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Word-Hoard: Life After Life on the Early Modern Stage 

Hamlet is a quintessential hoarder. Consider that the first thing he does upon his return to 

Denmark is rescue detritus from a landfill as just one example of his predilection to keep and store-

up uncanny things. When Hamlet takes-up Yorick’s skull, marked in advance as it is by the memory 

of playing, he reinserts it into an endless chain of signification signaled by the famous phrase 

“infinite jest” (5.1.171). Hamlet’s concern with converting trash into treasure by bringing the dead 

back to life resonates with contemporary ecological thought. That is to say, just as thinkers such 

Timothy Morton and Jane Bennett, urge environmentalists to recognize the nonhuman in the 

absence of an ideological concept of Nature, Hamlet and his skull layout the potential for a post-

apocalyptic ecological practice. That is the skull that is at once “grinning” and “loam,” shows ways 

to think annihilation while remaining open to a concept of life without Nature (5.1.177 & 194). 

The memento mori, skulls retained, reposited, reserved, and above all regarded, remind audiences of 

the finitude of life while signifying infinitely. It is on these grounds that I will argue skulls on the 

early modern stage have a great deal to teach us about life, and life after life, on this, our dying 

planet.  

The impulse to keep and store-up dead things in a spectacular mass are present in much of 

the criticism that reads Hamlet as a memento mori poem. For instance, Harry Morris provides insight 

into the theological tradition to which he argues Hamlet belongs. In order for a memento mori text to 

inspire in its audience the right attitude toward flesh, sin, and life in the world to come, it must 

contain a pervasive fear of dying; grim objects; a warning to reject sin and repent; and affirmation of 
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faith, the glory of God, and the path to heaven. Since Memento mori texts have to do and say a lot to 

force the sinner to salvation, they are often cluttered with all sorts of objects. Morris’ description of 

the dominant features and goals of the tradition demonstrates this indiscriminate accumulation of 

objects, “An outgrowth of the memento mori object itself but often quite distinct is a succession of 

grisly images, dwelling with insistent horror on the corruption of the body, the terrors of the grave, 

and the punishments of that greater pit into which an unprepared soul might fall” (1035). Morris 

argues that the graveyard scene meets all the standard requirements to qualify within the memento mori 

tradition, but he questions the “purpose of the existence of such a scene” (1038). That is he 

interprets the Hamlet of the graveyard as a good man, who has overcome the temptation to sin 

mortally. He wonders why any character that is prepared to die without a mortal sin weighing him 

down to hell would need to be reminded of the infelicities of the flesh and the redemptive power of 

the Lord. He does not dwell long on possible infelicitous responses to his question; such as it is a 

mark of Hamlet’s madness and sovereign power to choose to hold onto dead things. Instead, Morris 

answers the questions he asks by claiming the entire play is a memento mori poem. In other words 

while the scene in the graveyard may seem to challenge the possibility or need of the life in the 

world to come, it simply does so to point to the ways Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, and Ophelia are 

imperiled by love of the flesh, mortal sin, and a lack of readiness to face imminent death.  Even 

though Morris opens up the possibility of the skull as a form of life, he eventually holds it up as the 

sign of absence par excellent despite the lingering unease about why the scene occurs in the play.  

Gail Kern Paster reads offers a rejoinder to readings of the skull as absence, providing in its 

stead a kind-of historicist ‘life as such.’ She opens up her reading of skulls and brains by issuing a 

challenge to Michael Neill’s claim that the skull is “’at once the most eloquent and empty of human 

signs’” (42). In place of the supposed emptiness, Paster argues the skull is “…an artifact of the 

extended mind continually engaged in a dynamic process of considerable historical specificity and  
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value…[and not]…an empty container of what was, the vehicle of 

ubi sunt reminiscence, or a reminder of what will be” (43). Paster 

shows potential ways to fill-up the skull with brains, fluids, 

humors, and the kind of spirit that she claims early modern 

thinkers understood as animating the body through a reading in 

which she compares the skull in Hamlet to the anamorphic skull in Hans Holbien’s The Ambassadors. 

When the viewer looks at the painting straight-on he can see the faces of both “ambassadors,” but 

the anamorphic slash remains obscured. When the viewer moves to the left to look at the skull, the 

faces of the front facing figures are obscured. While Jaque Lacan argues that the impossibility of 

viewing the skull and the face of the figures simultaneously is annihilating, Paster disagrees. She 

suggests instead that since the process of viewing the painting in total requires the viewer to 

physically tack between a straight-on view to a side-long glance from the left, the memento mori in 

Holbien’s painting is present and for the living. Only a living human with full cognitive abilities can 

accomplish the goal established by the The Ambassadors, and Paster argues by Hamlet as well. She 

explains how readers and audiences perform a similar cognitive back and forth in the graveyard 

scene. That is when we see the skull it obscures the men and when we see the men we cannot see 

the skull. To see the scene all at once relies on the potential contained in the living body of the 

reader/view who tacks back and forth between men and skulls, life and death.  

Jane Bennett explicates the spectacular tableaus of trash that are regularly put before TV 

audiences on reality shows to explore the idea that things force people to act against a domineering 

strain in Western thought that presumes the opposite to be true. Set within the context of the 

contemporary environmental crisis, the stakes of the subject-object reversal are rather high for 

Bennett.  From this moment of crisis she argues that discovering the vitality of things via hoarders is 

Figure	1.	The	Ambassadors,	1533 
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to “…shed light on the role that a not-quite human form of effectivity might be playing in 

maintaining the over-consumptive, ecologically disastrous society that I inhabit” (268-69).By 

choosing to explicate the hoard rather than the hoarders, Bennett reads the show against the 

deliberate narrative established in each episode: people who accumulate undifferentiated masses of 

stuff are deficient, dangerous, and themselves need to be secured in by institutional discourses. She 

argues instead that hoarders have special insight into the power of things (250-1). And while she 

suggests that her claim to recognize the vibrant materiality of things reverses deeply held 

contemporary cultural expectations, her work 

opens up spaces for a new reading of Hamlet. 

Hamlet, and the hoarders regularly exposed on 

cable TV, point to the continuing life of 

disavowed places and objects that keep on 

living heedless of a decision made that refuses 

or refutes that potential.  

Hamlet’s inability to let go is a legacy of kingship as much as representation of the Early 

Modern vogue for collection and display or our own moment of extreme overconsumption to which 

Bennett’s analysis directs our attention. Horatio reminds audiences of the long history of kingship 

and treasure hoards the third time he commands the ghost of Old Hamlet to explain why he haunts 

the castle grounds when he commands: 

“O speak! 

Or if thou has uphoarded in thy life 

Extorted treasure in the womb of earth— 

For which they say you spirits oft walk in death— 

Speak of it, stay and speak” (1.1.116-20).  

Figure	2.	Beach	Trash 



Rose 5 

	 5	

In all of his instructions, Horatio attempts to pinpoint the reason for the ghost’s appearance. In his 

last address he speculates that the spirit’s return is connected to a cache of treasure both extracted 

from the earth and stashed back in it.  There is certainly some credence to Horatio’s speculation: 

Old Hamlet may indeed “walk in death,” despite having died and been buried, because the thing he 

‘uphoarded,’ namely Denmark, has been fractured. In other words, the inheritance he left to his son 

is not intact, and he has come back from the grave to mend it. Alternatively, Horatio might imply 

that Old Hamlet is a steward, who has been riled up by the treasure taken from him that the he was 

supposed to keep. Stephen Greenblatt interprets the third speculation in this way when he explains 

that Horatio “recalls a popular belief that…[specters]…keep watch over buried treasure” (154). The 

term hoarder, a term that the OED traces back to the 10th century, also seems to bear out the notion 

that the ghost would be disturbed as his treasure is disturbed.1 In its medieval and renaissance uses, 

to disturb the hoard is to disturb the kingship or stewardship charged with keeping an 

undifferentiated mass of things intact.  

 Horatio’s interpretation that the ghost gets riled up because he left his treasure unguarded 

after his death allowing it to fracture is certainly an important part of the story. Yet if we turn briefly 

to Beowulf, which is also a part of Hamlet’s inheritance, I think you’ll see there are larger issues in play 

than a remonstration for failed stewardship.  Beowulf owes both his kingship and his death to 

hoards of cursed treasure. Just as Horatio suspects of Old Hamlet, the dragon at the end of Beowulf 

wakes-up and wrecks havoc after the thief steals a golden cup from the cursed hoard of treasure that 

you’ll remember was buried by the saddest, loneliest man to ever witness the total annihilation his 

civilization. I quote the Poet at length to give you a sense of the terrific finality of the hoard the 

dragon came to guard, and the man who buried them:  

…There were many other 
																																																								
1	The Middle English Dictionary defines the noun hoarder as “A keeper of a store of goods or treasure, a steward, 
cellarer” (hoarder, n. MED).  	
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heirlooms heaped inside the earth-house, 

because long ago, with deliberate care, 

somebody now forgotten 

had buried the riches of a highborn race 

in this ancient cache. Death had come  

and taken them all in times gone by 

and the only one left to tell their tale, 

the last of their line, could look forward to nothing 

but the same fate for himself: he foresaw that his joy 

in the treasure could be brief. (2231-41) 

Nothing says rubbish, repudiated, and useless material, quite that part in Beowulf: all that is left of an 

entire civilization is their stuff, and the only guy who can remember the stuff has also been 

forgotten. While this passage can be read as warning to those who would steal from dragons, the 

trouble the thief causes may be less a result of stealing and more about the impossibility of 

determining the status of repudiated things. That is the thief does not cause the mess, so much as he 

reveals that there was already a mess there to begin with. In other words, Hamlet, Beowulf, and the 

hoarding they share ask nothing short of what is garbage; how and when does a person or a thing 

become useless and merit rejection; and who gets to decide?  

The graveyard scene onto which act five of Hamlet opens is like an island of garbage set apart 

from the rest of the play by two sets of waves that rise and fall at the beginning and end of the act2. 

																																																								
2 Halpern, Richard. “Eclipse of Action: Hamlet and Political Economy of Playing.” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 59.4 (2008): 449-“If the state is like a body that can be eaten, like metal that can be melted 
and then forged into cannon, or like a shoreline that can be reconfigured by the sea, then production 
and consumption do not confine themselves entirely to a darkened or veiled space against which the 
publicity of the political contrasts itself but rather erupt into the very conceptual terrain of politics. 
By entering into a metabolism with the economic, moreover, the political simultaneously enters into 
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The Gravemaker, who twice throws up a skull from the bottom of the open grave, creates the 

double waves on the front end. The scene that opens with wave patterns made by the rise and fall of 

the skulls is bookended by a mirror image set of waves at the close of the act. The rise and fall of the 

skulls thrown up the Gravemaker corresponds to the fall and rise of first Laertes and then Hamlet. 

Each character jumps into Ophelia’s open grave only to then rise out of it again. Between the two 

points where the shoreline of the graveyard meets the sea of the rest of the play, the audience is 

overwhelmed with a spectacular mass of organic life. The strange thing about the majority of the 

organic life that we encounter in the graveyard is: even though it should be dead, it is productive and 

flourishing. The extent to which the graveyard teems with life helps to explain the hilarity that 

pervades the scene; a scene in which characters act and are acted upon by material that should be 

unproductive but turns out to be vital, animate, and full of potential.  

The graveyard is supposed to be a place where things, people, and even ideas go when they 

have been exhausted; a place for refuse, waste, rubbish, and residue. But the Gravemaker shows that 

while all the things in the graveyard may have been thrown away, they remain incredibly productive 

regardless of status and location. Richard Halpern draws our attention to the Gravemaker’s own 

seeming immortality when he notes: “It is as if the digging of graves somehow immunized the 

Gravemaker against having to occupy one himself” (467). The Gravemaker emphasizes endless 

longevity, where we might expect the opposite when he asks: “What is he that builds stronger than 

either the mason, the shipwright, or the carpenter” (5.1.38-9). And while the second clown guesses 

the wrong answer to the riddle, he too emphasizes life over death with his reply, “The gallows 

maker; for that frame outlives a thousand tenants” (5.1.41-2). Even the wrong reply, the reply that 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
a metabolism with nature. Hence, to describe revolution as a flood is something more than mere 
analogy. It betokens a fundamental transformation of the political itself when the multitudes seize 
hold of it. (Arendt might be tempted to note, wryly, that the multitude’s sole political act is to 
choose a new king, abrogating the space of their freedom in the very moment they assert it.)” (465).  
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gets cast off as an insult to the church, has within it such an emphasis on life he makes it seem as if 

death is not possible. The gallows does “outlive a thousand tenants,” but the answer to the question 

that the Gravemaker poses a second time—“’Who builds stronger than a mason, a shipwright, or a 

carpenter?’”—is of course, “’a grave-maker’; the houses he makes lasts till doomsday’” (5.1.55-6).  

The gallows and the grave are not the end. Instead, the gallows and the grave are just the 

beginning of another life for the skulls and bones—another life that is not quite otherworldly or the 

life in the world to come framed by theological discourses. The Gravemaker’s speeches, jokes, and 

actions indicate that not only is death just another way of saying more life, he also suggests that 

there is no such thing as death. Maybe Hamlet asks us to think about death as a just another form of 

life. A life that is so relentless and unstoppable that what seems like death is just more and more of 

this life. Furthermore, this unstoppable press of life makes room for itself in a way that is analogous 

to the Gravemaker who constantly pushes out the old skulls to make room for more new ones.  

The vibrant press of life that act five illustrates, returns us to the question, what is garbage, 

who gets to decide, and why do these questions fall out around the concepts of hoards and 

hoarders? In this scene both Hamlet and Claudius make decisions that resonate with what Bennett 

argues we should learn from hoarders. For both Hamlet and Bennett, a hoarder is someone who 

makes the decision to grant an afterlife to things disavowed by the law: a keeper of life in the face of 

a system obsessed with engineered obsolescence.  When Hamlet takes up Yorick’s skull, and 

reinserts it into an endless chain of signification signaled by the famous phrase “infinite jest,” he 

quite literally gives the skull an afterlife on the stage. Or as theater historian Elizabeth Williamson 

notes in a recent article that narrates the long history of the relics, both human and non-human, who 

have played Yorick, “…the skull hints at the power of the theatrical narratives that give life to dead 

objects” (2).  More than “theatrical narratives,” Hamlet shows that sovereign decree determines what 

things in the graveyard are able to live out their lives, night after night on the stage. Hamlet and his 
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hoarding contribute to contemporary environmentalism by expanding the notion of life beyond the 

perimeters of the human to show how garbage is a choice and not a fact.  

 Years of criticism have read this profoundly humanist moment from the perspective of the 

human contemplating the skull. And yet, in place of the man who looks at the skull, do you ever 

wonder what the skull sees when he looks back at the man? I think Hamlet holds itself open to the 

possibility of this post-humanist reading and in so doing offers a challenge to the memento mori 

tradition even as it exemplifies it. Via this challenge to the trope of the memento mori, Hamlet 

announces a certain brand of modern subjectivity when he holds up the skull to contemplation.  

While holding the skull in his grand humanist gesture, Hamlet ponders the life cycle of the biological 

material that makes up both Alexander and Caesar: “Imperial Caeser, dead and turned to 

clay,/Might stop a hole to keep the wind away” (5.1.193-99). Here’s the humanist contemplating life 

and death as material and not theological processes, while putting himself firmly in the middle. But 

I’m not so certain that if we look back at the man what we see is properly human. I think one place 

to begin to think a response to the question of what the skull sees is around Derrida’s reading of 

Deleuze reading Freud. In his wind up to the quotation from Mille plateaux, Derrida explains, “In 

passing, Deleuze makes fun of psychoanalysis when it talks about animals, makes fun as he often 

does, sometimes a little hastily, and not only does he make fun of it but he says, which is even 

funnier, that the animals themselves make fun of it” (B&S I 69). The “infinite jest” of the scene can 

be the skull looking back at Hamlet and thinking, “I can’t believe that’s what’s you think about me. 

You’ve gotten it so wrong, its hilarious.” Through the eyes of the skull we glimpse ways that life is 

proliferate and vibrant, and the audience is able to think life and death in ways that provide a really 

radical alternative to theological concepts such as the way of all flesh or life in the world to come. 

The skull that looks back at the human gives us a glimpse into our present moment of 

environmental devastation and also intersubjectivity.  
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