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“Oh, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt, 

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew, 

Or that the Everlasting had not fixed 

His canon 'gainst self-slaughter!” 
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For the first Act of the play, I focused my efforts on distilling the very few lines each women have.  It is my belief that Gertrude and 
Ophelia begin at polar opposites of power spectrum at the beginning of the play. Ophelia finds herself locked into a system of 
pleasing the men around her, as Polonius and Laertes control her every move. Laertes, in particular, pleads with his sister to abstain 
from Hamlet, and his ironic and hypocritical commands result in Ophelia's reply: " 'Tis in my memory lock'd, And you yourself shall 
keep the key of it" (I, 3, 572). This is manifested in Ophelia's gesture on the timeline, she deeply curtsies with her fingers crossed 
behind her back. While this is a very modern, American gesture, I am pleased with the shape of the pose. Gertrude, on the other 
hand, stands poised in regal flourish. As her grief is gone, she is in control of her current destiny, and her composure through the Act 
is only tarnished slightly with a plead: "Let not thy mother lose her prayers, Hamlet./ I pray thee stay with us, go not to Wittenberg" 
(I,2,321). My interest in the relationship between these women comes from a contemporary desire for the play to pass the Bechdel 
test. The separation, liminality, and aggregation shown for this first Act 
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This is the first Act of the play that offers a glimpse at how the two women experience each other. While reading the subtext in a 
close reading is not necessarily very sound, for the sake of this experiment, the strongest choice in framing comes from the 
subtleties of the actor. In this timeline pose, Gertrude is intrigued by the presence of Ophelia's confusion and role in the world. The 
concern is nearing jealously, and the power Gertrude holds over her home and family begins to dwindle when she learns of 
Hamlet's letters to Ophelia. There is concern in her remark to Polonius with "Came this from Hamlet to her" (II, 2, 1210). Her liminality 
is expressed in a violent outburst, yet she contains within to her aggregated state. Ophelia's track is found in very literal, dialogue 
based work on the play. Her fright from Hamlet's indecent display in the bedroom is shocking, and it drives her to a liminal state of 
divulging her impure thoughts and actions from her relationship with Hamlet. Polonius does request that she deny Hamlet's letters, 
and she does so, but this new encounter, while startling, does offer hope to the budding romance in her eyes. This, I posit, is the 
beginning of Ophelia's mental fluxus. Gertrude, similarly, is beginning to see the cracks in the foundation of her position. 





T 

H 

R 

E 

E



Act Three surfaces for the women with the bedroom scene. Hamlet's interactions with his mother are powerfully manifested in 
dialogue, and the ghost of the late King Hamlet cloud the scene (as he ultimately appears). Gertrude's arc through this act is really 
her climax and emotional downfall. While her death later in the play can be read as her demise, her aggregation at the end of this 
Act places her lowest in the frame prior to actually being dead in the space. She feigns ignorance to her missteps and moral 
quandaries that Hamlet  recounts, and finds her past to haunt her present. She cowers, and compulsion and anxiety and anger 
inspired the gesture in this timeline photo. I give Gertrude the freedom to wring her hands to her heart's content despite what 
Hamlet barks at her: "Leave wringing of your hands. Peace! sit you down / And let me wring your heart" (III, 4). Her aggregated state 
is of a broken wrist preventing her from rising up to her former position. Ophelia speaks to Gertrude for the first time in this Act, and 
also must suffer the consequences of Hamlet's charade. She must reveal her true self, her own wrist, to Hamlet. But she weeps at his 
suffering, and finds no solace in his actions. This is a tumultuous Act for both women, and they find themselves thrust into a 
haunted, liminal space without yet finding each other or relief. 
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While Act Three showcases the first direct, verbal interaction between Gertrude and Ophelia, their intentions towards one another 
are only made clear in this fourth Act. On the broad timeline, I have chosen this moment to be a moment of connection for the 
women. The haunting face of a supposedly deranged Ophelia is juxtaposed with the consternation of Gertrude's face and grasp 
upon the young girl's wrists. What I found most striking about this Act were the ways through which Gertrude communicates her 
internal monologue. She may cast out others, and she may begin to lose her control over the world around her, but her moral 
intentions are made clear while she pronounces Ophelia's death, "Your sister's drown'd, Laertes" (IV, 7, 3312), when she poetic 
describes how the young girl had perished. This display is affectionate, and ties, I argue, the women together in femininity and 
oppression. Ophelia's state throughout the Act is catalyzed by the Brechtian outburst that is assumed to have destroyed her 
psyche. Her madness, realized in song, is biting and callous with personal attacks on others. Nothing, though, can save her from the 
silencing she has experienced throughout the play. Water may have filled her lungs, purified her morally corrupt body, but at least 
her identity and being are no longer on display or owned by a man. 
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Gertrude's hope, I feel, is that Ophelia has peace beyond the corporeal realm: "Sweets to the sweet! Farewell" (V, 1, 3578). This final 
Act is represented by a gentle grouping of gestures. The timeline photo above shows the tender, motherly affection that one might 
expect of these two women if Ophelia had lived to be Gertrude's daughter-in-law. Though, the image is rendered morbid, with 
Gertrude tending to the tender girl's body. The image is still and has a aura of other-worldly, aquatic stasis that highlights the death 
of the play, and the severity of the tragedy these women face not only in their deaths, but the misogyny they must ingest 
throughout the play. Gertrude's poise and regality are presented in sadness, and her liminality is expressed with cheers for Hamlet's 
health and the prospect of leaving the tarnished life she currently leads. Both women aggregate as dead figures, opposing each 
other. Even in their afterlife, even beyond the men controlling their lives, they cannot make a true connection on the masculine 
hegemonic timeline presented in this play. 




