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A NEW COMMENT ON A PASSAGE IN HAMLET

By. Ku Shou-chang (HiFE)

The commentary, so far put forward by the modern editors and commentators of Shakespeare,
on the word ‘beautified’ collocated in its context in Hamlet, 11, 2, 109-112 “To the celestial, and
my soul’s idol, the most beautified Ophelia, That’s an il phrase, a vile phrase; ‘beautified’ is
a vile phrase,” has never been impeccably handled. Ceftainly, there is nothing wrong in the wWord
‘beautified,’ meaning ‘made beautiful’ or ‘endowed with beauty.’ And as has been pointed out,
this is the word commonly used in those days in the addresses of letters. So it is at least when
Hamlet used it in his love-leiter to Ophelia. But why should Polonius or rather should

‘Shakespeare make Polonius violently and repeatedly condemn the phrase in such strong terms?

The question has never been satisfactorily answered. Before tackling it, we must direct our
attention to Shakespeare’s using the word for the first time in Tcyo Gentlemen of Verona, IV, 1,
39, ‘you are beautified with goodly shape.” Needless to say, here again, nothing improper or
indecent, much less fo say ill or vile, is implied in the word, nay, not until Robert Greene has
caught it up in Groats-worth of Wit, written in August 1592, in his venomous attack on
Shakespeare, referring to the latter as ‘an upstart crow beautified with our feathers®, that we
begin to see something really ill or vile therein intended. Greene’s phrase was undoubtedly
meant for a parody of Shakespeare’s in the said Two Gentlemen of Verona. And fearing the
invective might not be palpably felt, he, in the very next phrase, ‘with his Tygers hart wrapt
in a Players hide,’ launched out into an open attack. Now everybody sees thig is obviously a
parody of ‘O tiger’s heart wrapp'd in a woman’s hide, in 3 Henry VI, I, 4, 137. The
Elizabethans must have seen it without straining their memory. And Shakespeare himself
must have felt some resentment, civil as his demeanour was reported to be. Thus when the
occagion ripens some eight years later for a second use of the word, though resentment might
by then have been abated to little more than a feeliﬁg of regret, recollections of the bitfer insult
could never free the poet from expressing his sentiment. This is why he is justified in making
Poloniue ulfimately condemn the phrase: “That’s an ill phrase, a vile phrase, ‘beautified’ is a vile
phrase” In so doing we must realize that through the mouth of Polonius he condemned none
but the poor sardonic writer and condemned him to such an effect as he thought to be final.
For after this, he never used the word again. His discarding the word for good indicates that
be would, as-it were, never permit himself {oc be puzzled by the old bitter remembrance. Thus
immediately in the beginning of the next act when ;there is full chance for him to use the word
again, he made the conscience-pacifying King utter,
“The harlot's cheek, beautied with plastering art,
Is not more ugly to the thing that helps it
Than is my deed to my most painted word.” (IIL,1,51-53)
(76)



Now ‘beautiod’ means nothing but ‘beautified’, but it is no longer ‘beautified.’ Again, in the
opening linés of Act IV sc. V, when the distracted Ophelia seeks the interview ﬁ'ith the Queen,
she comes wildly up fo the latter with

) ‘Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark? (IV,5,21)

‘Beauteous’, in the sense of being distinguished by beauty, is, of course, a much commoner word.
¥t has been used for many times both in the plays and poems. Elsewhere the word employed is
‘beanutify’; it ocours four times altogether in 2 Hen. VI, III, 2, 167; Tit. And. T, 1, 110; Rom, &
Jul. 1, 3, 88; and Pericles V, 3, 76 and once in Lucrece, 404.

However, the corresponding word that occurs in the surreptitions Quarto of 1603 is not
‘beautified’. The explicit phrase therein contained is ‘To the beautiful Ophelia’ (1. 774). This
is certainly due to the mishearing of the reporter. For ‘heautified’ and *beautiful’ are more or
less of similar sound. Tt is simply natural for him to substitute a word, as is often the case, for
one he does not catch. At all events, th‘?& concurrence in the Q, and ¥y texts is strong enough
to set the surreptitious copy at nought. What more need I say than that that the word actually
comes down from the pen of Shakespears is "bea.utiﬁed’, a word once so abused, but now utterly
vindicated? -

- Nevertheless, there remain one or two things for me to consider. Greene’s pamphlet,
prepared in the last hours of his squalid life, was printed shortly after his death which happened
on 3 September 1592. In December of the same year, Henry Chettle, Greene’s publisher,
prefixed something of an apology for it to his own Kind-Harts Dreame. Whereas the earliest
date assigned by some of the scholars to Hamliet is 1600, although contemporary references to
the old play had been made several years earlier than this, how can it be possible then for
Shakespeare to be impregnated with an recrimination for so many years till eventually he gave
vent to it in the Quarts of 16047 Iurthermore, Greene’s invective, as mentioned above, wag
somewhat tempered with his death. And since “On the dead” Shakespeare “cannot be avenged”,
to adopt a remote hint of Chettle, whose apology, if assuredly meant for Shakespeare, as most
likely it did, despite that there was much ambiguity in his phraseology, might have some weight
on the conscience of the poet, how can we in that case attach much importance to the passage
in Hamlet as indicating nothing else but laying to (Greene’s charge? Weighty as these
congiderations ave, the pith of the matter is that Shakespeare was actually offended. Chettle
himgelf admitted it. Greene's Gronis-worth of Wit was ‘‘offensively by one or two of them
taken.” By “one or two”, he principally meant one, i.e. Shakespeare, if we take ‘the other’ in
the following passage to mean none but our poet.

Moreover, Greene’s attack was initiated with a parody. All the other venomous expressions
were merely subsequent to if. Is-it not fair then for Shakespeare to grasp and then condemn
the phrase, when occagion ghould ever lead him to, and when once recrimination was effected,
he was determined not to use the word again? For, after all, is there any other object of

(77)



insérting the passage when the interpolation can be easily done away with with oat in the least
depraving the sense of the context, if ngt for this? Besides, the impersonal way of treating
things, is highly in the vein of Shakespeare, and, in view of the difficulty often involved in
identifying some of the topical allusions even in the most persona.l Sonnet_;s, I see no reason why
we should not lay some emphasis on a thing so definite as the preseﬁt case. All things considered
I think T am rather safe in concluding that any alternative explanation can only result, when
the matter is thus made clea.f, in leaving the question pointless. .

Lastly, I must need point out that the passage so far discpssed has only been approached
from the wrong angles. Theobald and Capell tackled the question fromra religious perspective.
They both substituted *beautified’, but this does not make any sense. Johnson was so singularly
puzzled as to admit that the phrase seems to be vile for its ambiguity of meaning. Others made
some citations together with their respective interpretations, but all to no purpose. Dowden
only gave a passing reference to the passage in Two Gentlemen of Verona. And the note, put
down by such a shrewd edifor as John Dower Wilson, does not at all strike home the point as
Bhakespeare intended. My proposition, apart from its being the only possible solution to the
question concerned, will help to bring out, if rightly viewed, one of the external evidenceé in
ascertaining the date of Two Gentlemen of Verond. That that play must have existed before
Gireene’s Gmats-worth of Wit in August 1592, almost side by side with the trilogy of Henry VIin
1591, is beyond all doubt. The evidence given above is quite sufficient, 1 think, to show the
exactitude of my conjecture. And fhis is noé a small gain, either. '

(78)
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