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Howard Staunton (1810-1874) on proof of authorship 

“On 26th July, 1602, a memorandum was entered on the register of the Stationers’ 

Company:‘ James Roberts.] A booke, The Revenge of Hamlett prince of Denmarke 

followed by this note: as yt was latelie acted by the Lord Chamberlayn his 

servantes.’ 

 

This entry unquestionably refers to our author’s ‘Hamlet,’ the publication of which 

Roberts desired to secure.” 

 

“The original story of ‘Hamlet’ or ‘Amleth’ is related by the Danish Historian 

Saxo Grammaticus, and was adopted by Belleforet in his collection of novels, 

1564. It was rendered into English at an early date and printed under the title of 

The Hystorie of Hamblet. It is probable Shakespeare constructed his creation 

(based on an Icelandic Edda) entirely from the rude materials furnished by the 

same.” 

 

David Akenhead, (1946 - ) actor and theatre manager 

 

Staunton’s large inclusion of critical opinions in his Globe Shakespeare is far too 

intense and laboured (and has no match in any other play by the Bard and friends) 

but clearly an anguished mind full of self-guilt is not contested by any of them and 

best summarised from the quotes the critics have selected from the play itself to 

announce their reservations:  

 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) : O! that this too too solid flesh would melt 

and It cannot be But I am pigeon-livered, and lack gall To make oppression bitter.’ 

(Excuses, excuses and a tad hypocritical after his own advice to his players! 

Clearly, no stage fright there!) 

 

Auguste Wilhelm von Schlegel (1767-1845): And thus the native hue of resolution 

Is sicklied o’er with a pale cast of thought; And enterprise of great pith and 

moment, With this regard, their currents turn awry, And lose the name of action.’ 

(You say you can’t bear your Sisyphean rock, but you tend to have a habit of 

dismissing it as lightweight material when it comes to your girlfriend – Schlegel 

seems to concur!)  - but one part wisdom And ever three parts coward (This 

confessional to your captive audience, I don’t buy, either and neither does 

Schlegel! But even Hamlet is brought to his knees with genuine guilt eventually as 

with his duel to the death with Laertes and there I part company from Schlegel) – 



my evidence, for any actor worth his salt, plain to his mother after her loving 

support in the duel The queen carouses to thy fortune, Hamlet. Good madam. I 

dare not drink yet, madam, by and by. Come let me wipe thy face. And later this on 

the King’s demise to Laertes He is justly served; It is a poison temper’d by himself: 

Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet: Mine and my father’s death come 

not upon thee. Nor thine on me! Heaven make thee free of it!) 

 

Goethe: The time is out of joint: O cursed spite, That ever I was born to set it right! 

(I have used a similar argument concerning the state of our sad world, commenting 

in The Times recently, so both Goethe and Hamlet have my sympathy and support 

on this one!) 

 

Story (extracts and further comments) courtesy of John Goodwin RSC’s 

Short Guide to Shakespeare’s Plays 1990. – bracketed items with my 

observations – DA 
 

“Hamlet. Laurence Olivier wrote of Hamlet, the man: ‘He is the permanent rebel 

and nay-sayer, and would be the same in any society or period of history. He works 

out his morality as he goes along, taking nothing on trust, and approaches life like 

an actor, always trying on new characterisations to see if they fit. (not unlike 

Douglas Adams’, Arthur Dent and his interminable search for 42, the key to the 

meaning of life, the universe and everything! Indeed, the search for the Hamlet in 

all of us which transcends time itself). 

 

(The model) : Hamlet was written when Shakespeare was in his middle thirties and 

is the first of the great tragedies. The legend from which he drew his story goes 

back to an eleventh century Icelandic poem (or Edda). The play is, in fact, a 

‘revenge’ drama, a genre very popular at the time. The central figure is committed 

to revenge a great crime, and his subsequent actions usually bring darkness, self-

doubt, suffering and finally death. 

 

The plot of (Shakespeare’s) Hamlet tells how Claudius had poisoned his brother 

the King of Denmark, Hamlet’s father, taken the throne and married Hamlet’s 

mother, the Queen. Hamlet sees his father’s ghost, who demands that he revenge 

the crime by which he was ‘of life, of crown, of Queen, at once despatch’d’. The 

great part of the play then deals with Hamlet’s efforts to do this. He swings 

between indecision and resolve, fiercely rebukes his mother, and stabs to death the 

father of the girl he loves, Ophelia, who then goes mad and, wandering by a 

stream, drowns. 



 

At the end, Claudius plots for Hamlet to be killed in a duel between him and 

Ophelia’s brother, Laertes, who agrees to use a rapier with an envenomed point. 

During the match, Hamlet is pricked by this but its effect is slow, he continues to 

fight and, while scuffling, he and Laertes change swords. Laertes is mortally 

wounded, and the Queen, unknowingly and fatally, drinks from a poisoned cup 

prepared for Hamlet in case he is not cut by Laertes’ rapier. Hamlet senses 

treachery. At last he finds the impetus to kill the king. Then he too dies.” 

 

‘There is something inviolate in his character which is proof against analysis and 

labels’, Paul Scofield surmises. Coleridge concludes ‘it is we who are Hamlet’ 

(confirming my own convictions too) 
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Above part of my legacy to Shakespeare, courtesy of my former wife, Celia Ruth 

Staunton and her celebrated ancestor Howard Staunton (1810-1874), supreme 

Shakespearean authority from his Globe Illustrated Shakespeare, and a former 

English Chess Grand Master to boot! Enjoy my digital Jumbo crossword evolved 

from two chess supremos: Howard Staunton and Edmund Akenhead former Times 

crossword editor 1965-1983 via his mother, Myrtle Akenhead nee Nicholson Grant 

MacGregor, former Ladies Chess Champion of Somerset who I had the audacity to 

beat aged 10 with hitherto unconventional moves using the Queen’s pawn! 
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