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Two households,

Both alike in dignity,

In fair Verona,

Where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge

Break forth to new mutiny,

And civil blood,

Makes civil hands unclean

Romeo and Juliet, Prologue
Significance

Can we say, possibly,

That the two most famous works of literature in the world,

(East and West)
Are the Bhagavad-gita of Veda-yasa,

And Hamlet of William Shakespeare?
They are not superficial shows of Godless energy.

They are both works of deep philosophical import.

They touch on life where it means the most,

In our social and psychological worlds.

For Contrast
Arjuna: My dear Kṛṣṇa, seeing my friends and relatives present before me in such a fighting spirit, I feel the limbs of my body quivering and my mouth drying up.   O Janārdana, although these men, their hearts overtaken by greed, see no fault in killing one's family or quarreling with friends, why should we, who can see the crime in destroying a family, engage in these acts of sin? 

Bhagavad Gita 1.28 & 37

Hamlet: O that this too, too solid flesh would melt, thaw, and resolve itself into a dew!

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd His canon 'gainst self-slaughter!

O God! O God! How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable seem to me all the uses of this world!

Time is out of joint.  O cursed spite that ever I was born to set it right!

Hamlet Act I Scenes 2 & 3

ONTOLOGY

 The Ultimate Nature of Things
[Shakespeare’s As You Like It]

JAQUES: All the world's a stage,

And the men and women therein mere players;

They have their entrances and their exits;

And one man in his time plays many parts,

His acts being seven ages.

At first the infant,

Mewling and puking in the nurse's arms;

Then the whining school-boy, with his satchel

And shining morning face, creeping like snail

Unwillingly to school.

And then the lover,

Sighing like a furnace, with a woeful ballad

Made to his mistress' eyebrow.

Then a soldier,

Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the leopard,

Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel,

Seeking the bubble reputation

Even in the cannon's mouth.

And then the justice,

In fair round belly with good cape on,

With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,

Full of wise sayings and modern instances;

And so he plays his part.

The sixth age shifts into the lean and slipper'd pantaloon,

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,

His youthful hose, well sav'd, a world too wide

For his shrunk shank;

And his big manly voice turning again toward childish treble,

Pipes and whistles in his sound.

Last scene of all,

That ends this strange eventful history,

Is second childishness and mere oblivion;

So ends teeth,

So ends eyes,

So ends taste,

So ends everything. 

As You Like It (Act II Scene 7)

The Bhagavad-gita’s take is similar:

As the embodied soul continuously passes, in this body, from boyhood to youth to old age, the soul similarly passes into another body at death. A sober person is not bewildered by such a change. 
Bhagavad Gita - 2.13

Similar but Little Different?

To Arjuna we are the passenger who rides the vehicle of this body, but at the time of death, when the vehicle is finished, we are not finished. Yet, it seems that to Shakespeare, Hamlet, such a very clear distinction between the passenger and the vehicle is not.
Hamlet: To what base uses we may return, Horatio!

Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander till he find it

stopping a bung-hole?

Horatio:  'Twere to consider too curiously to consider so.

Hamlet:  No, faith, not a jot:  Alexander died, Alexander was buried, Alexander returneth into dust; the dust is earth; of earth we make loam; and why of that loam whereto he was converted might they not stop a beer-barrel?

   Imperious Caesar, dead and turn'd to clay,

   Might stop a hole to keep the wind away.

   O, that that earth which kept the world in awe

   Should patch a wall to expel the winter's flaw!

But soft! but soft! aside!--Here comes the king.

Hamlet Act V, Scene 1
But Also Very Similar!

[Enter Ghost of Prince Hamlet’s Murdered Father]

Hamlet: O, answer me!

Let me not burst in ignorance; but tell why the sepulchre wherein we saw thee quietly in-urned, hath opened his ponderous and marble jaws to cast thee up again!

What may this mean?
[Ghost beckons Hamlet]
Horatio:  It beckons you to go away with it as if it some impartment did desire to you alone.

Marcio: Look with what courteous action It waves you to a more removed ground:  But do not go with it!

Horatio:   No, by no means.

Hamlet:  It will not speak; then will I follow it.

Horatio:  Do not, my lord.

Hamlet:  Why, what should be the fear?

I do not set my life at a pin's fee; And for my soul, what can it do to that,
Being a thing immortal as itself?

It waves me forth again;    --  I'll follow it.
Hamlet Act I, Scene 4

ONTOLOGY

The Determination of Our Destination

Whatever state of being one remembers when he quits his body, O son of Kuntī, 
That state he will attain without fail.
Bhagavad-gita 8.6:
The King’s State of Consciousness

King: O, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven;

It hath the primal eldest curse upon't,  --A brother's murder!

Pray can I not, 
Though inclination be as sharp as will:

My stronger guilt defeats my strong intent.

But what if this cursed hand were thicker than itself with brother's blood, 
--Is there not rain enough in the sweet heavens to wash it white as snow?

Where to serves mercy but to confront the visage of offence?

And what's in prayer but this twofold force: 
To be forestalled ere we come to fall, Or pardoned being down?

[By prayer we can become free from sinful reaction.]

King: Then I'll look up. My fault is past.

But, O, I am still possessed of those effects for which I did the murder, 

My crown, mine own ambition, and my queen.

May one be pardoned and retain the offence?

Help, angels! Make assay: Bow, stubborn knees, all may be well.

[Tenth Offence in Reciting the Holy Names: Maintaining material attachment.]
[Enter Hamlet.]

Now might I do it pat, now he is praying;

And so he goes to heaven?!?
And so am I reveng'd.--that would be scann'd:

A villain kills my father; and for that,

I, his sole son, do this same villain send

To heaven.

O, this is hire and salary, not revenge.

He took my father grossly, full of bread;

With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May;

And how his audit stands, who knows save heaven?

But in our circumstance and course of thought,

'Tis heavy with him: and am I, then, reveng'd,

To take him in the purging of his soul,

When he is fit and season'd for his passage?

No.

Up, sword, and know thou a more horrid hent:

When he is drunk asleep; or in his rage;

Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed;

At gaming, swearing; or about some act

That has no relish of salvation in't;--

Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven;

And that his soul may be as damn'd and black

As hell, whereto it goes. 
My mother stays:

This physic but prolongs thy sickly days.

[Exits Hamlet]
[The King rises to leave.]

King:  My words fly up,

my thoughts remain below.

Words without thoughts

To heaven never to heaven go.

Hamlet - Act III; Scene 5

One who restrains the senses of action but whose mind dwells on sense objects,

Certainly deludes himself and is called a pretender. 

Bhagavad-gita  3.6
Ontology

Summary

· Both Hamlet and Arjuna face the most difficult problem, separation from ones you love.

· They both know that the body is a machine made of matter that will perish.

· They both know that our consciousness at the time of death determines the destination of the immortal soul.

· They both know that acts of prayer can change that destination (if it is accompanied with proper action).

Two More Topics

These are not so systematic ramblings, nor are our citations perfect. We do hope, however, they do give light to your life, and will inspire you, even for our benefit, to read these two sources more.  We’ve begun with ontology. We’ve got the elements straight. Let us continue a little more with ontology and then pass to praxiology, application of this knowledge.

· What of free will? Destiny?

· Proper action for his mother, ladies?
What of free will?    Destiny?
Bhismadeva to Yuddhisthira.
The Bhagavad-gita is a part of the great epic, Maha-bharata. In the last part, the Shanti-parva, the dying Grandfather Bhismadeva, gives his instructions on the raja-dharma, practical duties of the King. He discusses many things and it makes a massive, profound, reading in praxiology, but he begins with this question of destiny versus free will. He states it very clearly: The King is basically a man of action. Yes there is destiny that determines things, but of the two determined action is the most important for a King. Even destiny cannot very well manifest without some determined action.
To Be or Not to Be
Hamlet: 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?--To die,--to sleep,--

No more; and by a sleep to say we end

The heartache, and the thousand natural shocks

That flesh is heir to,
--'tis a consummation

Devoutly to be wish'd. To die,--to sleep;--

To sleep! perchance to dream:
--ay, there's the rub;

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,

When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,

Must give us pause: 
there's the respect

That makes calamity of so long life;

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,

The oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,

The pangs of despis'd love, the law's delay,

The insolence of office, and the spurns

That patient merit of the unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin [dagger]?

who would these fardels [fire wood] bear,

To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

But that the dread of something after death,--

The undiscover'd country, from whose bourn

No traveller returns,
--puzzles the will,

And makes us rather bear those ills we have

Than fly to others that we know not of?

Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;

And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought;

And enterprises of great pith and moment,

With this regard, their currents turn awry,

And lose the name of action.
--Soft you now! The fair Ophelia!

Hamlet Act III, Scene 1
To Fust in Us Unused. 
Hamlet considers the same point when he sees two armies setting off to ‘fight for a plot which is not tomb enough to hide the slain’.
[Exeunt all but Hamlet.]

How all occasions do inform against me

And spur my dull revenge! What is a man,

If his chief good and market of his time

Be but to sleep and feed? a beast, no more.

Sure he that made us with such large discourse,

Looking before and after, gave us not

That capability and godlike reason

To fust in us unus'd. 
Now, whether it be

Bestial oblivion, or some craven scruple

Of thinking too precisely on the event,--

A thought which, quarter'd, hath but one part wisdom

And ever three parts coward,--I do not know

Why yet I live to say 'This thing's to do;'

Sith I have cause, and will, and strength, and means

To do't. Examples, gross as earth, exhort me:

 …a father kill'd, a mother stain'd,

Excitements of my reason and my blood,

And let all sleep? 

Hamlet Act IV, Scene 4

Rough Hewn It How We Will
Hamlet: Sir [Horatio], in my heart there was a kind of fighting
That would not let me sleep: Me thought I lay

Worse than the mutinies in the bilboes. Rashly,

And praised be rashness for it.

Let us know,

Our indiscretion sometime serves us well,

When our deep plots do fail; and that should teach us

There's a divinity that shapes our ends,

Rough-hew them how we will.

Horatio:

That is most certain.
Hamlet Act V, Scene 1

Krishna’s Decision
If you become conscious of Me, you will pass over all the obstacles of conditioned life by My grace. If, however, you do not work in such consciousness but act through false ego, not hearing Me, you will be lost.

If you do not act according to My direction and do not fight, then you will be falsely directed. By your nature, you will have to be engaged in warfare.
Under illusion you are now declining to act according to My direction. But, compelled by the work born of your own nature, you will act all the same, O son of Kuntī.

Bhagavad-gita 18.58-60
Proper action for his mother, ladies?
Hamlet, as other works of Shakespeare, is a play-ground for those seeking to integrate the civil system of classical India with our Western heritage. It just won’t stop. Here let us just look at one topic, ladies civil duties. We saw that Hamlet’s uncle, the King, his mind, perspective, and thus the destination of his soul was overwhelmed by his actions: And civil blood, Makes civil hands unclean.

What then of life for the lady? One scholar of the drama comments that Hamlet has to murder his uncle and chastise his own mother to her very face as a “royal whore”. No wonder, like Arjuna, he feels that “time is out of joint and cursed spite that he was ever born to set it right”.
But he is not sure if the ghost is really his murdered father or a devil trying to trick him into unjustly killing his uncle. So he arranges players so re-enact the events in front of his uncle and his mother and watches their reactions.

 [Enter a King and a Queen.]

Player King: [For twelve years we have been married]
P. Queen: So many journeys may the sun and moon

Make us again count ere love be done!

But, woe is me, you are so sick of late,

So far from cheer and from your former state.

Now, what my love is, proof hath made you know;

And as my love is sized, my fear is so:

Where love is great, the littlest doubts are fear;

Where little fears grow great, great love grows there.

P. King. Faith, I must leave thee, love, and shortly too;
My operant powers their functions leave to do:

And thou shalt live in this fair world behind,

Honour'd, belov'd, and haply one as kind

For husband shalt thou,--

P. Queen.

O, confound the rest!

Such love must needs be treason in my breast:

In second husband let me be accurst!

None wed the second but who kill'd the first.

Hamlet:
[Aside.] Wormwood, wormwood!

P. Queen.

The instances that second marriage move

Are base respects of thrift, but none of love.

A second time I kill my husband dead

When second husband kisses me in bed.

P. King.

I do believe you think what now you speak;

But what we do determine oft we break.

Purpose is but the slave to memory;

Of violent birth, but poor validity:

Which now, like fruit unripe, sticks on the tree;

But fall unshaken when they mellow be.

Most necessary 'tis that we forget

To pay ourselves what to ourselves is debt:

What to ourselves in passion we propose,

The passion ending, doth the purpose lose.

Where joy most revels, grief doth most lament;

Grief joys, joy grieves, on slender accident.

This world is not for aye; nor 'tis not strange

That even our loves should with our fortunes change;

For 'tis a question left us yet to prove,

Whether love lead fortune, or else fortune love.

The great man down, you mark his favourites fly,

The poor advanced makes friends of enemies;

And hitherto doth love on fortune tend:

For who not needs shall never lack a friend;

And who in want a hollow friend doth try,

Directly seasons him his enemy.

But, orderly to end where I begun,--

Our wills and fates do so contrary run

That our devices still are overthrown;

Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own:

So think thou wilt no second husband wed;

But die thy thoughts when thy first lord is dead?
P. Queen.

Nor earth to me give food, nor heaven light!

Sport and repose lock from me day and night!

To desperation turn my trust and hope!

An anchor’s cheer in prison be my scope!

Each opposite that blanks the face of joy

Meet what I would have well, and it destroy!

Both here and hence pursue me lasting strife,

If, once a widow, ever I be wife!

Ham.

If she should break it now! [To Ophelia.]

P. King.

‘Tis deeply sworn. Sweet, leave me here awhile;

My spirits grow dull, and fain I would beguile

The tedious day with sleep.

[Sleeps.]

P. Queen.

Sleep rock thy brain,

And never come mischance between us twain!

[Exit.]

Ham.

[To his Mother, the real Queen] Madam, how like you this play?

Queen.

The lady protests too much, methinks.

Hamlet Act II, Scene 3
Hansadutta Prabhu told us that Srila Prabhupada, A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami, Founder-Acharya of ISKCON, once commented that if you want to understand word-power then you should read Shakespeare. Furthermore that Shakespeare could be taught in the classical Vedic primary school, guru-kula. Even furthermore, our esteemed contemporary ISKCON scholar, His Grace Gopi-paranadhana, commented to us, as we remember, that Srila Prabhupada once gave a whole summary of The Merchant of Venice, another one of Shakespeare’s famous works, during one lecture in London. Gopi then commented that later he found a Bengali version entitled, Ventia Vanik.

This topic of remarriage has been a salient one. In the popular media, magazines, you can see it being discussed after World War II. There were many young war windows in the USA and the question surfaced whether they should be allowed to remarry or not. When I was a child in 1959 widows in the USA still wore black. To our reading the conclusion was that, yes, it was too much to expect a girl in here twenties with a baby to remain a widow her whole life. No one should criticize her. However, if she opted to dress in black and remain a widow, faithful to her love for her husband, then everyone should support her.

What do you think?

Do you think the lady doth protest too much?

In another place Hamlet comments that ‘the cooked-meats from the funeral feast did but do double duty as cold-cuts for the wedding feast’ -- word power.
For the time being let us end our personal reflections on Hamlet and Arjuna here. We hope that we have amused you and more we hope that we have inspired you to read both these classics in your culture-time. Later we also hope to publish Parasara’s dharma sastra though our esteemed NIOS. Parasara addresses with current focus these practical questions of civil conduct and ultimate salvation. He specifically answers this question. Was it just for Gertrude to marry Polonius or was did she prostitute herself?
((
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