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What Happens in Act I, Hamlet
Act I, Scene I  
It is midnight and bitter cold.  On a platform (a level space on the battlements) outside the castle at Elsinore in Denmark, a sentry (Francisco) is being relieved by another (Bernardo).  Later, Marcellus and Horatio join Bernardo.  Horatio is there at Marcellus’s request but doubts the sentries’ story that on two previous nights they have seen a ghost.  But the ghost reappears, and Horatio, seeing its resemblance to the dead king, asks it to speak.  Instead, it stalks away.


Horatio interprets the ghost’s appearance as an omen that something strange is about to happen in Denmark.  He tells the sentries that Fortinbras, a young, hot-headed Norwegian, has gathered an army and intends to march on Denmark to take back the lands which his father, King Fortinbras, lost to King Hamlet.

The ghost then reappears.  Again, Horatio faces it and asks it to speak.  Before it can, a rooster crows, signaling the dawn, and the ghost retreats once more.  Horatio and the others agree that Prince Hamlet must be told of the night’s happenings.

Act I, Scene II

King Claudius is transacting state business.  (Claudius, brother of the dead king, Hamlet, has succeeded him to the throne.  He has married the widow, Queen Gertrude, prince Hamlet’s mother.)  In an attempt to avoid combat with Fortinbras, Claudius is sending messengers, Cornelius and Voltimand, to the elderly king of Norway.  He wants to inform him of his headstrong nephew’s (Fortinbras) intention to wage war against Denmark.  Next, Laertes, son of Claudius’s trusted elderly counselor, Polonius, asks permission to return to France now that Claudius’s coronation is over.

Having granted Laertes’s request, Claudius turns to Hamlet, his nephew (and now his stepson).  Claudius says that he and the queen are troubled to see Hamlet still grieving over his father’s death.  He asks Hamlet to accept him as his new father and assures Hamlet that he will be the successor to the throne.  He and Gertrude entreat Hamlet to remain at court rather than resume his studies at Wittenberg. 


After everyone else leaves, Hamlet reveals that he is depressed almost to the point of suicide.  His anger and disgust are directed toward his mother because so soon after his father’s death, she has married a man inferior to King Hamlet in every way.  Bernardo and Marcellus join Hamlet and tell him of the previous night’s event.  He resolves to watch with them this night.

Act I, Scene III

In Polonius’s house, Laertes and his sister, Ophelia, are saying good-bye.  Laertes warns her against Hamlet, saying a prince must choose his wife carefully and Hamlet is probably not seriously interested in her.  At that moment, Polonius comes in and gives Laertes some fatherly advice about what his behavior should be in France.  When he finds out that they have been talking about Hamlet, he adds his opinion that Hamlet is probably amusing himself with Ophelia.  He tells her to avoid Hamlet.  She says she will obey.

Act I, Scene IV

At midnight, Hamlet, Horatio, and Marcellus are on the platform, wondering if the ghost will appear.  It does, and although Hamlet is not certain if it is his dead father or an evil spirit, he speaks to it.  He asks why it has returned from the tomb.  The ghost does not answer, but beckons Hamlet to follow it.  Horatio and Marcellus beg him not to, but he does follow the ghost.

Act I, Scene V

When they are alone, the ghost tells Hamlet that if he loved his father, he must avenge his father’s murder.  The ghost (King Hamlet) describes how his brother, Claudius, murdered him, then took his throne and queen.  Although offended that Gertrude remarried so soon after his death, he warns Hamlet to take no revenge on her.  Her guilty conscience will punish her enough.  Because it is almost dawn, the ghost then disappears.  Hamlet does not tell the others what the ghost has said, but makes them promise to tell no one what they have seen.

Lesson XXIII:  Getting Acquainted with the Characters
To understand Hamlet, you must be able to follow the action (the plot).  You must visualize the setting (when and where the action takes place).  Above all, you must get acquainted with the characters, their physical appearance, the ways they behave, and their reasons for behaving as they do.  As you read the play, you will actually eavesdrop on their conversations.  Soliloquies (a speech made by an actor who is alone on the stage) can even let you know what the characters are thinking.  Answering the following questions will help you to decide how familiar you have already become with some of the major characters:

1. In Scene I, Horatio, a sensible and practical man, doubts Marcellus’s and Bernardo’s ghost story until he sees the apparition himself.  After its appearance, how does he show that he too believes in ghosts?

2. When the ghost reappears, what does Horatio do that shows his courage?  (lines 126-128)
3. In Scene II, you meet Claudius, the new king of Denmark.  What two actions does he take that show he is an able administrator?

4. Why is Claudius so pleased when he believes that Hamlet intends to stay at court rather than return to the university?

5. When Hamlet is alone, Scene II, line 129, he begins his first soliloquy, “O that this too solid flesh would melt.”  Describe briefly his state of mind.

6. In Scene III, both Polonius and Laertes are suspicious of Hamlet’s intentions toward Ophelia.  Since they have nothing on which to base their suspicions, what conclusions might you draw about their own attitudes toward women?  (Clue:  See Ophelia’s reply to Laertes’s advice, lines 45-51)

7. What reasons does Hamlet give for being unafraid to follow the ghost?  (Clue:  See lines 64-68)

8. At the end of Act I, without revealing what the ghost has said, Hamlet swears his friends to secrecy.  He tells them that if his behavior is strange in the future, they must pretend that they do not know the cause.  Why does he decide to act like a madman?

9. Before he knows how or by whom his father was murdered, Hamlet has already said he will take swift revenge.  In his final speech in Act I, how has his attitude changed slightly, and how do you account for the change?

10. How old do you think Hamlet is and what do you think his appearance is?  Explain what lines in the play gave you these impressions.

What Happens in Act II, Hamlet
Act I, Scene I  

Polonius is sending a servant, Reynaldo, to France to spy on Laertes and see how he is behaving.  Polonius tells Reynaldo to talk to Laertes’s acquaintances, pretending to know him slightly, and suggest that he is immoral.  Thus, Polonius tells Reynaldo, he can trick people into telling whatever they know about Laertes’s behavior.

Reynaldo leaves.  Ophelia comes in, excited and troubled because Hamlet has just visited her and he was acting very strange and agitated.  He never spoke, but studied her face for a long time, then sighed, and left her.  Polonius interprets his behavior as an indication that Hamlet’s love for Ophelia has driven him mad since Ophelia has been avoiding Hamlet as Polonius told her to do.  Polonius decides that he misjudged Hamlet and that King Claudius must be told how matters stand.

Act II, Scene II  

Just as Polonius has arranged to have Reynaldo spy on Laertes, King Claudius has summoned two old friends of Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to spy on Hamlet.  He tells them to spend time with hamlet and try to discover what troubles him.  Queen Gertrude also entreats them to find out what is on Hamlet’s mind, promising them that they will be well paid for their efforts.


Polonius brings in Voltimand and Cornelius, who have just returned with the good news that the king of Norway has made Fortinbras promise never to take up arms against Denmark.  The king does request though that Fortinbras be allowed to take his army across Denmark, for he now intends to do battle with the Poles.


In his long-winded way, Polonius then begins to tell Claudius and Gertrude that he has discovered the cause of Hamlet’s strange behavior.  He is in love with Ophelia, and since she has spurned him (obeying Polonius’s order) Hamlet has begun to act like a madman.  To prove his point, Polonius proposes to set a trap for Hamlet.  He will arrange to have Ophelia meet Hamlet “accidentally.”  The king and Polonius will conceal themselves behind a wall hanging and eavesdrop on Hamlet’s conversation with Ophelia.

At that point, Hamlet appears; he is completely engrossed in a book that he is reading as he walks.  Polonius asks Claudius and Gertrude to leave him alone with Hamlet so he can see what is on Hamlet’s mind.  Hamlet’s answers to his questions make Polonius more certain that Hamlet is crazy.  Actually, Hamlet is baiting Polonius; after Polonius leaves, Hamlet calls him a “tedious old fool.”

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arrive and begin to question Hamlet, trying to prove their suspicion that Hamlet’s strange behavior is a result of disappointed ambition because he did not succeed his father to the throne.  Hamlet outwits them and shows that he is aware that they have come because the kind and queen sent for them.  When they admit that he is right, he tells them how disillusioned he feels.  Nothing in life gives him pleasure.


Rosencrantz and Guildenstern tell him they passed some actors coming to perform at court.  Polonius comes in and tells Hamlet what he already knows, the news about the players (actors).  Again, Hamlet makes fun of Polonius, but Polonius takes no offense since he is so certain that Hamlet is deranged.

Hamlet greets the players and reminds them of a scene from a play he once saw them perform.  He begins a speech he remembers, and the first player picks it up where Hamlet stops.  Then Hamlet tells Polonius to take the players to their quarters and to be certain to treat them kindly.  The first player lingers.  Hamlet asks him if he knows a play called The Murder of Gonzago.  When the player says he does, Hamlet requests it for the next night’s performance and tells the player that he will write twelve or sixteen lines to be added to the play.  He then dismisses the player and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  Then, in a soliloquy, Hamlet berates himself for not yet having avenged his father’s murder.  Still troubled by the possibility that the ghost is an evil spirit, not his dead father, Hamlet has decided to test Claudius.  He will have the players perform a murder scene.  If his uncle acts guiltily, Hamlet will have his proof and take his revenge.
Lesson XXIV:  Taking a Closer Look at the Play


We can read Hamlet in many ways.  First of all, it is a play about murder and revenge.  A jealous and ambitious man kills his brother to obtain his crown and his wife.  The murdered man’s son resolves to take revenge on his father’s killer.  When and how he will take that revenge becomes the subject of the play.

Looked at in another way, Hamlet is a play about two adversaries, Hamlet and Claudius, the one, an idealistic intellectual; the other; a clever and ruthless man, willing to use any means to get and keep what he wants.  Hamlet then becomes a psychological drama, a study of men’s minds.


On still another level, the play emphasizes the difficulty Hamlet has in distinguishing illusion (what seems to be) from reality (what is).  Hamlet is uncertain as to what he can believe, and his uncertainty is one all human beings face at one time or another.

But more simply, Hamlet is a study of family relationships – Prince Hamlet’s relationship to his dead father, his mother, and his uncle the king.  His family’s destiny is intertwined with that of another family – Claudius’s Lord Chamberlain, Polonius, and his son and daughter, Laertes and Ophelia.


Answering the following questions will make you more aware of Shakespeare’s emphasis on the problem of illusion versus reality.  It will also help you to evaluate the quality of the relationships in the two families.

1. Reread Polonius’s advice to Laertes (Act I, Scene III, lines 55-81).  Having sent his son off with so much good advice, why would Polonius think it necessary to send someone to check up on him?
2. What do you think of his way of checking up on Laertes?

3. In his instructions to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Claudius seems genuinely concerned for Hamlet’s welfare.  Reread his opening speech in Act II, Scene II.  Do you find anything to indicate he is suspicious of Hamlet?

4. Who seems more willing to accept Polonius’s explanation of Hamlet’s madness, Gertrude or Claudius?  On what do you base your answer?

5. Why do you think Hamlet’s mother makes no protest when Polonius suggests eavesdropping on Hamlet and Ophelia?

6. Which is more important to Polonius, his daughter’s happiness or maintaining a good relationship with the king and queen?  How do you know?
7. In his speech to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Act II, Scene II, lines 294-305, Hamlet contrasts how the world is with how it seems to him.  Why does it seem that way?

8. Hamlet is impressed that the First Player, simply acting a part, has effectively portrayed a highly emotional state.  How does Hamlet plan to use the play (an illusion of reality) to determine what is really true?

9. Since the ghost has already explained how and by whom he was murdered, why does Hamlet seek further proof of his uncle’s guilt?
What Happens in Act III, Hamlet
Act III, Scene I

With Polonius and Ophelia present, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern report to the king and queen that they have failed to find the cause of Hamlet’s strange behavior.  When they leave, Claudius asks Gertrude to leave too, for he and Polonius are about to eavesdrop on Hamlet’s conversation with Ophelia.  After the queen leaves, Polonius instructs his daughter to pretend to read her prayer book.  He generalizes that by such pious pretense people often conceal evil actions.  His remark troubles Claudius who has much to conceal himself.


Hamlet comes in, talking to himself about suicide.  He says that because life is so difficult, people might use suicide as an escape if they were not deterred by fear of what might happen after death.  Hamlet then sees and greets Ophelia.  She tries to return the gifts he once gave her, but he denies the giving.  He is harsh to her, saying, “I did love you once.”  He talks cynically of marriage and women, then leaves her.  Poor Ophelia grieves to see him so changed and, and like her father, is certain he is mad.


Having heard the conversation, Claudius doubts that Hamlet is mad but believes he is a threat.  He decides to send him to England.  Polonius still thinks Hamlet is lovesick and suggests that Gertrude sound him out.  Polonius will eavesdrop on their conversation.

Act III, Scene II

After instructing the players about their performance, Hamlet talks to Horatio, praising his even temper and sound judgment.  He then tells Horatio his plan to test the king.  They agree that they will both watch Claudius to see if he acts guilty when the stage murder takes place.

Just before the play, the members of the court come in.  Instead of sitting with his mother as she asks, Hamlet sits beside Ophelia, a better vantage point to watch the king.  Hamlet is playing the madman again and continues his cynical remarks to Ophelia.  In the play, the actress-queen vows eternal love for her husband and says that should he die, she would never remarry.  She then leaves the actor-king, who falls asleep.  The wicked nephew comes in and pours poison into his ears.  Hamlet comments on the play, saying that later the wicked nephew marries the king’s wife.  Claudius gets up abruptly to leave, and the rest of the court follow.  Hamlet now has the proof of guilt he needs.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern come in to tell Hamlet that the king is ill and that his mother wants to see him.  Polonius appears and repeats the summons.  They all leave.  Hamlet, in a soliloquy, says he will speak harshly to his mother but do her no bodily harm.
Act III, Scene III

On a pretext that mad Hamlet is a threat to him, Claudius asks Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to take his nephew to England.  Polonius then reports that Hamlet is on his way to his mother’s room where Polonius will eavesdrop on the conversation between mother and son.  Alone at last, Claudius tries to pray, but cannot.  He acknowledges to himself that he cannot pray for forgiveness while he keeps the rewards his evil deed brought him, the crown and Gertrude.  Claudius does not see Hamlet come in.  Finding his uncle alone and kneeling, Hamlet’s first impulse is to kill him.  Then he realizes that if he kills Claudius at prayer, his soul may go to Heaven.  Hamlet decides to wait.

Act III, Scene IV

Hamlet is so harsh to his mother that she fears for her life and cries out.  Hidden behind the wall hanging, Polonius shouts too.  Hamlet thinks he hears the king, and he slashes the hanging, killing Polonius.  Hamlet realizes from Gertrude’s replies to his accusations that she knew nothing of her husband’s murder.  He berates her for marrying Claudius.  The ghost appears, but Gertrude cannot see it.  When Hamlet talks to it, she is certain he is mad.  He tells her he is only feigning madness, but she must not let the king know that.  He then leaves, taking Polonius’s corpse with him.

Lesson XXV:  The Two Adversaries and their Allies 
In Lesson II, it was suggested that Hamlet can be seen as a contest between two powerful adversaries, Hamlet and Claudius.  It is in Act III that their contest really begins, for then Hamlet gets the proof that his father’s murderer is Claudius.  As for Claudius, he realizes that Hamlet is a threat to him, one that he must eliminate.  


Claudius’s position assures him of allies, courtiers willing to debase themselves to gain the king’s favor.  Hamlet, on the other hand, can trust only Horatio.  He tells Horatio his suspicions and he enlists his help to watch Claudius during the play.  By the end of Act III, however, Gertrude’s loyalty is to her son, and Hamlet trusts her enough to confess his madness is feigned.


The following questions will test your understanding of the two major characters and their respective allies.

1. Until Claudius perceives Hamlet as an enemy (in this act), what indications do you have that he is trying to treat Hamlet kindly?  Why does he want to win Hamlet over?

2. Shakespeare portrays Claudius as an overly ambitious man.  Is he totally without conscience?  Make references to the play to prove your point.

3. In his speech to Polonius after they have spied on Hamlet and Ophelia, how does Claudius show that he is a man of keen perceptions?

4. Why is it so important to Hamlet at this time that his friend Horatio is a man quite unexcitable and sound in judgment?

5. Why is Gertrude able to watch the play without becoming emotionally involved in it?  (Clue:  Think about her reaction later that night to Hamlet’s accusation of murder.)

6. When Hamlet compares himself to the recorder which Guildenstern says he cannot play, how is Hamlet rebuking Guildenstern?  How does that rebuke show that he, like Claudius, is a man of keen perception?

7. In his soliloquy at the end of Act III, Scene II, lines 370-381, how does Hamlet show that he does not entirely trust his self-control?

8. Why are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern willing to betray their friendship with Hamlet and do as Claudius asks?  Is their motivation the same as Polonius’s when he stoops to spying on Hamlet and Ophelia or Hamlet and his mother?

9. Hamlet is a man who thinks before he acts.  Why can’t he bring himself to kill Claudius, presumably at his prayers?  To Hamlet, how is Claudius’s state different from what King Hamlet’s was when Claudius killed him?

10. Why does Hamlet seem so callous about having murdered Polonius?

11. At the end of this act, how has Hamlet’s opinion of his mother changed?

12. Hamlet shows his perceptiveness again in his comments about his erstwhile friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  How does he now regard them? 
What Happens in Act IV, Hamlet

Act IV, Scene I

Gertrude tells Claudius that Hamlet, in his madness, has killed Polonius.  Claudius realizes that Hamlet is sane and probably intended the sword thrust for him.  But he says to Gertrude that because Hamlet is mad, he is a threat to all of them.  He tells her that the public will be critical that Hamlet was not restrained before this.  He plans to send Hamlet to England immediately and will inform his councilors of the murder and his plans for Hamlet’s departure.  Thus, he hopes to avert a scandal which might weaken his own position.  He sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to find Polonius’s body and take it to the chapel.
Act IV, Scene II

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern approach Hamlet, asking where Polonius’s body is.  He is flippant with them and still feigns madness.  He tells them, in effect, that the king is using them and will discard them when he is through.

Act IV, Scene III

Alone, Claudius voices his thoughts.  He must be careful in his treatment of Hamlet because the people love him and would resent his being punished.  Rosencrantz reports that Polonius’s body has not been found.  Then Guildenstern brings in Hamlet.  When the king asks Hamlet where he has put Polonius’s corpse, Hamlet says it is food for the worms.  Claudius is outwardly patient with Hamlet and tells him that, for his own safety, he must leave for England immediately.  After Hamlet goes out, the king instructs Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to get Hamlet aboard ship at once; it is to sail that night.  Alone again, Claudius reveals in a soliloquy that he has sent letters to the king of England, asking that Hamlet be put to death.  The king is under obligation to Claudius and will do his bidding.

Act IV, Scene IV

Fortinbras and his troops are marching across Denmark to Poland.  Hamlet meets one of the officers and finds that these Norwegians are going to risk their lives with little justification, for a bit of worthless land.  He then berates himself that with so much justification to act, he himself has taken no revenge.

Act IV, Scene V

Gertrude has been told that Ophelia is talking incoherently and her words are making people suspicious about Polonius’s death.  She agrees to see the girl.  Ophelia comes in singing snatches of song interspersed with a few words that make sense.  She is oblivious of her surroundings.  Claudius, realizing Ophelia’s mental state, asks Horatio to follow her and watch out for her.  Claudius then recites to Gertrude all the woes that have befallen their kingdom – Polonius’s death, Hamlet’s hasty departure, and Ophelia’s madness.  Laertes has returned to Denmark, convinced that Claudius is responsible for his father’s death.  After a commotion outside the door, Laertes comes in.  He addresses Claudius as “vile king,” asks where and how his father died, and vows revenge.  While Claudius tries to calm him and assures him that he had no part in Polonius’s death, Ophelia comes in.  Laertes realizes that she is mad.  Claudius sympathizes with him for his two sorrows, says again that he had nothing to do with Polonius’s death, and promises him revenge on the guilty one. 
Act IV, Scene VI

Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet in which he describes a pirate attack on his ship and being captured.  He tells Horatio that the pirates have brought him back to Denmark and asks Horatio to come to him.
Act IV, Scene VII

Claudius has convinced Laertes that Hamlet killed Polonius and intended to kill Claudius himself.  A note arrives from Hamlet, announcing his return.  Laertes wants to take immediate revenge, but Claudius says there is a way he can have his revenge, yet make Hamlet’s death seem accidental.  Claudius’s scheme involves a fencing match with Hamlet, for which Laertes will use an unblunted sword with a poisoned tip.  Gertrude comes in with the sad news that Ophelia is drowned.  Laertes leaves, grief-stricken.
Lesson XXVI:  Discovering Contrasts between Characters and within the Characters Themselves 

In Act III, just as Hamlet gained the proof of Claudius’s guilt he needed, Claudius learned that Hamlet’s madness was feigned and that Hamlet was probably a threat to him.  Claudius took immediate action to banish Hamlet and to arrange for his certain death.  But Hamlet still has not taken his revenge.  Thus Shakespeare sets up a contrast between the two adversaries:  Claudius, the man of action, and Hamlet, the man of reflection.


In Act IV, the actions of Fortinbras and Laertes are in contrast to Hamlet’s inaction.  Hamlet himself notes that Fortinbras is leading his troops against the Poles, apparently without considering if the prize is worth the risk.  As for Laertes, he returns from France intent on revenge for his father’s death.  He is ready to challenge his king without being certain whether or not Claudius is guilty.  Just as readily, he falls in with Claudius’s scheme to kill Hamlet by a trick which Hamlet, the man of honor, will not suspect.


But also in Act IV, Hamlet acts impulsively when he kills Polonius and, apparently, he is not very remorseful.  Also, in his disillusionment, he is cruel to both Ophelia and Gertrude.  Even the hero then has his faults, for it is part of Shakespeare’s genius that he creates not black or white characters but believable human beings with both faults and virtues.


Answering the following questions will make you more aware of the many facets of Shakespeare’s characters:

1. Reread the opening dialogue between Claudius and Gertrude, Act IV, Scene 1:  how accurately is Gertrude describing how Hamlet killed Polonius?  How much of her interview with Hamlet does she reveal to Claudius?

2. Do you think her attitude toward Claudius has changed?  Explain.

3. Now look at Act IV, Scene V, beginning with line 107, as Laertes bursts in upon Claudius and Gertrude.  How would you describe Gertrude’s attitude toward Laertes?  How does it reflect her attitude toward her husband?

4. At the beginning of Scene V, why is Gertrude reluctant to see Ophelia?  (Clue:  See her speech, lines 16-20)

5. Why are Ophelia’s snatches of bawdy songs both startling and sad?

6. Is Claudius sincerely grieved over Polonius’s death and Ophelia’s mental state?  On what do you base your opinion?

7. Claudius gives Laertes two reasons for not having taken action against Hamlet sooner.  (Scene VII, lines 9-24) Is he honest in both cases?  Explain.

8. What is particularly distasteful about the way Claudius and Laertes plan to kill Hamlet?  (Clue:  Remember that both must have been educated as gentlemen and taught a code of honor.)

9. Reread Laertes speech, Scene VII, lines 186-192.  How does it reveal both the best and the worst in his nature?
What Happens in Act V, Hamlet

Act V, Scene I

While they are digging a grave for a gentlewoman, the sexton and his helper argue about whether or not she should have Christian burial since she drowned herself.  Hamlet and Horatio approach, unnoticed, as the gravedigger tosses out a skull he has just uncovered.  Hamlet speculates that it may have been the skull of someone who held an important position.  Now its owner is no more, and the skull is tossed rudely aside.

When Hamlet asks the sexton whose grave he is preparing, the man does not give him a straight answer, but does identify the skull as Yorick’s.  Yorick was the court jester whom Hamlet, as a child, knew and loved.  Now only his bones remain.  Hamlet generalizes to Horatio that thus the greatest and the least eventually return to dust and obscurity.


Hamlet and Horatio see a funeral procession approaching.  In it are the king, the queen, and members of the court.  Out of sight of the mourners, Hamlet and Horatio watch.  Hamlet recognizes Laertes and soon realizes it is Ophelia’s funeral.  When Laertes, overcome with grief, leaps into the grave, Hamlet comes forward and leaps in too.  Laertes attacks Hamlet who defends himself.  Hamlet assumes that Laertes attacked because he was determined to show his unsurpassed grief for his sister.  Hamlet then says that his love for Ophelia was greater than any brother’s.  Gertrude and Claudius beg Laertes to restrain himself since Hamlet is obviously mad.

Act V, Scene II

Hamlet describes to Horatio how, when he was aboard ship, he stole the packet of letters Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were delivering to the king of England.  Hamlet read them and discovered that Claudius was asking the king to have him beheaded.  He then substituted some letters he wrote himself, asking that the bearers (Rosencrantz and Guildenstern) be put to death immediately.  Next day, the sea fight occurred, and he returned to Denmark with the pirates.  Horatio agrees with him that he must take his revenge quickly before Claudius learns what has happened in England.

A courtier, Osric, comes in to tell Hamlet that Claudius has set up a fencing contest and a wager, pitting Hamlet against Laertes, if Hamlet will agree.  Hamlet does, but tells Horatio urges him not to go through with it, but Hamlet does not heed him.

Before the match, Hamlet asks Laertes’s pardon if, in his madness, he has wronged him.  Laertes answers in a hypocritical way, seeming to accept Hamlet’s explanation of his behavior.  Falsely, Claudius seems to be Hamlet’s champion, saying cannon fire, drums, and trumpets will mark Hamlet’s success.  He then “drinks to Hamlet.”  Hamlet is now winning, and Claudius urges him to drink too, but Hamlet is not ready.  Instead, Gertrude drinks from the poisoned cup that Claudius had intended for Hamlet.  Laertes wounds Hamlet with the unblunted sword, they scuffle, and change swords.  Hamlet now has the sword with the poisoned tip, and he wounds Laertes.  The king tries to stop the match.  Gertrude collapses.  Both contestants are bleeding.  Laertes realizes that his own trickery will now be the cause of his death.  Dying, Gertrude calls out to Hamlet that the drink is poisoned.  Laertes now collapses but confesses to Hamlet about the poisoned sword; he puts the blame on Claudius.  Hamlet wounds Claudius and gives him the poisoned wine.  Claudius dies.  Just before Laertes dies, he asks Hamlet to exchange forgiveness with him.  Hamlet is dying.  Horatio is about to commit suicide, but Hamlet says he must live to tell Hamlet’s story and clear his name.


Fortinbras arrives, victorious, and Hamlet, dying, predicts Fortinbras will be Denmark’s new king.  Fortinbras assumes the authority, gives a tribute to Hamlet, and says he will have a hero’s burial.

Lesson XXVII:  A Close Look at the Final Act


The Elizabethans of Shakespeare’s original audience were familiar with the so-called revenge tragedy in which a father takes revenge for his son or a son for his father.  The ghost of the murder victim, the scheming villain, real or pretended insanity, and multiple murders were all part of such plays.  Hamlet, having all of these trappings, qualifies as a play of murder and revenge.  But as you now realize, it is a complicated play and can be read several ways.


What is more, Hamlet and Claudius are not your typical hero and villain.  Consider the following:


Hamlet, the tragic hero, is honor bound to take revenge for his father’s murder, but he finds it difficult to do:


The time is out of joint, O cursed spite


That ever I was born to set it right!

Claudius, the “scheming villain,” is overcome with remorse:


O, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven;


It hath the primal eldest curse upon’t,


A brother’s murder!


Hamlet, the hero, is responsible for the deaths of Polonius, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern.  Claudius, the villain, tries to pray and longs for God’s forgiveness.  (He is still capable of cold-bloodedly ordering Hamlet’s death, and later, of maneuvering Laertes into murdering Hamlet.)  In short, hero and villain, unlike the characters in the typical revenge plays, are so complex that both have had a variety of interpretations on the stage.


Shakespeare’s audience, like its modern counterpart, would have expected some kind of solution (called the denouement) in the final act of the tragedy, and in Act V, it does occur.  Hamlet’s actions are justified, he has his revenge, and the king’s villainy is exposed.


Now let’s take another look at the final act for some interesting sidelights.  Answers to the following questions will emphasize these sidelights:

1. The gravediggers’ task is a sobering one, but their conversation is humorous; why do you suppose Shakespeare creates humor at this time?  Assuming that the play mirrors real life, why might the men joke at such a time?

2. What general view of life does Hamlet express in his comments to Horatio in the graveyard?
3. Why does the priest insist that the burial service for Ophelia be brief?

4. How would you describe the courtier Osric?  Does he remind you of someone else in the play?  Explain.

5. Throughout the play, it is clear that Claudius loves Gertrude dearly.  Yet, in this act, he tells her not to drink the wine, but does not tell her it is poisoned.  How do you account for that?

6. What final tribute does Fortinbras, the man of action, give to Hamlet?

Lesson XXVIII:  Glimpses of Shakespeare’s World in Hamlet 
In Lesson I, you were reminded that the setting of a play is the place and time of the action.  All of the action in Hamlet takes place in or near the castle of Elsinore in Denmark.  The time elapsed from the opening of the play until the final scene is between two and three months.

A broader definition of setting would involve more than just those details, for you, the reader, are also learning something about the daily life of the characters and about their religious and moral attitudes.  Of course, Hamlet is based on an historical account of a Danish prince who lived sometime before the 10th century, but the characters in the play behave like 16th century English people.  Thus, Shakespeare’s setting gives you glimpses of his world, England in the time of Elizabeth I.
In finding the answers to the following questions, you will be gleaning a little social history.

1. King James I, Queen Elizabeth’s successor, was the author of a book called Daemonologie (Demonology) in which he wrote of his fear of the spirit world.  In Act I of Hamlet, what indications are there that even university-educated people were superstitious and believed in ghosts?

2. In his speech to Hamlet, Act I, Scene V, lines 9-20, the ghost is evidently describing purgatory.  In lines 76-79, he describes the circumstances of his death.  Why then would Shakespeare’s audience have expected King Hamlet’s spirit to be doomed to spend time in purgatory?

3. Laertes tells his sister how to behave, and Polonius forbids her to have any conversation with Hamlet.  She tells her father that she will obey.  If Ophelia is typical of well-brought-up young women of her time, what would you suspect their position in the family was?

4. Both Hamlet and his father see Gertrude’s marriage to Claudius as incestuous, yet it would not be regarded so today.  What prohibition of that period do you infer from Hamlet and his father’s attitude?

5. Shakespeare, a monarchist, believed that to depose or kill the rightful monarch would bring chaos to the kingdom.  How is this belief brought out in the ghost’s speech, Act I, Scene V, lines 36-38?  Can you see now why Hamlet names a successor to the Danish throne?  Explain.

6. In Act II, Scene II, lines 322-348, appears one of the few topical references that Shakespeare’s plays contain.  What problem faced by the actors of his period is Shakespeare describing?  (Clue:  Your footnotes should help you here.)

7. The gravediggers’ discussion and the priest’s remarks give you a clue as to the Elizabethan attitude toward suicide.  What was it?

8. Claudius’s ostensible reason for banishing Hamlet was to rid the kingdom of a madman.  In fact, he is afraid people will think he should have done it earlier.  What do you infer was the commonly-held attitude toward mental illness?

9. At the opening of Act III, Scene II, Hamlet gives lengthy instructions to the actors.  From the things he warns them not to do, what do you infer might have been typical stage behavior of the time?  What kind of behavior did Hamlet (Shakespeare) prefer?

10. When Laertes comes in, threatening, Claudius is calm, saying:

There’s such divinity doth hedge a king

That treason can but peep to what it would (Can only look, not act)

What famous attitude toward and of monarchs is Claudius describing?


Lesson XXIX:  Shakespeare’s Language 

As you read in the previous lesson, Hamlet is based on the life of a Danish prince who lived hundreds of years before Shakespeare, and Shakespeare was not the first to retell the prince’s story.  Consequently, some of his audiences may have been familiar with a previous Hamlet play.  They may have known in advance how Shakespeare’s would end, but they were eager to hear the language he would use to tell the story.


English people of his day were in love with language and song.  In fact, the Elizabethans are sometimes described as “a nest of singing birds.”  A gentleman had to be able to sing and play a musical instrument to serenade his lady, and he would probably have been able to write creditable poetry, assuring her of his eternal devotion.  People were fond of puns and delighted in lively repartee such as the exchange between Hamlet and the gravedigger.  To be able to embroider conversation with clever plays on words, elaborate metaphors, or newly-coined words was an important social grace, especially in Queen Elizabeth’s court.  But no one else used the language with the consummate skill of William Shakespeare whose words still delight today’s audiences.


Catering to the Elizabethan fondness for music, Shakespeare made songs part of many of his plays but he did not simply add music for its own sake.  His songs fitted into the story.  An example is Ophelia’s song, lines 29-32, 35, and 37-39, Act IV, Scene V, which is a plaintive lament for her father.  Her other snatches of song, about a faithless lover, echo her father and brother’s warnings to her about Hamlet.


Let’s look now at other scenes in the play where Shakespeare’s language is in the favored style of his day.

1. In Act II, Scene II, lines 116-124, Polonius reads aloud Hamlet’s letter to Ophelia.  In what ways is it a typical English gentleman’s love letter?

2. In his first speech in the play, Act I, Scene II, line 65, Hamlet says in an aside, “A little more than kin, and less than kind.”  Your footnote probably explains that Hamlet is saying that now, as Claudius’s stepson, he is a little more than kin to him.  (Kin referred to relatives outside the immediate family.)  In “less than kind,” Hamlet puns, for although kind meant son, and he is now Claudius’s son, Hamlet uses the word to mean that his feelings toward Claudius are not kind.  To test your understanding of puns, try another speech which is not footnotes – Act V, Scene I, Hamlet’s reply to the gravedigger/clown, lines 117-118.  How does Hamlet’s use of the word lie pun on the clown’s use of the same word in the previous speech?
3. You may have learned that a metaphor is an implied comparison, one that we use often in ordinary speech.  When we talk, for example, about the eye of a needle, a head of lettuce, or the body of an essay, we compare a part of the human body to each object.  Let’s look at a Shakespearean metaphor, the opening of his famous Sonnet LXXIII (73):
                 That time of year thou mayst in me behold
                 When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
                  Upon those boughs which shake against the cold
                  Bare ruined choirs where late the sweet birds sang.

His message is that he is growing old, but he doesn’t say that directly; he uses a metaphor, comparing himself to an almost leafless tree in the late autumn cold.  Now a metaphor from Hamlet.  Claudius’s comment to Laertes, Act IV, Scene VII, lines 110-118.  What is he saying metaphorically about love and time?

4. State the meaning of each of the following words or phrases which you recognize:
obscene





dislocate
hot-blooded





heartsick
assassination




premeditated
barefaced





invulnerable
Could you define most of them?  All are in common use today and are among the more than 1700 that appeared first in Shakespeare’s plays, words he apparently coined himself. 
Lesson XXX:  Shakespeare’s Poetry


You may already have learned that Shakespeare’s plays were written in blank verse and that, although he was not the first to use it, no one used blank verse more skillfully.  Let’s take time to review what blank verse is.  Briefly defined, it is unrhymed iambic pentameter, but let’s break that definition down a bit.


An iamb is a poetic measure called a foot and is made up of two syllables with the accent on the second.  The word today is a perfect iamb.  Penta, from the Greek, means five, and meter refers to the rhythmic pattern of a poem (in this case, a five-measure line).  Putting it all together, an iambic pentameter line has five feet, each foot (iamb) having two syllables with the accent or beat on the second.  It might be diagrammed like this:


To-day / To-day/ To-day/To-day/ To-day


Represents unaccented/unstressed/short syllables

Represents accented/stressed/long syllables
Meter: In literary criticism, the repetition of sound patterns that creates a rhythm in poetry. The patterns are based on the number of syllables and the presence and absence of accents. The unit of rhythm in a line is called a Foot. Types of meter are classified according to the number of feet in a line. These are the standard English lines: 

Monometer:  one foot

Dimeter:  two feet

Trimeter:  three feet 

Tetrameter:  four feet

Pentameter:  five feet

Hexameter:  six feet (also called the Alexandrine) 

Heptameter, seven feet (also called the "Fourteener" when the feet are iambic)

Foot: The smallest unit of rhythm in a line of poetry.
Types of feet:



1. Try this one!  Divide the following line into five iambic feet and mark the accented syllables:

                       
                         I stay too long.  But here my father comes.

Shakespeare sometimes rhymed his iambic pentameter lines, particularly at the end of a scene, for example, Act II, Scene II, the closing lines of Hamlet’s speech:
                        More relative than this.  The play’s the thing

                        Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.
                        (Try dividing the above lines into iambic pentameter.)
One theory is that Shakespeare used rhyme to close a scene because actors waiting to go on could learn, or hear, a rhymed line more easily and would be ready to make their appearance on stage on cue.

2. Try dividing up your full name to see if it has any particular syllabic arrangement.

As you read Hamlet, you may have noted that not every line of the play is in blank verse or even in poetry.  Particularly when ordinary people such as the gravediggers are talking, the speeches are in prose.  But it is not always the artisans, or “rude mechanicals” as they were called in Shakespeare’s day, that speak in prose.  One of Hamlet’s most famous speeches, beginning with line 289, Act II, Scene II, is in prose also.  Let’s look carefully now at lines 299-303 of that speech in which Shakespeare gives a tribute to mankind.  What devices does he use to make those lines so impressive?  First of all, notice his words; each is so well chosen that he needs only a few to get his point across.

3.  Define the following words from that speech (use a dictionary if necessary):
          infinite





express
          faculties





paragon
          apprehension

4.  Now for the second device.  List all the metaphors and similes you can find.  Remember that both are comparisons, but a simile uses like or as.  

Note too that part of Shakespeare’s effect is gained by repetition of grammatical structure:  “how noble in reason!”  “how infinite in faculties!”  Such deliberate repetition impresses the words upon the reader’s or hearer’s mind.  It is called parallel structure.  Famous speeches from world politicians mimic Shakespeare’s structure.
5.  Any examination of Shakespeare’s poetry makes you aware of his skilful use of adjectives to achieve his wonderful word pictures.  Reread Gertrude’s description of Ophelia’s death, Act IV, Scene VII, lines 167-184.  Now, in one sentence, using no adjectives but a, an, and the, state how Ophelia died.  (The result should be quite simplistic.)  Do you see how dull the factual statement is when compared with Gertrude’s lines?

Supplementary Activities:  Hamlet 

1. Find out what you can about Queen Elizabeth’s interests and accomplishments.

2. Find a description and a picture of the Globe Theatre.  Find out, for example, how the ghost’s appearance would have been managed.  

3. Investigate the four elements and the four humors that “determined” a person’s disposition.  (Check Medieval Medicine)  Decide what humor was predominate in Hamlet, in Fortinbras.

4. In your notebook, collect at least two unfamiliar words from each scene of the play.  Do not choose words that are footnoted.  Look up each word’s meaning and write a sentence using it.

5. As you read the play, make a list of expressions that you have heard before/famous quotations.  For example, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”

6. Do some research on the language of the flowers.  Find out the Elizabethan symbolism for such common flowers as the rose and the lily.

7. Consult a herbal (a book about herbs and plant) and find out the supposed medicinal or magical properties of certain herbs.  See especially borage and yarrow.

8. From a seed catalogue, clip illustrations of the flowers Ophelia mentions in Act IV, Scene V.  Make a poster, using Ophelia’s words beneath each picture, for example, “There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance.”

9. Make a poster advertising a performance of Hamlet at the Globe.  Mention the time, of course, the exact location, and the admission price.  Give billing to the leading actor, and give a very brief summary of the play.  (Marchette Chute’s Shakespeare of London would be a good reference to use.)

10. Find out the meaning of the term The Great Chain of Being and explain it to the class.  Do you think it is a concept that would have had more influence in the Medieval period than in the Renaissance?  Why?
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