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Ghosts In Shakespeare’s Time 
 
DID YOU KNOW THAT . . . .All supernatural things were regarded with great suspicion by people in 
Shakespeare’s time.  People in Shakespeare’s day were more likely to consider ghosts and 
supernatural events as being from the devil* rather than from God. The teaching of the reformed 
Church was that the dead cannot return (Hamlet says as much, speaking of death as "The 
undiscovered country from whose bourn / No traveller returns [3.1.79-80]). Yet there were many 
contemporary accounts of ghosts, many of which achieved wide circulation, and it is clear that 
not everyone accepted the official doctrine that they were evil spirits in disguise. 
 
When Hamlet sees the Ghost, his first instinct is to assume that they need to be protected from it: 
"Angels and ministers of grace defend us!" (1.4. 39). He continues, specifically keeping in mind 
both possibilities, that the Ghost is an agent of God or the devil: 

  God  the devil 

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned, 

Bring with thee  airs from heaven or blasts from hell, 

Be thy intents charitable or wicked. . . 

No wonder Hamlet sees the Ghost as having a "questionable" shape (see 1.4.40-43.)  He doesn’t 
know if it is good or evil, “wicked or charitable”. 

Who sees ghosts? 

Who sees the Ghost in Hamlet, and who doesn’t?  Consider the motivations and actions of those 
characters who see it, and when it is seen.  

Did the Ghost hopelessly confuse Hamlet when he said, 

But howsomever thou pursues this act, 
Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive 
Against thy mother aught.  Leave her to heaven.      (1.5.84-86) 

  
In telling Hamlet not to "taint" his mind, the Ghost involves Hamlet in a contradiction: Hamlet is 
supposed to revenge his father, but the Ghost prohibits Hamlet from taking action against his 
mother (because, according to the Ghost, she will be punished in heaven.)  This is Hamlet’s 
problem:  if his mother will be punished by God, why not  leave Claudius to heaven also? Hamlet 
does, after all, fear that the Ghost may be tempting him:  

The spirit that I have seen 
May be a devil, and the devil hath power 
T'assume a pleasing shape, yea, and perhaps 
Out of my weakness and my melancholy, 
As he is very potent with such spirits, 
Abuses me to damn me.         (2.2.605-10 


