks and the wars.
Unfortunately for Hamlet, evil acts have shattered the steel of his family’s resolve, destroyed his feelings, and ruined his hope of future rule.  Unable to think or act clearly after encountering problem after problem, Hamlet deteriorates into a pile of debris, much like the towering buildings so horrifically attacked that morning on September 11.  So, Shakespeare is able to, effectively, portray situations and values which he may never have meant to be evident four hundred years later, however, with this very example, it is obvious that revenge, which is questioned by Shakespeare, is also being seriously questioned by the American people.

With the influence of a deceitful new king, troubling actions of Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, and the confusing actions and feelings of Ophelia, including other characters, Hamlet quickly questions the value of life in his famous soliloquy, “To be, or not to be: that is the question: Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, / Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them?” (III. i. 56-60). Though this soliloquy is the most famous of Shakespeare’s, possibly the most famous of all literary lines, however, we must realize that Hamlet, here, is specifically contemplating the purpose of his life after he has come to experience great sorrow and pain. He is wondering whether it is wiser for him to suffer the pain and anguish, or defend and conquer what is attacking him emotionally, or commit suicide. The question is something Shakespeare leaves up to personal interpretation and choice.
Though Hamlet did not commit suicide, unfortunately many people across the country choose to end their lives each day, for they feel it is nobler to put an end to the suffering they are experiencing in life. According to an internet site, “U.S.A. Official Suicide Data,” each year, over 30,000 suicide deaths take place, and worldwide, there is a suicide every forty seconds. Thankfully, long ago these suicide rates and statistics were nothing as they are today, but unfortunately society has allowed such alarming intentional deaths to occur. Though the aspect of self identity is relevant in both Shakespeare’s Hamlet as well as today’s society, it has grown into something much more questionable and easily criticized depending on particular situations.
Quite possibly Shakespeare’s best play, Hamlet, introduces many more aspects of human life and values that need to be questioned and criticized, but honesty is a value in the play that Shakespeare clearly supports by showing how crucial the truth can be. When lies are told, and deception takes place, tragedy strikes, as shown in Hamlet’s accidental murder of Polonius while Polonius is hiding, “Thou wretched, rash intruding fool, farewell! / I took thee for thy better [. . .]”  Understanding is also an important value that the play supports, not only the understanding of others, but understanding oneself, something Hamlet clearly struggles with. The very fact that this play introduces so many values reminds us of the timelessness of this great literary piece, the finest, that Shakespeare has created. 

Though this magnificent classical play has questioned, supported, and criticized many crucial aspects of human life, Susan Glaspell’s play Trifles does as well. This contemporary one-act play, much shorter in length compares in some ways to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, such as a murder by a family member, yet differs on the role of women in society. This play, written in 1916, long before the Modern Women’s Movement began, introduces an interesting plot of a murder committed by a woman who has now become a widow, Minnie. Because John Wright, her murdered husband, has mentally abused Minnie in denying her individuality and a personality, she has chosen to take a revenge on him. This very plot introduces the ideas of society versus the individual, more specifically, society’s impact on the role of women. Finding an example of such is all too easy in this play, as the men come right out and say, “Well women are used to worrying over trifles” (Glaspell 1618), when, in fact, the women have discovered the real evidence.  Clearly it is obvious that women are often downsized in a male dominated society, much like the past, the times have changed slightly, but the concept still exists today. 
Though this idea compares to those of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the plays differ in a very obvious way. Trifles poses the idea of women as a threat to the male domination which has existed since the beginning of time, while Hamlet, a more classical play depicts women as victims.  For instance, Hamlet, referring to his mother, declares, “Frailty, thy name is woman!—“ (I. ii. 146)  On the other hand, it is obvious in Glaspell’s play, that it is the women who cleverly discover the motive for the murder as well as who the murderer is. After reading Hamlet, it is clear that the play’s women, more specifically Gertrude and Ophelia are considered victims in this climatic play. Gertrude who has lost a husband because of a vicious murder, is married by her husband’s killer unknowingly, and has now witnessed a brutal verbal attack from her son, Hamlet. Though her actions remain questionable, she has paid a heavy price with her life, when she mistakenly drinks the poison prepared by the king to kill Hamlet. Likewise, Ophelia, the daughter of Polonius, becomes confused by the actions and emotions of Hamlet, Ophelia becomes mentally disturbed by her love for Hamlet, and falls victim to nothing but deceit and pain. This constant victimization of women is not as profound in Glaspell’s play.  Trifles, rather examines the threat that the female gender brings upon the male investigators who often have criticized the tendencies of females. Here it is clear that Glaspell wants women to be seen as equal partners, capable of reasoning and accomplishing the same task as men, if not more in this particular investigation. In today’s society such questioning of roles is relevant, and these two plays, though taking different approaches, are still able to question the gender roles.

Finally, careful research and close attention to characters in both William Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Susan Glaspell’s Trifles reveal, as Harold Bloom puts it best in classifying Hamlet as more than a tragedy, that “Hamlet belongs to the genre of the revenge tragedy” (167). After focusing primarily on this issue of revenge which is Mrs. Wright’s reason for killing her husband in Trifles, it becomes evident how amazing these two plays really are. Glaspell’s play also significantly differs from Hamlet in portrayal of women in society. Therefore, these two plays, a classic and a contemporary, are able to relate to the values of both the past and present day, something many plays are not able to accomplish, which is the very essence of literature as a reflection of society.
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