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AC Bradley and his influence in twentieth-century Shakespeare
criticism
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Notes

ACBradley's 1904 lectures on Shakespearcan tragedy are deservedly regarded as classics of criticism. His
analysis of Hamlet is deservedly famous, partieularly his discussion of the famed problem of Hamlet's
delay.

He dlassifics theories of the delay into several large categories. First are those that suggest that Hamlet
delays mainly or primarily because of external circumstances - the risks of moving ahead with only the
ghost's word for it,the need to bring the King to publicjustice and therefore the need to expose the king's
guilt before the entire court, and so on. Bradley says that the theory is plausible until one reads the play.
Contrary to this theory, Hamlet never describes any external obstacles to the exceution of the ghost's
instructions, assumes he has the means and the right to carry out those instructions, he never speaks of
intending to bring Claudius to publicjustice.

Asccond sort of theory attributes Hamlet's delay to moral scruples. Bradley admits that Hamlet attributes
the delay in part to conscience (5.2.63ff) but that this is neither nor the main reason ited for the delay.
Further, Hamlet appears in the main to consider killing Claudius a moral duty. One might shift the ground
abit to suggest that Hamlet is unconsciously ambivalent about this duty: "in the depths of his nature, and
unknown to himself, there was a moral repulsion to the deed." Bradley considers this a stronger position,
but cannot aceept it for a variety of reasons, among them the assumption that the ghost's instructions are -
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