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The Disintegration of the Persistence of Hamlet 
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“Hamlet?” 
On top of vast expanses, I stand. The world sprawled before me. The 

sky translucent above, and the smell of salt thrown into the air by the ocean 
below. Here, I stand. I can see out to the horizon and beyond in every di-
rection, and I feel a sense of mastery. A sense that everything is within 
reach, that I can grasp at anything I see, wrap my fingers around it and 
name it as my own. I chase the sun with my eyes as it slowly sinks beneath 
the ocean, burning the sky its descent touches, and the sky is left singed a 
painful red-orange. I do not reach for the sun; I do not want to be burned. 
But I am pleased to think that, if I was more reckless, I could grasp the su 
n, turn it and search it as I please. But I am not Icarus. I leave the sun be 
and it does me the same respect. But the sky is not so lucky and its burnt 
shades of red set the world ablaze. Everything is tinted shades of fire, 
lighted by the burning light, burning out.  

I am at the peak of a mountain. Near a ledge, a steep drop that I am 
careful to avoid. Without thinking, I step backward, edging away from gravi-
ty’s siren song, and feel the reassurance of hard earth and loose stones 
beneath my feet. A safe distance from falling, I turn, though still slowly, cau-
tiously. As I turn the distant ocean becomes land, sand, and then bushland 
and then rocky masses, mountains perhaps, perhaps not. Distance, though 
it keeps me safe, is not particularly helpful in identifying things. And still, 
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should I desire, I am sure I could simply reach out and grasp anything I can 
lay eyes on. Again, I feel myself master of my surroundings. It gives me 
some peace. 

“Hamlet.” 
This time it is not a question. I tear myself with some reluctance from 

the view of the world. Now I look, but I am not entirely sure what I see. 
(S)he sits, reclining on a rocky rise not far from where I stand. I hadn’t no-
ticed he(r) until now, and I begin to wonder why that is, but (s)he moves 
and I am drawn back to here and now where (s)he is. (S)he stretches 
paws, pads coated with dust from a long journey, flexes claws, shifts, and 
then relaxes again. (S)he angles he(r) head so that a lethargic breeze does 
the work of moving he(r) hair for he(r). I do not know exactly what (s)he is. 
(S)he does not seem troubled by this, or anything else. (S)he stares at me, 
as though I am supposed to do something, but I’m not sure what to do. I 
give a small nod, I can think of nothing else. It occurs to me, as I stare back 
at he(r), that (s)he, too, should be subject to my grasp. (S)he, too, like all 
the world I see. So I reach for he(r), but (s)he evades my hand, (s)he is out 
of reach. This confuses me, and I frown and furrow my brow before I can 
think better of it. I picture a child in my head, displeased at having its fa-
vourite toy taken from it. And, embarrassed, I relax my face, but I remain 
confused. I gaze at he(r), long and probing, looking for answers, but I find 
only skin and fur, fur and skin. (S)he is unmoved by my gaze; it is as 
though (s)he does not feel it. It means as little to he(r) as the breeze. 

A thwarted child again, I turn away. I turn back to the view of the 
ocean. (S)he is there. (S)he sits perilously close to the edge of the cliff, un-
concerned, still staring at me. More confused still, I turn back to the rocks, 
and (s)he is gone. I turn to the ocean, and (s)he is still gone. To the rocks, 
and (s)he is reclining again. (S)he appears unfazed. But I am not. 

I want to step back and put distance between myself and he(r) whom I 
cannot grasp, but I know I am only one clumsy step backward from a fall, 
so I stay where I stand. But I writhe internally. 

“You are Hamlet.” (S)he states calmly, and I repeat. 
“I am Hamlet.” 
I don’t know why I repeat. I’m not sure who I’m confirming this for, 

he(r) or myself. Or both. 
“I am not.” 
“You are not.” I repeat again. I assume this is true, but I have no proof 

aside from he(r) word, and no desire for proof aside from he(r) word. I think 
I should find this strange, but I don’t. I don’t seem to find it anything. 

“We’ve met before.” (S)he finally takes her eyes from me and I feel 
lighter. (S)he did not feel my gaze, but I felt theirs. (S)he looks out at the 
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ocean now. “I saw you last Saturday.” 
“I was at home on Saturday. I don’t work Saturdays.” 
(S)he doesn’t say anything for a while. Just staring out at the ocean. 

Just breathing. I watch he(r) ribcage rise and fall and rise and repeat. (S)he 
is at home here in a way that I am not. I am caught between he(r) and the 
drop. (S)he is free. “We spoke about the weather while it was raining.” 
(S)he nods slowly as she recalls this, as the memories pass through he(r) 
mind. (S)he approves each one as it passes he(r) lips. “We spoke for a 
long time. I called you D—. You didn’t seem to mind.” 

I line this up with what (s)he said earlier. The two names don’t fit, so I 
hand them to he(r) to see if (s)he has better luck than I at making sense of 
the disconnected pieces. “I’m Hamlet.” (S)he is still unfazed. 

“I told you I had a riddle for you.” 
“I don’t know your name.”  
(S)he says he(r) name, but I miss it. The sounds blur and slip past me, 

so all I can hold on to is an S that flicks up at the end into a question. S? I 
do not think this is the name (s)he gave, certainly not in full. 

 “S?” I test. He(r) eyes move slowly across the horizon and halt abrupt-
ly when they reach me. (S)he seems prepared to respond, whether it is 
he(r) name or not. “Do you still have a riddle for me?” 

(S)he smiles and flicks he(r) tail and flexes he(r) claws. “We spoke 
about the weather on Saturday.” 

I nod. Not that I agree, but I do not disagree. “But what about the rid-
dle?” 

“It rained all day. You were soaked when I saw you.” 
“I was at home on Saturday.” 
(S)he examines me. He(r) eyes an archaeologist’s brush carefully 

dusting away debris, looking for something. I don’t know if (s)he finds it. I 
know only that once he(r) eyes reach my face they stay there for a while. 
He(r) shoulders twitch a few times, but the rest of he(r) body doesn’t seem 
to notice. “What creature walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, 
and three in the evening?” 

I am sure I’ve heard this riddle before. I keep my eyes on he(r) as I dig 
through my memories to see if (s)he will give away any hints with he(r) pos-
ture, he(r) smile. (S)he doesn’t. I finally find the memory, but it is old and 
moth-eaten. I sit in my mind dusting it off for some time, trying to fill in the 
holes time has worn into it. “I’ve heard that riddle before.” I carefully hold 
out the memory as I say this to prove that I am no liar. I spend a few mo-
ments longer piecing the old scraps back together. “Man.” I answer sud-
denly. “The answer is man.” 

(S)he smiles. (S)he says nothing. 
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“The answer is man.” I repeat and give an explanation to subdue any 
lingering doubt. “Man crawls on four legs as a child, walks on two legs as 
an adult, and uses a walking stick to walk when old.” 

Still, (s)he smiles. Still, (s)he says nothing. 
I grow irritated. At he(r) silence more than he(r) smile, though the latter 

irritated me as well. In my mind, (s)he is mocking me. Lording over me the 
fact that (s)he holds the answer, the power, even though I have guessed it. 
I know I have guessed it, we both do, and yet (s)he insists on smug silence. 
I grow more irritated as further seconds slip silently past. Eventually, (s)he 
yawns, and then (s)he speaks. “You were soaked when I saw you.” I wait 
silently for a while, but (s)he says nothing else. 

“The answer is man.” I shout, exasperated. 
“Not quite.” Still, (s)he smiles. 
I had anticipated that (s)he may react any number of ways to my re-

sponse. But being told I was incorrect was not something I’d mentally pre-
pared for. I stand, stunned silent. And then I go back over my answer. I 
trace the path I’d followed previously, picking up breadcrumbs I’d left along 
the way, back to the source, and then I work my way through the riddle 
again. I end up in exactly the same place. Man. I was right. “The answer to 
the riddle is man.” I insist. 

“Not quite.” Still, (s)he smiles. 
 

* 
 
A: I am straightened skirt and hands clasped in front. 
B: I am wild. I run with wolves. 
A: I am dolls. I am nurture. 
B: I hold the world in my hand. 
A: I seek. I am lack. 
B: But what creature walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, 

and three in the evening? 
 

* 
 

What did the riddle mean? “Not quite man? Man but not quite?” Hamlet 
mumbled quietly to himself. He paced his steps slowly, placing his feet 
down heel first, careful to make minimal noise. His smallest movements 
seemed to echo around the empty corridor. Denied exit by the parallel rows 
of closed doors, the sound seemed to bounce off the tiled floor. He relied 
on muscle memory to navigate the corridor; his thoughts were totally occu-
pied picking apart the knot S? had handed him. 
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He thought further, deeper into the riddle. The riddle that had cheated 
him out of hours of sleep and time he would usually have spent relaxing. It 
was whittling away at his li(f)e. And the longer it stayed with him, the more 
urgently he felt he had to solve it. And the more urgently he felt he had to 
solve it, the more infuriating it became when each new approach he took 
yielded the same answer. Man. Manmanman. He was ready to scream and 
cry and punch a wall and then act as though he was completely unfazed.1 
He balled his hands into fists inside his pockets and squeezed, wringing his 
frustration out of himself. Or so he hoped. 

“Hamlet!” 
Hamlet had to clench his jaws to swallow his frustration before it 

formed thoughtless words that flew off his tongue. It was a colleague 
whose name he did not immediately recall. Francisco? Barnardo? He 
called them Marcellus in his head, but said nothing aloud, in case he was 
wrong.  

“What creature walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and 
three in the evening?” Marcellus smiled as he approached. He came to a 
halt a few paces behind Hamlet, waiting for Hamlet to turn and smiling as 
he did. Hamlet stared for a few moments as he waited for something to 
make sense. Marcellus, growing more confused as seconds became 
minutes in silence, gave a quick shake of his head and repeated himself 
slighter louder, slightly slower. “What creature walks on four legs in the 
morning, two at noon, and three in the evening? Man? Not quite.” 

Hamlet remained silent. Certain then that what he’d heard was not 
what Marcellus had said. His thoughts were still deep inside his head, still 
busily teasing loose the knot. Unable to think of anything else quickly, Ham-
let gave a small nod. This seemed to be what Marcellus was after, or close 
enough. He smiled, imitated the nod, and went on his way, bypassing Ham-
let as his shoes tapped happily against the tiles. Hamlet stood still for a 
while, hands in pockets. Man. But not quite. 

 
* 

 
He stared at the mirror, leaning over the sink, no detail of his reflection too 
small to consider. He saw the same lines as always thrown back at him. 
His lines. He traced them now with his fingers, just in case something in the 
reflection was amiss. It wasn’t. It was exactly as it always was. “So much 
like your father,” he’d always been told. Similarities there still were, certain-
ly. But he could see other things now. He could see contours, lines and de-
tails, that reached back further than his father, his grandparents perhaps. 
He could see lines in his forehead that reminded him of his sister. He could 
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see his hairline, his eyebrows, the shape of his eyes, the size of his lips, his 
cheekbones, in these he could see his mother. He called to mind the clear-
est image he could find in his memory of his mother and lined up her face 
with his own, and it fit as well as his father’s. Perhaps even a little better. 
He stared at this kaleidoscope of images for several minutes. That he 
looked like his mother did not surprise him. That he had not noticed this 
sooner did. His features had been so all his life and only now did he see 
their roots. He thought on this as he leant in and closely inspected all that 
he had that had been his mother’s first. Perhaps it was years of being told 
he looked so much like his father. Having each of the similarities between 
him and his father pointed out. He’d never given much weight to these ob-
servations of doting extended family members, certainly not enough to ac-
tually go and check his reflection, but perhaps this was why it was so easy 
to see his father, but not quite so easy to find his mother in his reflection. 
Perhaps. Perhaps not. 

Which did he want to see? He put the question to himself as he con-
tinued to stare. Did he have a preference? No. Not as far as his features 
went. His parents had both been of average appearance, and, being their 
middle-point, he found himself the epitome of mediocre. But he recalled his 
father’s often discreetly vicious treatment of others, tearing them down psy-
chologically, bleeding them dry metaphorically.  He realised that he had en-
tered the world from his mother’s womb in a sea of blood, but he needn’t 
move through it in the same manner. 

 
* 

 
(S)he is here again. Or still here. I do not know which. I am on the mountain 
and I alternate between looking out at the horizon, and looking at he(r). 
(S)he doesn’t seem to mind where my attention is, so it roams between 
these two points. “S?” I can’t say he(r) name without sounding like I am 
asking a question, so I rush the end to make my uncertainty as discrete as 
possible. Perhaps (s)he notices. Perhaps (s)he doesn’t. “I need to know 
what the answer to the riddle is.” 

(S)he is quiet for a while, then (s)he turns her head slowly to the left 
and says something, some of which I cannot hear and the rest is a garble 
of sounds that don’t seem to form words. (S)he turns her head back toward 
me slowly. As before. He(r) expression is calm. (S)he is smiling. Still. “I 
don’t want to talk about politics on the weekend.” 

“If not man, then what?” I persist. 
“Not quite.”  
I am about to shout again when I realise (s)he is not being avoidant or 
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vague. (S)he is correcting me. “Not quite man.” (S)he nods. “Man is partial-
ly right.” 

“Man is partially right.” (S)he echoes. 
Man and? Man but? Man or? Or perhaps it is some sort of play on 

words. Even with this further prompting, I can come up with nothing other 
than what I have. There are many possibilities, but none of them fit the rid-
dle. I go over everything several times searching for blind spots and things 
I’ve overlooked and reach the end of all I have with hands still empty.  
(S)he does not seem to be in a hurry. When I come out of myself, (s)he is 
quietly reclining on the rocks. Smiling. Still. “I can’t think of anything else.” I 
admit defeat. 

“People need rest from the constant demands of the world.” He(r) 
claws flex, drawing lines in the dirt, then relax again. “(Hu)man.” 

 (Hu)man. I thought about this. “(Hu)man.” I confirmed. (S)he nodded. 
“That’s what I said.” 

“But women, too, walk on four legs then two then three.” He(r) smile 
fades a little. “Sometimes the first syllable dissolves in the wake of the se-
cond.” 

“I said man, it means the same thing.” 
“Does it?” And (s)he leaps from the rocks and over the edge of the 

drop. 
 

* 
 

“I had– I have this recurring dream. About a woman who isn’t quite a wom-
an. (S)he gives me a riddle and I solve it, but not quite. And then she gives 
me the answer, but I don’t really understand it.” HAMLET is seated with 
legs crossed one over the other. He remains perfectly still. He feels himself 
watched. He is not at home. 

“How do you feel about the dream?” 
“Troubled, I guess.” 
HE nods. “Would you like to tell me more about it?” HAMLET shrugs. 

“Can you tell me what else happens in the dream?” 
“(S)he calls me Dora and says that  we spoke about the weather when 

(s)he saw me last. That it rained on Saturday.” 
“Who is Dora? 
“My mother. Maybe my grandmother.” 
HE leaves a pause for HAMLET to continue. HAMLET does not. “Did it 

rain on Saturday?” 
“I don’t remember. I don’t think it did.” 
“It sounds like this woman says things that aren’t true. Does that 
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sound right to you?” 
“I guess.” Hamlet’s mind suddenly doubles back on itself. “Maybe not.” 
HE sighs. “You mentioned earlier that you feel troubled about the 

dreams.” HAMLET nods. “If you had to locate this feeling hypothetically, 
where in your body would you place it? For example, you might feel it or 
associate it most with your hands or your ears.” HE gestures to HAMLET, 
inviting him to continue. HAMLET thinks for a while, and then lightly taps 
his chest. 

“Do you mean to gesture to your he(art)?” HAMLET nods, hesitantly 
now. HE continues to interpret. “Is that to say that you have strong feelings 
about this dream? Or perhaps that you feel this dream most in your 
he(art)?” 

“The latter.” He says quietly, beginning to retreat into himself. 
HE sees this, and tries vainly to coax him back with a soothing tone. 

“Based on what you’ve told me, your father was a rather passionate per-
son. Do you think your processing the dream like this might have some-
thing to do with that?” HAMLET stares. He is blank. In part, it is because he 
feels he has missed something, and in part because he is no longer com-
pletely present in the conversation. Part of him is deep within himself, still 
thinking through the riddle. HE smiles apologetically and shakes his head. 
“What I’m suggesting is that your father, being the most influential person in 
your life, may have had an effect on how you learned to process events. 
Perhaps your behaviour now is based on the behaviour he modelled 
around you when you were younger. What do you think of that?” 

It takes longer than usual for him to take in what’s been said, longer 
because he is not entirely present, and longer because he does not entirely 
agree. “What about my mother?” He asks after a long silence. 

“What about he(r)?” 
“Couldn’t I have learnt my behaviour from her?” 
“It’s possible.” HE nods and shrugs and generally responds in such a 

way that, though his words concede the possibility, it is clear that HE does 
not. 

HAMLET sighs. Though it is tempting to argue, he leaves the subject 
there. He decides in his head that they will have to agree to disagree. 
There is no more to be said on the matter. HAMLET falls silent. 

 
* 
 

Conclusion: There is a (w)hole in Hamlet’s heart. 
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NOTES 

1 There was this one time when they were all younger and it was Hamlet’s birthday 
not really it was the weekend after and a few friends had come over to celebrate 
but really it was just an excuse to drink and laugh too loud. Sister is there because 
she lives there and she always hangs around when there’s lots of noise and lots of 
boys and there is both. One of them drinks a bit too much and laughs too loud and 
says so the world can hear that girls have it easy and they complain about nothing 
and he could put a bra on with his eyes closed no problem. Sister disappears but 
no one notices and she comes back and throws a bra at him and says okay do it. 
Friend is too drunk and too happy to say no so he struggles with his eyes open 
and eventually someone helps him because they want to see him make a fool of 
himself. And with the bra on he gets up and dances and everyone laughs too loud. 
Later when Hamlet is cleaning up after everyone has left Father comes in to help 
but stops and shakes his head. That boy he says that boy has issues his parents 
should be firmer with him he’ll end up a delinquent. Hamlet wants to defend Friend 
but doesn’t want to put himself in the firing line. Father’s way is to tear people 
down with words. Verbal war, verbal bloodbath. Hamlet sidesteps this. He falls si-
lent. 

 


