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For the Love of Laertes

The fair Ophelia of Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a jewel among maidens; there is hardly a person in court who does not admire this beautiful and sweet lady. Laertes, her brother, at first glance appears to care about her more than anyone else. However, the actions of this zealous young man prove otherwise. Ironically, Laertes’s love for Ophelia is overshadowed by his love for his own self.
Hamlet describes the gallant courtier Laertes as a “very noble youth” (V.i.207-208). Laertes demonstrates an air of vanity throughout the play; perhaps this is why A. C. Bradley comments that Laertes is “far from being” a “very noble youth” after all (15). Though, ostensibly, Laertes acts out of a deep brotherly love for Ophelia, his mindset is one of self-importance. The chief purpose of his actions is not to care for Ophelia but to sustain his own honor.

At the beginning of Act I, Scene III of the play, Laertes urges Ophelia to avoid Hamlet. His advice may not be the heartfelt warning it appears to be. Laertes implores his sister to “weigh what loss your honor may sustain / If with too credent ear you list his songs, / Or lose your heart, or your chaste treasure open / To his unmastered importunity” (I.iii.32-35). Laertes is expressing worry not for Ophelia’s well-being, but for her honor. He hopes to preserve her reputation; and to preserve his own in the process. Laertes also gives little credit to either Ophelia or her lover 

Lehman 2

regarding chastity, although there is no apparent reason to doubt either of them. Whether he realizes it or not, Laertes is insulting both Ophelia and her lover in order to preserve his own importance. Laertes dismisses Hamlet’s affections as “trifling”, “a fashion and a toy in blood” (I.iii.6-7), directly downplaying Hamlet’s love and charms. Laertes is hurt to think that Ophelia could find a man in her life more important – and perhaps more impressively noble – than he. By protecting Ophelia from Hamlet’s advances, Laertes is protecting his own pride.

Ophelia herself shows cause to doubt her brother’s intentions when he warns her against Hamlet. “But, good my brother, / Do not, as some ungracious pastors do, / Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven, / Whiles, like a puffed and reckless libertine, / Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads / And recks not his own rede” (I.iii.49-54). The guileless Ophelia would not make this appeal without a reason to suspect hypocrisy from Laertes. If his own sister cannot rule out duplicity from his words, it is not difficult to imagine that Laertes may have an ulterior motive behind his parting words to Ophelia. He puts on a mask of brotherly affection, but behind the mask is a quest to preserve his own vanity. 

When Laertes returns from Paris, Hamlet has killed Polonius, and all Laertes seems to care about is revenge: “To this point I stand, / That both the worlds I give to negligence, / Let come what comes, only I’ll be revenged / Most thoroughly for my father” (IV.v.141-144). He commits himself to this action without any regard for how it may hurt Ophelia. Never mind that she may love Hamlet. Laertes must carry out his noble revenge.

Laertes does not even consider Ophelia’s fate. After seeing that she is mad, his first action is not to help her but to demand more knowledge that will aid him in his revenge 

(IV.v.222-227). But how can he be a true brother to Ophelia if he is a murderer? Who will care
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for her if he is executed for killing the royal Prince of Denmark? What if Laertes goes to hell for his actions, and is separated from his sister forever? Not one of these questions crosses Laertes’s mind. Not even his sister matters more to him than the ardent and admirable code of revenge.

Even after Ophelia’s death, Laertes has more respect for himself and his vengeful plans than he does for his sister. He is ashamed to be seen weeping for her and calls his tears womanly and foolish (IV.vii.203-209). Keeping his manly conduct is so important to him that he spends more time condemning his tears than respectfully mourning Ophelia.

Laertes is still focused on revenge at Ophelia’s funeral. He cries, “O, treble woe / Fall ten times treble on that cursed head / Whose wicked deed thy most ingenious sense / Deprive thee of!” (V.i.234-237). Laertes does not simply want Hamlet punished; he has already asked the king for a way to kill Hamlet himself. Instead of grieving the loss of his sister, Laertes is looking forward to his plot for revenge.

Nevertheless, Laertes makes a big show of jumping into Ophelia’s grave and requesting to be buried with her (V.i.239-242). Hamlet mocks Laertes, saying, “Who is he whose grief / Bears such an emphasis, whose phrase of sorrow / Conjures the wand-ring stars, and makes them stand / Like wonder-wounded hearers?” (V.i.23-26). The theatricality of Laertes’s behavior makes its sincerity questionable. Laertes is still fixed on killing Hamlet and so cannot genuinely wish to be buried with Ophelia before finishing the job. G. R. Elliott states that “Here Laertes succumbs to the hypocrisy…of his own consummate vanity” (167). His extravagant performance at Ophelia’s funeral glorifies himself but disrespects his dead sister.

Throughout the rest of the play, Laertes still does not shirk from his “noble” revenge. He 

goes on to participate in the duel during which he plans to kill Hamlet. Before they duel begins,
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Hamlet apologizes for previously offending Laertes (V.ii.213-231). Laertes grants Hamlet chivalrous but only partial forgiveness, adding, “But in my terms of honor / I stand aloof” (V.ii.232-235).  Still Laertes has his honor at the forefront of his mind. Ophelia would be devastated to know that Laertes is plotting to kill her lover, but Laertes’s quest does not honor his sister’s wishes but his own. He is self-interested to the end.

Laertes’s passionate temperament and showy attitude are impressive but often misleading. His chief concern may be an unconscious one, but still it pervades all of his actions. He seems most sincere in his affections for Ophelia; but, in the end, he is only satisfying his own vanity.
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