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LEARNING GOALS

After reading this lesson, you will be able to :

« Know the English poet and playwright, "William &tespeare”
 Have a broad understanding of the works of Shada®
 Narrate the story of the play, "Hamlet"

e Understand and discuss the themes that occuhenptay,
"Hamlet"

INTRODUCTION

William Shakespeare, baptized on 26 April 1564;dd28 April
1616 was an English poet and playwright. He is Widegarded as the
greatest writer in the English language and theldAsormost pre-
eminent dramatist. He is fondly referred to as'"thard of Avon". His
surviving works, including some collaborations, sish of about 38
plays, 154 sonnets, two long narrative poems, andral other poems.
Such is his wide and universal appeal that his glanve been



translated into every major language of the word are performedg Hamlet-William Shakespeare
more often than those of any other playwright.

Shakespeare was born and raised in Stratford-upmmAAt the
age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway, with whom Ia&l hhree
children: Susanna, and twins Hamnet and Judithw8&et 1585 and
1592, he is believed to have moved to the big aitizondon where hg
began a successful career as an actor, writer, pamd owner of a
playing company called the Lord Chamberlain's Meatger known as
the King's Men. He appears to have retired to ferétaround 1613,
where he died three years later. Few records okédmeeare's privatg
life survive, and there has been considerable d$apgon about such
matters as his physical appearance, sexualitygioels beliefs, and
whether the works attributed to him were composeg His
contemporaries.

A1

Shakespeare produced most of his known work betw&80 and
1613. His early plays were mainly comedies andohiss, genres he
raised to the peak of sophistication and artisgythe end of the 16tH
century. He then wrote mainly tragedies until ab©608, including
Hamlet, King Lear, and Macbeth, which are regardedsome of thg
finest works in the English language. In his lastage, he wrote
tragicomedies, also known as romances, and cobabdrwith other
playwrights too.

Many of his plays were published in editions ofwag quality and
accuracy during his lifetime. In 1623, two of hisrher colleagues
from theatre published the First Folio, a collectedition of his
dramatic works that included all but two of theydanow recognized a
Shakespeare's.

UJ

Shakespeare had built a formidable reputation sntime, but his
reputation did not soar to its present heightsl dimé 19th century. The
Romantics, in particular, commended Shakespeaexisug, and the
Victorians worshipped Shakespeare with a reveretha¢ George
Bernard Shaw called "bardolatry”. In the 20th centuwith the
resurgence of new movements in scholarship andopesdnce,
Shakespeare’s works were read and rediscovered resitbwed earth
version.

His plays remain highly popular today and are camsy studied,
performed and reinterpreted in diverse cultural aodtical contexts
throughout the world.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Early Life

William Shakespeare was the son of John Shakespeare
successful glover and alderman originally from t&nfield, and Mary
Arden, the daughter of an affluent landowning farntée was born at
Stratford-upon-Avon and baptised there on 26 ApE64. His actual
birthdate remains unknown, but is traditionally eb®d on 23 April,
St George's Day. This date, which can be tracedk bacan 18th-
century scholar's mistake, has proved appealingidgraphers, since
Shakespeare died 23 April 1616. He was the thirdigitit children and
the eldest surviving son.

Although no attendance records for the period searvimost
biographers agree that Shakespeare was probablgatedu at the
King's New School in Stratford, a free school chaet in 1553, some
distance from his home. Grammar schools varieduality during the
Elizabethan era, but the curriculum was dictatedldwy throughout
England, and the school would have provided amsit® education in
Latin grammar and the classics.

At the age of 18, Shakespeare married the 26-yldarAmne
Hathaway. The consistory court of the Diocese ofré#ster issued a
marriage license 27 November 1582. The next daydiMdathaway's
neighbours posted bonds guaranteeing that no laglhiins impeded
the marriage. The ceremony may have been arrangedme haste,
since the Worcester chancellor allowed the marriagens to be read
once instead of the usual three times, and six hsoafter the marriage
Anne gave birth to a daughter, Susanna, baptisedd&£861583. Twins,
son Hamnet and daughter Judith, followed almost years later and
were baptised 2 February 1585. Hamnet died of wvknoauses at the
age of 11 and was buried 11 August 1596.

Nothing much is known about Shakespeare after ttib bf the
twins until he is mentioned as part of the Londo@attre scene in 1592,
with scholars referring to the years between 158% 4592 as
Shakespeare's "lost years". Biographers attemparmccount for this
period have reported many apocryphal stories. NashoRowe,
Shakespeare's first biographer, recounted a Stdatfegend that
Shakespeare fled the town for London to escapeepub®n for deer
poaching. Another 18th-century story has Shakegpstarting career
in the world of theatre minding the horses of thegatrons in London.
John Aubrey reported that Shakespeare had been umtrgo
schoolmaster. Some 20th-century scholars have stegjethat
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company was awarded a royal patent by the new Klagies I, and
changed its name from Lord Chamberlain’s Men tokhey's Men.

In 1599, a group of company members built their divmatre on
the south bank of the Thames, and named it. ThéeSio 1608, the
partnership also took over the Black friars indtoeatre. Records of
Shakespeare's property purchases and investmemulisate that
Shakespeare accumulated a lot of wealth through ¢bmpany. In
1597, he bought the second-largest house in Stdatkbew Place, and
in 1605, he invested in a share of the parishgithestratford.

Some of Shakespeare's plays were published in ayuetitions
from 1594. By 1598, his popularity had soared arsdnlame began to
appear on the title pages. Shakespeare continusct o his own plays
as well as others after his success as a playwrigig 1616 edition of
Ben Jonson's Works names him on the cast listEvery Man in His
Humour (1598) and Sejanus, His Fall (1603). Theeabs of his name
from the 1605 cast list for Jonson's Volpone istaky some scholars
as a sign that his acting career was nearing s €he First Folio of
1623, however, lists Shakespeare as one of "theipal Actor in all
these Plays", some of which were first staged aftdpone, although it
is not known for certain which roles he played1610, John Davies of
Hereford wrote that "good Will" played "kingly" re$. In 1709, Rowe
says that Shakespeare played the ghost of Hanfeter. Later
traditions maintain that he also played Adam in ¥Y®u Like It and the
Chorus in Henry V, though scholars doubt the smuroé the
information.

Shakespeare divided his time between London aradf@td during
his career. In 1596, the year before he bought REwe as his family
home in Stratford, Shakespeare was living in thespaof St. Helen's,
Bishopsgate, north of the River Thames. He movedsacthe river to
Southwark by 1599, the year his company construdted Globe
Theatre there. By 1604, he had moved north of iver mgain, to an
area north of St Paul's Cathedral with many fineides. There he
rented rooms from a French Huguenot called Chriop/lountjoy, a
maker of ladies' wigs and other headgear.

Later Years and Death

Rowe was the first biographer of Shakespeare whdededown
the information that Shakespeare retired to Strdtfmme years before
his death; but retirement as it means today from wadrk was
uncommon at that time, and Shakespeare continueitd_ondon. In
1612 he was called as a witnhess in a court caseecoimg the marriage



settlement of Mountjoy's daughter, Mary. In Mard@il®, he bought a

gatehouse in the former Blackfriars priory; andnirélovember 1614
he was in London for several weeks with his somaim; John Hall.

After 1606—-1607, Shakespeare’s productivity dedirmand these
are no plays attributed to him after 1613. His ldskee plays were
collaborations, probably with John Fletcher, whocaeded him as th
in house playwright for the ‘King's Men’.

Shakespeare died on 23 April 1616 and was survibyetdis wife
and two daughters. His elder daughter Susanna hadiem a
physician, John Hall, in 1607, and Judith, the ygmmhad married
Thomas Quiney, a vintner, two months before Shadasds death.

In his will, Shakespeare left the bulk of his lakgate to his elder

daughter Susanna. The terms instructed that sksipdewn intact to
"the first son of her body". The Quineys had thokdldren, all of
whom died without marrying. The Halls had one chiltizabeth, who
married twice but died without children in 1670damg Shakespeare'
direct line. Shakespeare's will scarcely mentiorsswife, Anne, who
was probably entitled to one third of his estateomatically. He did
make a point, however, of leaving her "my seconst bed", a beques
that has led to much speculation. Some scholarstteedequest ag
derogatory to Anne, whereas others believe thatsdwnd-best be
would have been the matrimonial bed and therefoih rin
significance.

Shakespeare was buried in the chancel of the Hohityf Church
two days after his death. The epitaph carved ifte stone slab
covering his grave includes a curse against mowisgbones, and if
seems the same which was carefully avoided dumsgoration of the
church in 2008:

Sometime before 1623, a funerary monument was egteict his
memory on the north wall, with a bust of him in thet of writing. Its
plaque compares him to Nestor, Socrates, and Viigil 1623, in
conjunction with the publication of the First -Fmlithe Droeshout
engraving was published.

Shakespeare has been commemorated in many stanokg
memorials around the world, including funeral momms in
Southwark Cathedral and Poet's Corner in Westnrirdibey.

Plays

In the period of study, it was the norm form playights to
collaborate with others at some point, and critiagree that
Shakespeare did the same, mostly early and towhelsend of his

1]
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career. Some attributions, such as ‘Titus Androgiiaand the early
history plays, remain controversial, while ‘The Twmble Kinsmen’
and the ‘Lost Cardenio have well-attested conteiyor
documentation. Textual evidence also supports ibw that several of
the plays were revised by other writers after theiginal composition.

The first recorded works of Shakespeare are Riclilardnd the
three parts of Henry VI, written in the early 159@&en historical
drama was in vogue. Shakespeare's plays are diffcdate, however,
and studies of the texts suggest that ‘Titus Andsi, "The Comedy
of Errors"”, "The Taming of the Shrew" and "The TWwentlemen of
Verona" may also belong to Shakespeare's earlexgigpof creativity.
His first histories, which draw heavily on the 158dition of Raphael
Holinshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, aredahd, dramatise
the destructive results of weak or corrupt rule hade been interpreted
as a justification for the origins of the Tudor agty. The early plays
were also influenced by the works of other Elizabeat dramatists,
especially Thomas Kyd and Christopher Marlowe, gy traditions of
medieval drama, and by the plays of Seneca. Then&&y of Errors’
was also based on classical models, but "The Tawofitlge Shrew" has
not been found, to be based on any such sourcglthibis related to a
separate play of the same name and may have defigad a folk
story. "The Two Gentlemen of Verona", in which tiviends appear to
approve of rape and the Shrew's story of the tanwh@ woman's
independent spirit by a man draw flak from moderios for there
content and gender insensibility.

Shakespeare's early classical and Italianate cawedontaining
tight double plots and precise comic sequences giay in the mid-
1590s to the romantic atmosphere of his greateshedees. "A
Midsummer Night's Dream" is a witty and delightfalixture of
romance, fairy magic, pastoral simplicity and conoavlife scenes.
Shakespeare's next comedy, the equally romanticihet of Venice’,
contains a portrayal of the vengeful Jewish monedge Shylock,
which reflects Elizabethan views but is again ottero with the to
modern audience. The wit and wordplay of "Much Addout
Nothing", the charming rural setting of "As You Eikt", and the lively
merrymaking of “Twelfth Night” complete Shakespear sequence of
great comedies. After the lyrical Richard Il, weitt almost entirely in
verse, Shakespeare introduced prose comedy in yH¥nmparts 1 and
2", and "Henry V" the histories written in the |datB90s. His characters
assume more complying and varied in range as héclsed deftly
between comic and serious scenes, prose and paaidy,achieves
tremendous maturity in his work. This period begansl ends with two
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Some commentators have seen this change in moedidesnce of a
more serene view of life on Shakespeare's part,itbatay merely

reflect the theatrical fashion of the day. Shakaspecollaborated on
two more plays, "Henry VIII" and "The Two Noble Kamen",

probably with John Fletcher.

Poems

In 1593 and 1594, when the theatres were close@ulsec of
plague, Shakespeare published two narrative poeneratic themes,
"Venus and Adonis' and "The Rape of Lucrece". Hdicded them to
Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton. In "Venusl aAdonis", an
innocent Adonis rejects the sexual advances of ¥ewtile in "The
Rape of Lucrece", the virtuous wife Lucrece is ey the lustful
Tarquin. Influenced by Ovid's "Metamorphoses”, gmems focus the
remorse and moral confusion that result from unwoletd lust. Both
proved popular and were often reprinted during &bpkare's lifetime.
A third narrative poem, ‘A Lover's Complaint’, inhich a young
woman laments her seduction by a persuasive sws,printed in the
first edition of the Sonnets in 1609. Most scholamswv concur that
Shakespeare wrote ‘A Lover's Complaint’. Criticsingpthat its fine
qualities are marred by leaden effects. ‘The Phoamid the Turtle’,
printed in Robert Chester's 1601 ‘Love's Martyrgums the deaths of
the legendary phoenix and his lover, the faithtutle dove. In 1599,
two early drafts of sonnets 138 and 144 appeareédha Passionate
Pilgrim’, published under Shakespeare's name buthont his
permission.

Sonnets

Published in 1609, the Sonnets were the last ok&d@eare's non-
dramatic works to be printed. Scholars are notatervhen each of the
154 sonnets was composed, but evidence suggedtShiakespeare
wrote sonnets throughout his career for a privatadership. Even
before the two unauthorised sonnets appeared ire "Phssionate
Pilgrim” in 1599, Francis Meres had referred in 838 Shakespeare's
"sugred Sonnets among his private friends". Fewyatmbelieve that
the published collection follows Shakespeare'snidéel sequence. He
seems to have planned two contrasting series: loogt aincontrollable
lust for a married woman of dark complexion (tharldlady"), and one
about conflicted love for a fair young man (their'fgouth™). It remains
unclear if these figures represent real individuatsf the authorial "I"
who addresses them represents Shakespeare himigefjgh
Wordsworth believed that with the sonnets "Shakaspenlocked his



heart". The 1609 edition was dedicated to a "MrHW. credited as Hamlet-William Shakespeare
"the only begetter" of the poems. It is not knowhether this was
written by Shakespeare himself or by the publisiéromas Thorpe
whose initials appear at the foot of the dedicapage; nor is it known
who Mr. W.H. was, despite numerous theories, orthwreShakespear
even authorised the publication. Critics are unanisnis their spines
that the Sonnets are a profound meditation on #tere of love, sexua
passion, procreation, death, and time.

1)

"Shall | compare thee to a summer's day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate..."
Lines from Shakespeare's Sonnet 18.

The creation of Shakespeare's Sonnets was in sayéwuenced
by the Italian sonnet: it was popularised by Daatel Petrarch and
refined in Spain and France by DuBellay and Rons8tthkespeare
probably had access to these last two authorstea®lEnglish poets &l
Richard Field and John Davies. The French andahajoets gavse
preference to the Italian form of sonnet—two growpdgour lines, or
quatrains (always rhymed a-b-b-a-b-b-a) followed tisyp groups of
three lines, or tercets (variously rhymed c-c-d-@&-@ c-c-d e-d-e)—
which created a sonorous music in the vowel riciimRioce languages.
However, it did not have the desired effect in Esigl To overcome
this problem derived from the difference of langea®hakespear
chose to follow the idiomatic rhyme scheme usedPhilip Sidney in
his ‘Astrophel and Stella’ (published posthumously1591), where thg
rhymes are interlaced in two pairs of couplets akenthe quatrain.

[

1Y%

Style

Shakespeare's earliest plays were written in thhevextional style
of the day. He wrote them in a stylised languageg toes not always
spring naturally from the needs of the charactershe drama. The
poetry depends on extended, sometimes elaborataphws and
conceits, and the language is often rhetorical—tamitfor actors to
declaim rather than speak. The grand speechesituns “Andronicus’,
in the view of some critics, often hold up the antifor example; and
the verse in ‘Two Gentlemen of Verona’' has beertdlesd as stilted.

Soon, however, Shakespeare began to modify theidagegto suit
his needs. The opening soliloquy of Richard'lll ffagoots in the self
declaration of Vice in medieval drama. At the sanmee, Richard's
vivid self-awareness looks forward to the solilapiiof Shakespeare|s
mature plays. No single play marks a change froentithditional to the
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freer style. Shakespeare combined the two throughisucareer, with
"Romeo and Juliet" perhaps the best example ofntiheng of the
styles. By the time of "Romeo and Juliet", "Richdiy, and "A
Midsummer Night's Dream” in the mid-1590s, Shakaspdiad begun
to write a more natural poetry. He increasinglyewimis metaphors and
images to the needs of the drama itself.

Shakespeare's standard poetic form was blank veoseposed in
iambic pentameter. In practice, this meant thatVveisse was usually
unrhymed and consisted often syllables to a lipeken with a stress
on every second syllable. The blank verse of hitygalays is quite
different from that of his later ones. It is oftdeautiful, but its
sentences tend to start, pause, and finish atrideot€ lines, with the
risk of monotony. Once Shakespeare mastered waditiblank verse,
he began to interrupt and vary its flow. This tdge releases the new
power and flexibility of the poetry in plays sucé ‘@ulius Caesar" and
"Hamlet". Shakespeare uses it, for example, to eprthe turmoil in
Hamlet's mind:

Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting

That would not let me sleep. Methought | lay
Worse than the mutines in the bilboes. Rashly—
And prais'd be rashness for it—let us know

Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well...
Hamlet, Act 5, Scene 2, 4-8

After "Hamlet", Shakespeare varied his poetic styiether,
particularly in the more emotional passages ofl#te tragedies. The
literary critic A. C. Bradley described this styde "more concentrated,
rapid, varied, and, in construction, less regutat, seldom twisted or
elliptical". In the last phase of his career, Slsgeare adopted many
techniques to achieve these effects. These includedon lines,
irregular pauses and stops, and extreme variatibesntence structure
and length. In Macbeth, for example, the languagésdfrom one
unrelated metaphor or simile to another: "was thyeehdrunk/ Wherein
you dressed yourself?" (1.7.35-38); "...pity, like naked new-born
babe/ Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubim,etwwpon the
sightless couriers of the air..." (1.7.21-25). Tiseener is challenged to
complete the sense. The late romances, with thngftssin time and
surprising turns of plot, inspired a last poetiglestin which long and
short sentences are set against one another, slats@iled up, subject



and object are reversed, and words are omitte@dtinge an effect of
spontaneity that delights.

Shakespeare's poetic genius and a practical sdntee dheatre
went hand in hand. Like all playwrights of the tim&hakespearsd
dramatised stories from sources such as PetrardhHatinshed. He

reshaped each plot to create several centres efesit and show ap

many sides of a narrative to the audience as gdessihis strength of]
design ensures that a Shakespeare play can suraiva@ation, cutting
and wide interpretation without loss to its corarda. As Shakespeare
mastery grew, he gave his characters clearer ande nvaried

motivations and distinctive patterns of speech.preEserved aspects of
his earlier style in the later plays, however. |hakespeare's late

romances, he deliberately returned to a more agilfistyle, which
emphasised the illusion of theatre.

Influence

Shakespeare's work has made a lasting impressidatemtheatre
and literature. In particular, he expanded the dtampotential of
characterisation, plot, language, and genre. URdmeo and Juliet",
for example, romance had not been viewed as a waxhic for
tragedy. Soliloquies had been used mainly to conm®ymation about
characters or events; but Shakespeare used themplore characters
minds. His work heavily influenced later poetry.eTRomantic poets
attempted to revive Shakespearean verse dramaghhwith little
success. Critic George Steiner described all Emglesse dramas fron
Coleridge to Tennyson as "feeble variations on 8hp&arean themes

Shakespeare seems to have exercised considerdhienoe on
novelists such as Thomas Hardy, William Faulknemd eCharles
Dickens. The American novelist Herman Melville'dilsguies owe
much to Shakespeare; his Captain Ahab in Moby-Dgla classic
tragic hero, inspired by King Lear. Scholars hasgentified 20,000
pieces of music linked to Shakespeare's works. &heslude two
operas by Giuseppe Verdi, Othello Falstaff, whos&cal standing
compares with that of the source plays. Shakespgeagealso inspired
many painters, including the Romantics and the FRPaphaelites. Theg
Swiss Romantic artist Henry Fuseli, a friend of N&ih Blake, even
translated Macbeth into German. The psychoanalimindd Freud
drew on Shakespearean psychology, in particularahieamlet, for his
theories of human nature.

In Shakespeare's day, English grammar, spellingpaodunciation
were less standardised than they are now, and desofi language

14
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helped shape modern English. Samuel Johnson ghatednore often
than any other author in his ‘A Dictionary of thedlish Language’,
the first serious work of its type. Expressions tsws "with bated
breath” (Merchant of Venice) and "a foregone cosidn” (Othello)
have found their way into everyday English speech.

THE ENIGNATIC SHAKESPEARE

Authorship

Around 150 years after Shakespeare's death, ddodgsn to
emerge about the authorship of the works attribtiwedim. Proposed
alternative candidates include Francis Bacon, @plser Marlowe,
and Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. Severablg theories"
have also been proposed. Only a small minority aaldemics believe
there is reason to question the traditional attidoy but interest in the
subject, particularly the Oxfordian theory, conesuinto the 21st
century.

Religion

Some scholars claim that members of Shakespeamaityfwere
Catholics, at a time when Catholic practice wasiregathe law.
Shakespeare's mother, Mary Arden, certainly canoenfra pious
Catholic family. The strongest evidence to thiseeff might be a
Catholic statement of faith signed by John Shakaspdound in 1757
in the rafters of his former house in Henley Strddte document is
now lost, however, and scholars differ on its antiodity. In 1591, the
authorities reported that John had missed chumhféfar of process for
debt", a common Catholic excuse. In 1606, Williadasighter Susanna
was listed among those who failed to attend Eastenmunion in
Stratford. Scholars also find evidence both for amadainst
Shakespeare's Catholicism in his plays, but thé& tmay be impossible
to validate either way.

Portraiture

There is no written description of Shakespeare'sysiohl
appearance and no evidence that he ever commisisemp®rtrait, so
the Droeshout engraving, which Ben Jonson apprafeds a good
likeness, and his Stratford monument provide th& beidence of his
appearance. From the 18th century, the desire fotheatic
Shakespeare portraits fuelled claims that variowmwiwng pictures
depicted Shakespeare. That demand also led to nbe@ugtion of



several fake portraits, as well as mis attributjorespaintings and
relabelling of portraits of other people.

Classification of the Plays

Shakespeare's works include the 36 plays printédarirst Folio

of 1623, according to their folio classification esmedies, historie$

and tragedies. Two plays not included in the Fistio, "The Two
Noble Kinsmen" and "Pericles, Prince of Tyre", axav accepted ag
part of the canon, with scholars agreed that Shmdeee made a majqg
contribution to their composition. No Shakespeargmems were
included in the First Folio.

In the late 19th century, Edward Dowden classifmar of the late
comedies as romances, and though many scholarer goetall them

tragicomedies, his term is often used. These p#ays the associated

Two Noble Kinsmen are marked with an asterisk (). 1896,
Frederick S. Boas coined the term "problem plays'déscribe four
plays: ‘All's Well That Ends Well’, ‘Measure for Nasure’, ‘Troilus

and Cressida’ and ‘Hamlet’. "Dramas as singulathieme and tempef

cannot be strictly called comedies or tragedieg' ,wrote. "We may,|
therefore borrow a convenient phrase from the tkeeaf today and
class them together as Shakespeare's problem "plEys.term, much
debated and sometimes applied to other plays, reamaiuse, though
Hamlet is definitively classed as a tragedy.

Plays thought to be only partly written by Shakespeare marked
with a dagger (t). Other works occasionally attrdguto him are listed
as apocrypha.

HAMLET

Plot

One dark winter night, a ghost walks the rampaitsElzsinore
Castle in Denmark. Discovered first by a pair otetianen, then by the
scholar Horatio, the ghost resembles the recendgedsed King
Hamlet, whose brother Claudius has inherited tmenth and marrieq
the king's widow, Queen Gertrude. When Horatio #ms watchmen
bring Prince Hamlet, the son of Gertrude and theddeng, to see the
ghost, it speaks to him, declaring ominously thé indeed his father's
spirit, and that he was murdered by none other thlaudius. Urging
Hamlet to seek revenge on the man who betrayedhdnusurped hig
throne and married his wife, the ghost disappeadits tve dawn.

U7

U7
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Prince Hamlet devotes himself to avenging his fiésheeath, but,
because he is contemplative and thoughtful by patine delays,
entering into a deep melancholy and even apparexdiness. Claudius
and Gertrude worry about the prince's erratic bshavand try to
ascertain its cause. They employ a pair of Hamldtlends,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to watch him. WhefloriRgs, the
pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that Hamlet beaynad with
love for his daughter, Ophelia, Claudius agreespgg on Hamlet in
conversation with the girl. But though Hamlet cerya seems mad, he
does not seem to love Ophelia: he orders her teremtnunnery and
declares that he wishes to ban marriages.

A group of travelling actors comes to Elsinore, aaimlet seizes
upon an idea to test his uncle's guilt. He organitzave the players to
perform a scene closely resembling the sequencevtigh Hamlet
imagines his uncle to have murdered his fatherthao if Claudius is
guilty, he will surely react. When the moment oé tmurder arrives in
the threatre, Claudius leaps up and leaves the .rddamlet and
Horatio agree that this proves his guilt. Hamleegdo kill Claudius
but finds him praying. Since he believes that kdliClaudius while in
prayer would send Claudius's soul to heaven, Haodasiders that it
would be an inadequate revenge and decides to @laudius is now
frightened of Hamlet's madness and fears fearimghi® own safety.
Hence, he orders that Hamlet be sent to Englandcs.

Hamlet goes to confront his mother, in whose benddex Polonius
has hidden behind a tapestry. Hearing a noise frehind the tapestry,
Hamlet believes the king is hiding there. He drdagssword and stabs
through the fabric, killing Polonius. For this cemhe is immediately
dispatched to England with Rosencrantz and Guilkdens However,
Claudius's plan for Hamlet includes more than danent, as he has
given Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sealed ordargh® King of
England demanding that Hamlet be put to death.

In the aftermath of her father's death, Opheliasgoad with grief
and drowns in the river. Polonius's son, Laertdsy Wwas been staying
in France, returns to Denmark in a rage. Claudsvimces him that
Hamlet is to blame for his father's and sister'atile When Horatio
and the king receive letters from Hamlet indicatthgt the prinee has
returned to Denmark after pirates attacked his shipoute to England,
Claudius notches a conspiracy to in orange Laedeste for revenge
to secure Hamlet's death. Laertes will fence witdnmriet in innocent
sport, but Claudius will poison Laertes' blade st if he draws blood,
Hamlet will die. As a backup plan, the king decidegoison a goblet,
which he will give Hamlet to drink should Hamletose the first or



second hits of the match. Hamlet returns to theniicof Elsinore just
as Ophelia's funeral is taking place. Stricken wgtief, he attacks
Laertes and declares that he had in fact alwaysddphelia. Back a
the castle, he tells Horatio that he believes onetrhe prepared to di€
since death can come at any moment. A foolish eaunamed Osric
arrives on Claudius's orders to arrange the fencirajch between
Hamlet and Laertes.

The sword-fighting begins. Hamlet scores the finst but declines
to drink from the king's proffered goblet. Insteddertrude takes &
drink from it and is swiftly killed by the poisomaertes succeeds i
wounding Hamlet, though Hamlet does not die of tpbeison
immediately. First, Laertes is cut by his own swerdlade, and, afte
revealing to Hamlet that Claudius is responsibletii® queen's death
he dies from the blade's poison. Hamlet then s@hsdius through
with the poisoned sword and forces him to drink dawe rest of the
poisoned wine. Claudius dies, and Hamlet dies imately after
achieving his revenge.

At this moment, a Norwegian prince named Fortinpvdso has led
an army to Denmark and attacked Poland earlidiamptay, enters with
ambassadors from England, who report that Rosetzrand

Guildenstern are dead. Fortinbras is stunned bygtbesome sight of

the entire royal family lying sprawled on the flodead. He moves t¢
take power of the kingdom. Horatio, fulfilling Haetls last request
tells him Hamlet's tragic story. Fortinbras orddrat Hamlet be carrieq
away in a manner befitting a fallen soldier.

DRAMATIS PERSONAL

Hamlet

Hamlet is the Prince of Denmark, the title chargctend the
protagonist of the play About thirty years old he tstart of the play
Hamlet is the son of Queen Gertrude and the latg Klamlet, and thq
nephew of the present king, Claudius. Hamlet isametoly, bitter, and
cynical, full of hatred for his uncle's schemingdadisgust for his
mother's sexuality. A reflective and thoughtful pyguman who hag
studied at the University of Wittenberg, Hamlebfsen indecisive and
hesitant, but at other times prone to rash and isnmiacts.

Claudius

Claudius is the King of Denmark. He is Hamlet's lapn@and the
play's antagonist. Claudius is a calculating, aiob# politician, driven
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by his sexual appetite and his lust for power,Hmibccasionally shows
sighns of remorse and human feeling—his love for tade, for
instance, seems sincere.

Gertrude

Gertrude is the Queen of Denmark, Hamlet's mothecently
married to Claudius. Gertrude loves Hamlet deeplyt she is a
shallow, weak woman who seeks affection and statose urgently
than moral rectitude or truth.

Polonlus

Polonius is the Lord Chamberlain of Claudius's toarpompous,
conniving old man. Polonius is the father of Las@d Ophelia.

Horatio

Horatio is Hamlet's close friend, who studied wthile prince at the
university in Wittenberg. Horatio is loyal and hkelp to Hamlet
throughout the play. After Hamlet's death, Horagmains alive to tell
Hamlet's story.

Ophelia

Ophelia is Polonius's daughter, a beautiful youngman with
whom Hamlet has been in love. Ophelia is a sweétimmocent young
girl, who obeys her father and her brother, LaerBependent on men
to tell her how to behave, she gives in to Polorisshemes to spy on
Hamlet. Even in her lapse into madness and dedih, remains
maidenly, singing songs about flowers and finallgwining in the river
amid the flower garlands she had gathered.

Laertes

Laertes is Polonius's son and Ophelia's brothgnueng man who
spends much of the play in France. Passionate aiak o action,
Laertes is clearly a foil for the reflective Hamlet

Fortinbras

Fortinbras is the young Prince of Norway, whosdédatthe king
(also named Fortinbras) was killed by Hamlet's datfalso named
Hamlet). Now Fortinbras wishes to attack Denmarkatenge his
father's honour, making him another foil for Prirdamlet.

The Ghost



Ghost is the spectre of Hamlet's recently decedadtr. The
ghost, who claims to have been murdered by Claudias upon
Hamlet to avenge him. However, it is not entiregrtain whether thg
ghost is what it appears to be, or whether it mestthing else. Hamleg
speculates that the ghost might be a devil sedeteive him and tempit
him into murder, and the question of what the ghesbr where it
comes from is never definitively resolved.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are two slightly bumgbtourtiers,
former friends of Hamlet from Wittenberg, who aremsmoned by
Claudius and Gertrude to discover the cause of Heggnistrange
behavior.

Osric

Osric is the foolish courtier who summons Hamlehi® duel with

Laertes.

Voftimand and Cornelius

Voltimand and Cornelius are the two courtiers wh@iaudius
sends to Norway to persuade the king to preventirfboas from
attacking.

Marcellus and Bernardo

Marcellus and Bernardo are the officers who firsé she ghost
walking the ramparts of Elsinore and who summonadtorto witness
it. Marcellus is present when Hamlet first encounthbe ghost.

Francisco

Francisco is a soldier and guardsman at Elsinore.

Reynaldo

Reynaldo is Polonius's servant, who is sent to ¢&adyy Polonius
to check up on and spy on Laertes.

MAJOR CHARACTERS—-AN INTENSIVE STUDY

Hamlet

Hamlet has fascinated audiences and readers faure=n The first
thing that draws attention to his personality iattlhe is enigmatic
There is always more to him than the other charadtethe play can
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figure out; even the most careful and clever remd®me away with
the sense that they don't know everything ther® iknow about this
character. Hamlet actually tells other charactbeg there is more to
him than meets the eye—notably, his mother, andeiwantz and
Guildenstern—Dbut his appeal and fascination invelraich more than
this. When he speaks, he sounds as if there's korgamportant he's
not saying, may be something even he is not awhi@hakespeare’s
ability to write soliloquies and dialogues thatatesthis effect is one of
his most impressive achievements.

A university student whose studies are interrupgigdhis father's
death, Hamlet is extremely philosophical and compiative. He is
particularly drawn to difficult questions or quesis that cannot be
answered with any certainty. Faced with evidencat this uncle
murdered his father, evidence that any other clerac a play would
believe, Hamlet becomes? obsessed with provinguhide's guilt
before trying to act. The standard of "beyond asomable doubt” is
simply unacceptable to him. He is equally plaguéith wyuestions about
the afterlife, about the wisdom of suicide, abohiawhappens to bodies
after they die—the list is extensive.

But even though he is thoughtful to the point ofedsion, Hamlet
also behaves rashly and impulsively. When he datsiais with
surprising swiftness and little or no premeditatiass when he stabs
Polonius through a curtain without even checkingd¢e who he is. He
seems to step very easily into the role of a madmaehaving
erratically and upsetting the other characters Wwithwild speech and
pointed innuendos.

It. is also important to note that Hamlet is extedynmelancholy
and discontented with the state of affairs in Derkrand in his own
family—indeed, in the world at large. He is extréyndisappointed
with his mother for marrying his uncle so quickbnd he repudiates
Ophelia, a woman he once claimed to love, in theshest terms. His
words often indicate his disgust with and distrofstvomen in general.
At a number of points in the play, he contempldtssown death and
even the option of suicide.

But, despite all the things with which Hamlet* peetes
dissatisfaction, it is remarkable that the prinaca deir apparent of
Denmark should think about these problems only e@nspnal* and
philosophical terms. He spends relatively littlmai thinking about the
threats to Denmark's national security from withouthe threats to its



stability from within (some of which he helps taeate through his own
carelessness).

Claudius

Hamlet's major antagonist is a shrewd, lustful,mwaing king who
stands in stark contrast to the other male chamaadte the play.
Whereas most of the other important men in Hamietmeoccupied
with ideas of justice, revenge, and moral balaf@taudius is bent upon
maintaining his own power. The old King Hamlet wagparently a
stern warrior, but Claudius is a corrupt politicimmose main weapom
is his ability to manipulate others through hislfskiuse of language
Claudius's speech is compared to poison being doar¢he ear—the
method he used to murder Hamlet's father. Clawllase for Gertrude)
may be sincere, but it also seems likely that herieth her as a
strategic move, to help him snatch the throne afimay Hamlet after
the death of the king. As the play progresses, dilessls mounting feal
of Hamlet's insanity leads him to still greaterfgwkoccupation; wher
Gertrude tells him that Hamlet has killed PoloniGsaudius does not
remark that Gertrude could have been in dangerthatithe would have
been in danger had he been in the room. He teltstés the same thing
as he attempts to soothe the young man's angerhadtéather's death|
Claudius is ultimately too crafty for his own godd. Act V, scene i,
rather than allowing Laertes only two methods dfirlg Hamlet, the
sharpened sword and the poison on the blade, Qiaudsists on 3
third, the poisoned goblet. When Gertrude inadwveigedrinks the
poison and dies, Hamlet is at last able to brimgdailf to kill Claudius,
and the king is felled by his own cowardly machiomt

Gertrude

Few Shakespearean characters have caused as nuerhainty as
Gertrude, the beautiful Queen of Denmark. The Hagms to raise
more questions about Gertrude than it answersudiny): Was she
involved with Claudius before the death of her targl?? Did she lovg
her husband? Did she know about Claudius's plaraommit the
murder? Did she love Claudius, or did she marry Bimply to keep
her high station in Denmark? Does she believe Hamihen he insistg
that he is not mad, or does she pretend to behewesimply to protect
herself? Does she intentionally betray Hamlet taudlus, or does sh
believe that she is protecting her son's secret?

W

These questions can be answered in numerous wapgnding
upon one's reading of the play. The Gertrude whesdamerge clearly
in Hamlet is a woman defined by her desire forietaand affection, ag
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well as by her tendency to use men to fulfill hastinct for self-
preservation—which, of course, makes her extrendelyendent upon
the men in her life. Hamlet's most famous commdatua Gertrude is
his furious condemnation of women in general: "Eyaithy name is
woman!" (l.l1l. 146). This comment is as much indica of Hamlet's
agonized state of mind as of anything else, bulatgreat extent
Gertrude does seem morally frail. She never exdibi¢é ability to think
critically about her situation, but seems merelyntove instinctively
toward seemingly safe choices, as when she imnedgiauns to
Claudius after her confrontation with Hamlet. Siseat her best in
social situations (I.11 and V.Il), when her natugghce and charm seem
to indicate a rich, rounded personality. At timesaems that her grace
and charm are her only characteristics, and ha&met on men appears
to be her sole way of capitalizing on her abilities

IMPORTANT THEMES, MOTIFS AND SYMBOLS

Themes

Themes are the fundamental and often universatidgplored in a
literary work.

The Impossibility of Certainty

What separates Hamlet from other revenge plays i(@gbe from
every play written before it) is that the action we&pect to see,
particularly from Hamlet himself, is continually giponed while
Hamlet tries to obtain more certain knowledge alwluat he is doing.
This play poses many questions that other playddveimply take for
granted. Can we be sure about the existence oftgfhds the ghost
really what it appears to be, or is it actually sleading fiend? Does
the ghost have reliable knowledge about its owrtldear is the ghost
itself deluded? Moving to more earthly matters: Hawan the
audience/reader be certain about a crime that bawitmesses? Can
Hamlet judge accurately the state of Claudius'd bguwatching his
behavior? Can Claudius (or the audience) know thte of Hamlet's
mind by observing his behavior and listening to $ieech? Can we
know whether our actions will have the consequermngesvant them to
have? Do we know anything about the afterlife?

Many people have seen Hamlet as a play about isideciess, and
thus about Hamlet's failure to act appropriately.might be more
interesting to consider that the play shows us hoany uncertainties
our lives are built upon, how many unknown quaesitare taken for
granted when people act or when they evaluate no#har's actions.



The Complexity of Action

Directly related to the theme of certainty is tlnerhe of action.
How is it possible to take reasonable, effectivappseful action? In
Hamlet, the question of how to act is affected anty by rational
considerations, such as the need for certainty,alsd by emotional,
ethical, and psychological factors. Hamlet himssglpears to distrust
the idea that it's even possible to act in a cdletlp purposeful way.
When he does act, he prefers to do it blindly, lesi{ty, and violently.
The other characters obviously think much abouttidat in the
abstract than Hamlet does, and are therefore feskbled about the
possibility of acting effectively. They simply aas they feel is
appropriate. But in some sense they prove that Eiaislright, because

all of their actions prove to be misadventures.u@ias possesses

himself of queen and crown through bold action, bist consciencq
torments him, and he is beset by threats to hisaaty (and, of course
he dies). Laertes resolves that nothing will didttam from acting out
his revenue, but he is easily influenced and mdaipd into serving
Claudius's ends, and his poisoned rapier is tubae#t upon himself.

The Mystery of Death

In the aftermath of his father's murder, Hamletbsessed with the
idea of death, and in the course of the play handgdeath with great
interest and from a great many perspectives.

He ponders both the spiritual aftermath of deathb@&died in the
ghost, and the physical remainders of the deadh siscby Yorick's
skull and the decaying corpses in the cemeteryoddinout, the idea of
death is closely tied to the themes of spiritualityth, and uncertainty
in that death may bring the answers to Hamlet'spelete questions
ending once and for all the problem of trying tdedmine truth in an
ambiguous world. And, since death is both the caasd the
consequence of revenge, it is intimately tied te theme of revenge
and justice—Claudius's murder of King Hamlet irigmHamlet's ques
for revenge, and Claudius's death is the end ofghest.

\1%4

—

It is also the question of his death that tormdms continually as
he broods over the idea of suicide being a motaljytimate action in
an unbearably painful world. Hamlet's grief and enysis such that he
frequently longs for death to end his sufferingt ba fears that if he
commits suicide, he will be consigned to eterndifesing in hell
because his religions (Christianity) prohibits #&ies. In his famous
"To be or not to be" soliloquy (lll.i), Hamlet pb#ophically concludes
that no one would choose to endure the pain offliie or she were not
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afraid of what will come after death, and that gtthis fear of the
positive sufferings of the afterlife which causesmplex moral
considerations to interfere with the capacity fotian.

The Nation as a Diseased Body

Hamlet showcase a royal family in serious troubtd avith its is
associated the health or otherwise of the stata akole. The play's
early scenes explore the sense of anxiety and dheddsurrounds the
transfer of power from one ruler to the next. Thglbout the play,
characters draw explicit connections between theahegitimacy of a
ruler and the health of the nation. Denmark is desdly described as a
physical body made ill by the moral corruption ofa@ius and
Gertrude, and many observers interpret the presehtlee ghost as a
supernatural omen indicating that "[Something ider in the state of
Denmark" (l.iv.67). The dead King Hamlet is portedyas a strong,
forthright ruler under whose guard the state wagadond health, while
Claudius, a wicked politician, has brought is heatt Demark as he is
always in pursuit of the satisfaction of his owrhaly appetites. At the
end of the play, the rise to power of the uprigbittinbras suggests that
Denmark will be restored to good health again.

Motifs

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, anerdity devices that
can help to develop and inform about the text'somiiemes.

Incest and Incestuous Desire

The motif of incest runs throughout the play andfrisquently
alluded to by Hamlet and the ghost, most obviouslgonversations
about Gertrude and Claudius, former brother-in-kEawd sister-in-law
who are now man and wife. A subtle motif of incestsl desire can be
found in the relationship of Laertes and Ophelsa] aertes sometimes
speaks to his sister in suggestively sexual ternds at her funeral,
leaps into her grave to hold her in his arms. Havethe strongest
overtones of incestuous desire arise in the relalipp of Hamlet and
Gertrude, in Hamlet's concentration on Gertrudes $fe with
Claudius and his preoccupation with her in genetach is somewhat
uncommon and rather strange.

Misogyny

Shattered by his mother's decision to marry Claaidi soon after
her husband's death, Hamlet becomes cynical abooten in general,
showing a particular obsession with what he peesito be a



connection between female sexuality and moral @viwa. This motif
of misogyny, or hatred of women, occurs sporadyctiroughout the
play, but it is an important inhibiting factor inarhlet's relationships

with Ophelia and Gertrude. He urges Ophelia toaga hunnery rather

than experience the corruptions of sexuality andaems of Gertrude,
"Frailty, thy name is woman" (LET. 146).

Ears and Hearing

One facet of Hamlet's exploration of the difficuliy attaining true
knowledge is slipperiness of language. Words aeel i@ communicatg
ideas, but they can also be used to distort thia,trmanipulate othel
people, and serve as tools in corrupt quests fevepoClaudius, the
shrewd politician, is the most obvious example ofnman who
manipulates words to enhance his own power. Thietemuses of
words are represented by images of ears and hedrarg Claudius's
murder of the king by pouring poison into his eatHamlet's claim to
Horatio that "I have words to speak in thine eaichhwill make thee
dumb” (IV.VI.21). The poison poured in the kingar dy Claudius is
used by the ghost to symbolize the corrosive eff@ctClaudius's
dishonesty on the health of Denmark. Declaring thatstory that he
was killed by a snake is a lie, he says that "theler ear of Denmark’
is "Rankly abused ... " (1.V.36-38).

Symbols

Various are objects, characters, figures, and sobme used aj
symbols through out the play to represent absideets or concepts.

Yorick's Skull

In Hamlet, physical objects are rarely used to espnt thematiq
ideas. One important exception is Yorick's skullhielhh Hamlet
discovers in the graveyard in the first scene ot Xc As Hamlet
speaks to the skull and about the skull of the 'kirigrmer jester, he
gravitates on death's inevitability and the diggn&ion of the body. He
urges the skull to "get you to my lady's chambed tell her, let her
paint an inch thick, to this favor she must come't—ene can avoid
death (V.1.178-179). He traces the skull's moutd says, "Here hung
those lips that | have kissed | know not how offhdicating his
fascination with the physical consequences of d€sth 174-175).
This latter idea is an important motif throughohe tplay, as Hamle
frequently makes comments referring to every huipady's eventual

decay, noting that Polonius will be eaten by worthat even kings are

b
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eaten by worms, and that dust from the decayed bbdyexander, the
Great might be used to stop a hole in a beer barrel

SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Act I, Scene | Summary

On a dark winter night outside Elsinore Castle ianBhark, an
officer named Bernardo comes to relieve the watehancisco. In
the heavy darkness, the men cannot see each &derardo hears a
footstep near him and cries, "Who's there?" Aftethbbmen ensure that
the other is also a watchman, they relax. Coledtiand apprehensive
from his many hours of guarding the castle, Fraocihanks Bernardo
and prepares to go home and go to bed.

Shortly thereafter, Bernardo is joined by Marcellusnother
watchman, and Horatio, a friend of Prince Hamleerrrdo and
Marcellus have urged Horatio to stand watch withmh because they
believe they have something shocking to show himhushed tones,
the they discuss the apparition they have seethfpast two nights,
and which they now hope to show Horatio: the ghadsthe recently
deceased King Hamlet, which they claim has appebedéare them on
the castle ramparts in the late hours of the night.

Horatio is skeptical, but then the ghost suddeplyears before the
men and just as suddenly vanishes. Terrified, Hworatknowledges
that the specter does indeed resemble the deaddibgnmark, that it
even wears the armor King Hamlet wore when he dihtdgainst the
armies of Norway, and the same frown he wore whefohght against
the Poles. Horatio declares that the ghost appearena warning of
impending misfortune for Denmark, perhaps in thenf@f a military
attack. He recounts the story of King Hamlet's agegq of certain lands
once belonging to Norway, saying that Fortinbrag, young Prince of
Norway, now seeks to reconquer those forfeiteddand

The ghost materializes for a second time, and lotaes to speak
to it. The ghost remains silent, however, and gesaps again just as
the cock crows at the first hint of dawn. Horatuggests that they tell
Prince Hamlet, the dead king's son, about the #pparHe believes
that though the ghost did not speak to him, ikitreally the ghost of
King Hamlet, it will not refuse to speak to his twetd son.

Analysis

Hamlet was written around the year 1600 in thelfyears of the
reign of Queen Elizabeth I, who had been the mdnafdngland for



more than forty years and was then in her lataesixtThe prospect of
Elizabeth's death and the question of who woulcdcesed her was a
subject of grave anxiety at the time, since Elizabdead no children,
and the only person with a legitimate royal claitames of Scotland|
was the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, and therefepgesented 4
political faction to which Elizabeth was opposéd/hen Elizabeth died
in 1603, James did inherit the throne, becominggKiames 1).

It is no surprise, then, that many of Shakespegia\s from this
period, including Hamlet, deal with the issue a@aisfer of power from|
one monarch to the next. These plays focus paatigulon the
uncertainties, conspiracies, betrayals, and uphedahat accompany
such shifts in power, and the general sense ofousness, or uncase
about something with an uncertain outcome and fkat surround
them. The situation Shakespeare presents at therbdeg of Hamlet is
that a strong and beloved king has died, and thené& has been
inherited not by his son, as we might expect, buhis brother. Still
grieving the old king, no one knows yet what to estpfrom the new
one, and the guards outside the castle are fearfdl showing a
cautious distrust of the new one.

The supernatural appearance of the ghost on anchihhazy, foggy
night outside Elsinore Castle indicates immediathlgt something ig
wrong in Denmark. The ghost serves to extensivestmdow King
Hamlet casts across Denmark, indicating that somgtlabout his
death has upset the stability of nature. The appear of the ghost als
gives physical form to the fearful anxiety thatreumnds the transfer o
power after the king's death, seeming to imply ttie¢ future of
Denmark is a dark and frightening one. Horatio artigular sees the
ghost as an ill omen boding violence and turmoiDenmark's future,
comparing it to the supernatural omens that supppgeresaged the
assassination of Julius Caesar in ancient Romewdinch Shakespear
had recently represented in Julius Caesar). Siraratld proves to bsg
right, and the appearance of the ghost does prdbagater tragedies
of the play, the ghost functions as a kind of inékrwarning of future
event implying a disaster not only to but to thedptors but to ar
individual as well.

)
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The scene is an introduction of the character afako, who, with
the exception of the ghost, is the only crucialrelster in the scene.
Without sacrificing the onward course of action lbreaking the
atmosphere great apprehension, Shakespeare deatesdirat Horatig
is a good-humored man who is also educated, ige#iti and dubious
of paranormal events. Before he sees the ghoshsists, "Tush, tush
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'twill not appear” (1.i.29). Even after seeing lite is reluctant to give
full credence to stories of magic and mysticism.aWvhiMarcellus says
that he has heard that the crowing of the cockthagower to dispel
evil powers, so that "[n]o fairy takes, nor witchth power to charm,"
Horatio replies, "So have | heard, and do in padieve it,"
emphasizing the "in part” (l.i. 144-146).

But Horatio is not a pessinist, either, and wheséres the ghost, he
does not deny its existence—on the contrary, heulsmerged with
terror. His ability to accept the truth at once rewehen his prophecy
have been proved wrong indicates the fundamentatworthiness of
his character. His reaction to the ghost functitmsovercome the
audience's sense of disbelief, since for a markagtisal, intelligent,
and trustworthy as Horatio to believe in and fder ¢host is far more
impressive and convincing than if its only withesdad been a pair of
superstitious watchmen. In this subtle way, Shag&assp uses Horatio
to represent the audience's perspective througliuat scene. By
overcoming Horatio's dubious resistance, the gpasts the audience's
suspension of disbelief as well.

Act |, Scene |l Summary

The morning after Horatio and the guardsmen segltost, King
Claudius gives a speech to his courtiers, explgihiis recent marriage
to Gertrude, his brother's widow and the motherPahce Hamlet.
Claudius says that he grieves his brother deatimbepicked out best of
the alternatives but to balance Denmark's mourminglease greatly
with his marriage. He mentions that young Fortisbhes written to
him, daringly demanding the surrender of the lakdsgy Hamlet won
from Fortinbras's father, and dispatches Cornad VVoltimand with
a message for the King of Norway, Fortinbras's iydencle.

His speech as comes to an end, Claudius turnsdddsa the son of
the Lord Chamberlain, Polonius. Laertes communghis fancies to
return to France, where he was staying beforedtigm to Denmark for
Claudius's mauguration. Polonius gives his son fssion, and
Claudius jovially grants Laertes his consent ad.wel

Turning to Prince Hamlet, Claudius asks why "theudks still
hang" upon him, as Hamlet is still wearing blackummong (1.ii.66).
Gertrude urges him to cast off his "nocturnal colodbut he replies
bitterly that his inner sorrow is so great that Hsur appearance is
merely a poor mirror of it (1.ii.68). Affecting aohe of fatherly advice,
Claudius declares that if all fathers die, it mealhsons must lose their
fathers. When a son loses a father, he is duty-db@aarmourn, but to



mourn for too long is unmanly and inappropriatea@ius urges
Hamlet to think of him as a father, reminding thenpe that he stand
in line to succeed to the throne upon Claudiusiide

With this in mind, Claudius says that he does nisthwor Hamlet
to return to school at Wittenberg (where he hadhbstedying before
his father's death), as per Hemlet's desire. Geetrechoes he
husbands, sentiments’ professing a desire for Hailmleemain close tg
her. Hamlet stiffly agrees to obey her. Claudiwsmbk to be so please
by Hamlet's decision to stay that he will celebraith festivities and
cannon fire, an old custom called "the king's rou€rdering Gertrude
to follow him, he escorts her from the room, anel ¢ourt follows.

Alone, Hamlet exclaims that he wishes he could thiat he could
evaporate and cease to exist. He wishes bittedly@od had not mad
suicide a sin. Anguished, he laments his fathex&ldand his mother’
hasty marriage to his uncle. He remembers how gleplove his
parents seemed, and he curses the thought thatmmbwet two month
after his father's death, his mother has marriedfdtiher's far inferior
brother.

O God! a beast that wants discourse of reason, d&Vduave
mourn'd longer,— married with mine uncle, My fatedsrother; but ng
more like my father Than | to Hercules: within amtig Ere yet the sal
of most unrighteous tears Had left the flushindhé@r galled eyes, Sh
married:— O, most wicked speed, to post With su@&xtekity to
incestuous sheets!

Hamlet clams up suddenly as Horatio strides inte tlbom,
followed by Marcellus and Bernardo. Horatio waslase friend of
Hamlet at the university in Wittenberg, and Hamhatppy to see him
asks why he has left the school to travel to Dehkmidoratio says that
he came to see King Hamlet's funeral, to which Hamurtly replies

that Horatio came to see his mother's wedding. titoegrees that the

one followed closely on the heels of the otherthtn tells Hamlet thaj
he, Marcellus, and Bernardo have seen what appedrs his father's
ghost. Astonished, Hamlet agrees to keep watch thgim that night,
in the hope that he will be able to speak to thesglike image of his
father.

Analysis

Having established a dark, ghostly atmosphere énfittst scene,
Shakespeare devotes the second to the seeminggt mwrt of the
recently crowned King Claudius. If the area surding the castle ig
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due to thick mist with the aura of great appreh@msand jittery, the
rooms inside the castle are devoted to an energégmpt to banish
that aura, as the king, the queen, and the cosirtiesperately pretend
that nothing is out of the ordinary. It is difficulo imagine a more
convoluted family dynamic or a more out-of-balapoditical situation,
but Claudius notwithstanding preaches a code ofifma to his
courtiers, pledging to sustain and combine theosorne feels for the
king's death and the joy he feels for his weddmgqual parts.

But despite Claudius's efforts, the merriment o tourt seems
apparent. This is largely due to the fact that ihea of balance
Claudius pledges to follow is unnatural. How igpdssible to balance
sorrow for a brother's death with happiness forinwnarried a dead
brother's wife? Claudius's speech is full of ingst@nt words, ideas,
and phrases, beginning with "Though yet of Hamlat late brother's
death/The memory be green,” which combines the afedeath and
decay with the idea of greenery, growth, and rehdhia 1—2). He
also speaks of "[o]Jur sometime sister, now our gJe&efeated joy,"”
"an auspicious and a dropping eye,” "mirth in fahgrand "dirge in
marriage" (1.ii.8-12). These ideas sit uneasilyhwigne another, and
Shakespeare uses this speech to give his audiencea@mfortable
first impression of Claudius. The negative impresss furthered when
Claudius affects a fatherly role toward the berdakM@mlet, advising
him to stop grieving for his dead father and adapt new life in
Denmark. Hamlet obviously does not want Claudiwdlvice, and
Claudius's motives in giving it are thoroughly sesp since, after all,
Hamlet is the man who would have succeeded then¢hhad Claudius
not snatched it from him.

The result of all this flagrant dishonesty is th@s scene portrays
as dire a situation in Denmark as the first scemesdWhere the first
scene illustrated the fear and supernatural dalgking in Denmark,
the second hints at the corruption and weakneshetking and his
court. The scene also furthers the idea that Deknmrsomehow
unsound as a nation, as Claudius declares thainbmat makes his
battle plans "[h]olding a weak supposal of our WwovtOr thinking by
our late dear brother's death / Our state to heidisand out of frame™
(l.ii. 18-20).

Prince Hamlet, devastated by his father's deathbatidiyed by his
mother's marriage, is introduced as the only chharacho is unwilling
to play along with Claudius's gaudy attempt to nairai healthy royal
court. On the one hand, this may suggest that hbeisonly honest
character in the royal court, the only person afhhstanding whose



sensibilities are offended by what has happendtaemaftermath of his
father's death. On the other hand, it suggestshtas a malcontent

someone who refuses to go along with the resteftcturt for the sake

of the greater good of stability. In any case, Hanalready feels, a
Marcellus will say later, that "[sJomething is rett in the state ol
Denmark” (l.iv.67). We also see that his mothedsty remarriage ha
shattered his opinion of womanhood ("Frailty, tlanre is woman," he
cries out famously in this scene [l.ii. 146]), atthohat will develop
through his unraveling romantic relationship witlpl@lia and his
worsening relationship with his mother.

His monologue about suicide ('O, that this too tmmlid flesh
would melt, / Thaw and resolve itself into a dewW!'ii.129-1301)
ushers in what will be a central idea in the plBlye world is painful to
live in, but, within the Christian framework of tipday, if one commits
suicide to end that pain, one damns oneself tolastarg suffering in
hell. The question of the moral soundness of saigdan under ably
painful world will haunt the rest of the play; gaches the height of it
urgency in the most famous line in all of Engligleriature: "To be, orn
not to be: that is the question™ (111.i.58). In shscene Hamlet mainly
focuses on the appalling conditions of life, rajliagainst Claudius's
court as "an unwedded garden,/ That grows to semugs rank and
gross in nature / Possess it merely” (L.ii. 135)13hroughout the play
we watch the gradual crumbling of the beliefs onickhHamlet's
worldview has been based. Already, in this firstnmlogue, religion
has failed him, and his twisted family situationncaffer him no
consolation in this time of great distress whenhbe completely losf
his fanilyic his father died and lies mother reredr

Act |, Scenes Il - IV Summary

In Polonius's house, Laertes prepares to leavé&rance. Bidding
his sister, Ophelia, farewell, he cautions her @sfdialling in love with
Hamlet, who is, according to Laertes, too far abbee by birth to be
able to love her honorably. Since Hamlet is resjm@sot only for his
own feelings but for his position in the statemiay be impossible fol
him to marry her. Ophelia agrees to keep Laertedlica as a
"watchman" close to her heart but urges him naive her advice thaj
he does not practice himself. Laertes reassurethhthe will take carg
of himself.

Polonius enters to bid his son farewell. He telleittes that he
must hurry to his ship but then delays him by givimm a great deal o
advice about how to behave with integrity and pcatity. Polonius
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urges Laertes to keep his thoughts to himselfragsthimself from

acting on rash desires, and treat people with farty but not with

inetecency. He advises him to hold on to his oieniis but be slow to
embrace new friends; to be slow to quarrel butigbtfboldly if the

need arises; to listen more than he talks; to diebl/ but not gaudily;

to refrain from borrowing or lending money; anddily, to be true to
himself above all things.

Laertes leaves, bidding farewell to Ophelia onceandlone with
his daughter, Polonius asks Ophelia what Laertes her before he
left. Ophelia says that it was "something touchithg Lord Hamlet"
(1.ii.89). Polonius asks her about her relationshifihh Hamlet. She tells
him that Hamlet claims to love her. Polonius fa@apressions were
that of unrelenting echoes Laertes' advice, andlooutOphelia to
associate with Hamlet anymore. He tells her thainléad has hoaxed
her in blashphening his love, and that she shoeddtbrough his false
vows and repudiate his affections. Ophelia vowsley.

Summary: Act 1, Scenes iv

It is now night. Hamlet keeps watch outside theleasith Horatio
and Marcellus, waiting in the cold for the ghosafpear. Shortly after
midnight, trumpets and gunfire sound from the easdnd Hamlet
explains that the new king is spending the niglgrodulging, as is the
Danish custom. Nauseated, Hamlet declares thasdrntisof custom is
better broken than kept, saying that the king'srymeaking makes
Denmark a stooge among other nations and assudgedanes'
otherwise impressive achievements. Then the ghepgeas, and
Hamlet calls out to it. The ghost gesticulates Hamb follow it out
into the night. His companions urge him not todwal] begging him to
consider that the ghost might usher him toward harm

Hamlet himself is unassertive whether his fathbddach is truly
the king's spirit or an Beelzebub demon, but hdaides that he cares
nothing for his life and that, if his soul is petmpal, the ghost can do
nothing to harm his soul. He follows after the bddand disappears
into the darkness. Horatio and Marcellus, stupefaetlares that the
event bodes ill for the nation. Horatio manifeskstt heaven will
oversee the upshot of Hamlet's come up against thikhghost, but
Marcellus says that they should follow and try tortify him
themselves. After a moment, Horatio and Marcellaofv after
Hamlet and the ghost.

Analysis: Act |, Scenes iii-iv



"Neither a borrower nor a lender be: For loan ofiels both itself
and friend; And borrowing dulls the edge of husbighd

The active, unruly, and unselfish Laertes demascatwerfully
with the introspective Hamlet, becoming one of Hetrsl most
important thwarts foils in the play. (A thwart ischaracter who by
demarcation emphasizes the distinct characteristofs another
character.) As the plot headways, Hamlet's hesjtaonaundertake his
father's vengeance will blatantly contrast with itag' furious

willingness to avenge his father's death (lll.ixgt I, scene iii serves tg

introduce this contrast. Since the last scene gyt the bitterly
fractured state of Hamlet's family, by comparisadhge bustling
normalcy of Polonius's household appears all theremstriking.

Polonius's long speech advising Laertes on howetabe in France is

self-consciously paternal, almost excessively sdf ;o hammer home
the contrast between the fatherly love Laertesyengond Hamlet's stat
of loss and estrangement. Hamlet's conversation ki ghost of his
father in Act I, scene v will be a gnarled enumieraof the father-to-
son speech, with vastly darker content.

As in the previous scene, when Claudius and Gestradvised
Hamlet to stay in Denmark and fling off his moumpinthe third sceng
develops through a emblem of family members givarge another
recommendation, or orders masked as recommendatidvisle
Polonius and Laertes seem to have a relatively abrfather-son
relationship, their relationships with Ophelia seemmewhat troubling
They each conclude a position of unquestioned aiyhover her,
Polonius treating his daughter as though her fgsliare irrelevant
("Affection! pooh! you speak like a green girl")éhaertes treating he
as though her judgment is suspect (l.iii.101). lkemt Laertes' speech t
Ophelia is laced with authorities sexual imagergfemring to her
"chaste treasure open"” to Hamlet's "unmaster'd itapay" (1.iii.31-
32). Combined with the extremely affectionate reagity between the
brother and sister, this sexual imagery createm@stuous undertone
echoing the inbreeding of Claudius's marriage solnother's wife ang
Hamlet's fervent, conflicting feelings for his meth

The short interim scene that follows serves a nunolb@mportant
purposes, as Shakespeare begins to construct gamated world ouf
of the various abodes of the play. Whereas the ppato this point has
been divided into a number of separate settings, dbene begins tq

mingle together elements of different settings. ednfor instance, has

been analogous with the world inside Elsinore, loeithow makes hisg
appearance in the darkness outside it. Likewise trigpidation outside
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the castle so far has been quite separate frormtreymaking inside,
but now the sound of Claudius's overruling leaksuligh the walls and
reaches Hamlet and his companions in the night.

Act |, scene iv also continues the developmenthef motif of the
ill health of Denmark. Hamlet views the king's awelulging as a
further sign of the state's corruption, commentimat booze makes the
bad strands of a person's character inundate aHifor her good
qualities. And the appearance of the ghost is agaan as a sign of
Denmark’'s putrefy, this time by Marcellus, who famly declares,
"Something is rotten in the state of Denmark'v(6i’).

Finally, the reappearance of the still-silent ghbshgs with it a
return of the theme of spirituality, truth, and gmeousness, or, more
specifically, the precariousness of truth in a worf ethereal
equivocacy. Since Hamlet does not know what liegobd death, he
cannot tell whether the ghost is truly his fatheps#it or whether it is
an Beelzebub come from hell to tempt him towardtrdeson. This
uncertainty about the ethereal world will lead Hamto tugging
considerations of moral truth. These consideratioange already been
raised by Hamlet's desire to kill himself in Actsicene ii and will be
explored more directly in the scenes to come.

Act |, Scene V - Act Il, Scene | Summary :

In the darkness, the ghost speaks to Hamlet, aywpwonbe his
father's spirit, come to rouse Hamlet to revengedaath, a "foul and
most unnatural murder” (l.v.25). Hamlet is distekgreatly at the
revelation that his father has been murdered, aedghost tells him
that as he slept in his garden, a villain pouredqgointo his ear—the
very villain who now wears his crown, Claudius. Hatls worst fears
about his uncle are confirmed. "O my prophetic Edu cries (1.v.40).
The ghost exhorts Hamlet to seek revenge, tellimg that Claudius
has suborned Denmark and corrupted Gertrude, haaken her from
the pure love of her first marriage and depravediméhe foul lust of
their lowed union. But the ghost hankers. Hamldttncact against his
mother in any way, telling him to "leave her to @' and to the
scruples of her own ethics (1.v.86).

As dawn breaks, the ghost disappears. IntenselyethoMamlet
blasphemes to remember and obey the ghost. HomatoMarcellus
arrive upon the scene and deucedly ask Hamlet Wwhathappened.
Shaken and extremely perturbed he refuses tohatht and insists that
they swear upon his sword not to divulge what thaye seen. He tells
them further that he may pretend to be a madmash hanmakes them



swear not to give the slightest hint that they kramything about his
motives. Three times the ghost's voice echoes freneath the ground
manifesting. "Swear." Horatio and Marcellus takes tbath upon
Hamlet's sword, and the three men exit toward tastle. As they
leave, Hamlet bewails the responsibility he nowriear "The time is
out of joint: O cursed spite / That ever | was btrset it right!" (l.v.
189-190).

Summary: Act Il, Scene i

Polonius dispatches his servant Reynaldo to Fravide money
and written notes for Laertes, also ordering hininiguire about and
spy on Laertes' personal life. He gives him exptiaiections as to how
to pursue his investigations, then sends him onwaig. As Reynaldo
leaves, Ophelia enters, visibly upset. She tellobrmos that Hamlet,
scruffy and wild-eyed, has waylayed her. Hamlebgesd her, held her|
and suspired heavily, but did not speak to her.oRaobk says thalf
Hamlet must be mad with his love for Ophelia, foe shas distanced
herself from him ever since Polonius ordered heddoso. Poloniug
conjectures that this lovesickness might be theseaaf Hamlet's
moodiness, and he hurries out to tell Claudiusi®idea.

Analysis: Act |, Scene v-Act I, Scene i

The ghost's demand for Hamlet to seek revenge @aundius is
the swilled event of Act I. It sets the main intrgy of the play into
motion and leads Hamlet to the idea of feigning nes$, which
becomes his primary mode of interacting with otheople for most of|
the next three acts, as well as a major device &pare uses t
develop his character. Most important, it introducehe idea of
retributive justice, the whim that sin must be rated with punishment
Claudius has obligated a sin, and now, to reimpmaance to the
kingdom, the sin must be punished. The idea of @&ngpooks and
prods goads characters throughout the play, funicigpas an important
motivation for action, galvanizing Claudius to dguiHamlet to the
avoidance of suicide, and Laertes to murderous afige the deaths of
Ophelia and Polonius.

O

While Hamlet fits a genre called revenge tragedgsely following
the form popularized by Thomas Kyd's earlier Spgarisagedy, it is
unlike any other revenge tragedy in that it is mooscerned with
thought and moral questioning than with bloody @ttiOne of the
central tensions in the play comes from Hamletability to find any
certain moral truths as he works his way towarcenge. Even in his
first confront with the ghost, Hamlet questions thgpearances or‘
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things around him and worries whether he can thist sapience,
doubting the veracity of his father's ghost andrigiic claim. Because
he is ruminative to the point of obsession,’ Hammldecision to shan
madness, intents and purposes in order to keepttimr characters
from guessing the motive for his behavior, will dedim at times
precariously close to actual madness. In facs itnpossible to say for
certain whether or not Hamlet actually does go naamtl, if so, when
his act becomes reality. We have already seen Hiaalet, though
thoughtful by nature, also has an excitable flawkjch makes him
erratic, nervous, and unpredictable. In Act |, scen as the ghost
disappears, Hamlet seems to have too much nervoeig\e to deal
competently with the curious Horatio and Marcelllite is already
unsure of what to believe and what to do, and #msion of his
uncertainty comes out in sprawling wordplay thatkesa him seem
already slightly mad, calling the ghost names sasHltruepenny" and
"old mole" as it rumbles, "Swear,"” from beneath greund H.v.152,
l.v. 164).

The short scene that begins Act Il is divided itwo parts, the first
of which involves Polonius's conversation with Ralgilp about Laertes
and the second of which involves Polonius's coraters with Ophelia
about Hamlet. The scene serves to develop the adearaf Polonius,
who is one of the most man oeuvre figures in HanRetonius can be
interpreted as either a doddering fool or as a kcunpuppet master,
and he has been portrayed onstage as both. Instd@se, as he
carefully instructs Reynaldo in the art of pokimgund, he seems more
the puppet master than the fool, though his obvlous of hearing his
own voice leads him into some comical misphrasifigsd then, sir,
does a this — a does — / what was | about to Bgythe mass, | was
about to say some / thing. Where did | leave?l.4i9-51]).

In his advice to Reynaldo, Polonius unequivocakyeaops one of
the themes of Hamlet, the idea that words can leel is bend and
amend the truth. He explains to Reynaldo how tolea#fing questions
of Laertes' allys and how to phrase questions wag that will seem
innocupus. As with Claudius, who exploited the dogaurt with his
speech in Act I, scene ii, words become a toolrfluencing the minds
of others and controlling their perception of tihheth. Remember that
Claudius killed King Hamlet by pouring poison inthis ear.
Shakespeare continually illustrates that wordsfaantion as poison in
the ear as well. As the ghost says in Act |, scen€laudius has
poisoned "the whole ear of Denmark” with his wol(tly.36). The



running imagery of ears and hearing serves as aoriiant symbol of
the power of words to exploit the truth.

Polonius's conversation with Ophelia is importaot several
reasons. First, it illustrates how Hamlet has bbehaving since hig
running up into the ghost : he has made good oproisise to Horatio
and is behaving as a madman. Though we learn abouty through
her description, his emotional scene with Opheliay nstem in part

from his general plan to shanlunacy, and in parinfrreal distress af

seeing Ophelia, since she has recently repudiatadlh addition, his
mother's marriage to Claudius seems to have shdtt@s opinion of
women in general. The conversation also informsatindience that shd
has obeyed her father's . orders and broken offrélationship with
Hamlet, confirming her deferential nature and deleeice on her fathe
to tell her how to behave. And finally, the conxairsn on genders a
important moment for the intrigue of the play: Ruolss's sudden idea
that Hamlet's desolation and strange behavior maydbe to his
lovesickness for Ophelia. Though Polonius's oveilyple theory is
obviously insufficient to explain Hamlet's behaviar does lead to
several plot developments in the next few scenmsluding Hamlet's
catastrophic face-off with Ophelia and Gertrude ;a@laudius's
decision to spy on Hamlet.

Act Il, Scene Il Summary

Within the castle, Claudius and Gertrude welcomedRarantz andg
Guildenstern, two of Hamlet's friends from Witterdpelncreasingly
concerned about Hamlet's behavior and his inaliitsecover from his
father's death, the king and queen have his frigadsIsinore in the
hope that they might be able to cheer Hamlet ouhisfor at least
discover the cause of it.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern agree to investigaié,the queer]
orders attendants to take them to her "too muchgdi’' son (11.ii.36).

Polonius enters, announcing the return of the asdwh®s whom
Claudius sent to Norway. Voltimand and Corneliuteemnd describe
what took place with the aged and king of Norwédne king Fortinbras
for attempting to make war on Denmark, and Forasbswore he
would never again attack the Danes. The Norwegiag, koverjoyed,
upon Fortinbras a large, and hankered him to useatimy he had
assembled to attack the Poles instead of the Datedias therefore

sent a request back to Claudius that Prince Foes armies be
allowed safe passage through Denmark on their waytack the Poles|
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Relieved to have a war with Fortinbras's army, @iasi declares that
he will see to this business later. Voltimand amdr@lius leave.

Turning to the subject of Hamlet, Polonius declaedter a wordy,
that the prince is mad with love for Ophelia. Heowk the king and
queen letters and love poems Hamlet has given tbeliyp and
proposes a plan to test his theory. Hamlet oftelksvaone through the
lobby of the castle, and, at such a time, theyddidle behind an arras
(a curtain or wall hanging) while Ophelia Hamldtpaing them to see
for themselves whether Hamlet's madness really fntariove for her.
The king declares that they will try the plan. Gede notices that
Hamlet is approaching, reading from a book as hi&ksyand Polonius
says that he will speak to the prince. Gertrude @taudius exit,
leaving Polonius alone with Hamlet.

Polonius attempts to converse with Hamlet, who apgpehe calls
the old man a and answers his questions. But mdnjdamlet's
seemingly statements hide observations about Ra@nand his old
age. Polonius comments that while Hamlet is clearbd, his replies
are often "pregnant” with meaning (11.ii.206). Heurhes away,
determined to arrange the meeting between HamtOghelia.

As Polonius leaves, Rosencrantz and Guildenstetter,emnd
Hamlet seems pleased to see them. They discusselimmhhappiness
about recent affairs in Denmark. Hamlet asks whgythave come.
Sheepishly, the two men claim they have come megeiysit Hamlet,
but he declares that he knows that the king anémwent for them.
They confess this to be true, and Hamlet says hieaknows why:
because he has lost all of his joy and descendediistate of in which
everything (and everyone) appears and worthless.

Rosencrantz smiles and says he wonders how Hanlleteeive a
theatrical that is currently traveling toward thastte. The blow,
announcing the arrival of the actors (or "playerdipmlet tells his
friends they are welcome to stay at Elsinore, bat this "uncle-father
and aunt-mother” are in his madness. He is mad smye of the time
and at other times is.

Polonius enters to announce the arrival of the ggl®ywho follow
him into the room. Hamlet welcomes them and onihem to give him
a speech about the fall of Troy and the death efTiojan king and
queen, Priam and Hecuba. Impressed with the pagpeech, Hamlet
orders Polonius to see them to guestrooms. He anwesuhat the next
night they will hear The Murder of Gonzago perfodnewvith an



additional short speech that he will write himsdHamlet leaves
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and now stands ahotine iroom.

He immediately begins cursing himself, bitterly goenting that
the player who gave the speech was able to a daptheling and
expression for figures who mean nothing to him, levhiHamlet is
unable to take action even with his far more powlerhotives. He
resolves to a for Claudius, forcing the king to etata play whosg
intrigue closely resembles the murder of Hamlettbdr; if the king is
guilty, he thinks, he will surely show some visilsign of guilt when he
sees his sin on stage. Then, Hamlet reasons, hebtdin definitive
proof of Claudius's guilt. "The play's the thingpé declares, "wherein
I'll catch the of the king" (11.ii.581-582).

Analysis

\"2J

If Hamlet is merely pretending to be mad, as hegeats, he doe:
an astounding job. His is so convincing that mantrce contend that
his already shatters at the sight of his dead fatlyggnost. However, the
acute and cutting observations he makes while bsupgposedly mag
support the view that he is only pretending. Imaotty, he declares, "
am but mad north-north-west: when the wind is sedyhl know a
hawk from a handsaw" (11.ii.361-362). That is, leednly "mad" at
certain calculated times, and the rest of the tim&nows what is what,
But he is certainly confused and upset, and hisusbon translates intg
an extraordinarily state of mind of madness.

This scene, by far the longest in the play, includseveral
important and furthers the development of somehef play's main
themes. The scene contains four main parts: Pd@niconversatior
with Claudius and Gertrude, which includes the aéston with the;
Hamlet's conversation with Polonius, in which wee skélamlet
consciously shaming madness for the first time; Kémreunion with
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern; and the scene watpldyers, followed
by Hamlet's concluding on the theme of action. Enssparate intrigue
developments take place in the same location armirom rapid
succession, allowing the ausdience to compare amdrast their
thematic elements.

We have already seen the developing contrast betWeenlet and
Laertes. The section involving the Norwegian amadsss developg
another important contrast, this time between Harmabel Fortinbras.
Like Hamlet, Fortinbras is the grieving son of aadeking, a prince|
whose uncle inherited the throne in his place. Bhere Hamlet hag
sunk into and indecision, Fortinbras has devotedshkif to the pursuit
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of. This contrast will be explored much more thagbly later in the

play. Here, it is important mainly to note that #uobras' uncle has
forbidden him to attack Denmark but has given henngpission to ride
through Denmark on his way to attack Poland. Thiseast suggests
the possibility that the King of Norway is trying trick Claudius into
allowing a army into his country. It is notable tHa@laudius appears
indifferent to the fact that a powerful enemy vk riding through his
country with a large army in tow. Claudius seemsimmore worried
about Hamlet's madness, indicating that where Kitagnlet was a
powerful warrior who sought to expand Denmark's eovabroad,
Claudius is a politician who is more concerned aldoom within his

state.

The arrival of Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, twotledg most
mystifying figures in Hamlet, is another importatgvelopment. These
two characters are explored by all of the membérth® royal family
and seem to exist in a state of fear that they gollastray the wrong
person or give away the wrong secret at the wramg.tOne of the
strangest qualities of the two men is their extdawary similarity. In
fact, Shakespeare leaves Rosencrantz and Guilderedteost entirely
undifferentiated from one another. "Thanks, Rosamizr and gentle
Guildenstern,” Claudius says, and Gertrude repli€$hanks,
Guildenstern and gentle Rosencrantz,” almost asgthat does not
matter which is which (11.ii,33-34). The two mentgestioning of
Hamlet is a satireflskit of a Socratic dialogue. eyh propose
possibilities, develop ideas according to impardaegument, and find
their attempts to understand Hamlet's behaviord@ptbaffled by his
disobliging replies.

"What a piece of work is man! How noble in reasdmw
unbounded in aptitudes in form and moving, how egpr and
praiseworthy in action how like an angel! in apmesion, how like a
god! the beauty; of the world! the perfect examgflanimals! And yet,
to me, what is this expectance of dust?"

The other important event in this scene is thevarwf the players.
The presence of players and play-acting within pley points to an
important theme: that real life is in certain walilee play-acting.
Hamlet to be by the player king's ability to engagth the story he is
telling even though it is only an imaginative reatien. Hamlet is
prevented from responding to his own situation beeahe doesn't have
certain knowledge about it, but the player kingd @neater audiences
in general, can respond feelingly even to thingy tkhow to be untrue.
In fact, most of the time people respond to thealdife situations with



feelings and actions that are not based on cekiminwvledge. This is
what Hamlet refuses to do. His to act like he knawst he's doing
when he really doesn't may be as heroic and, oxotjgi and
impossible. In either case, Hamlet's plan to thegpking by eliciting an
emotional response is highly unsound: Claudiugfirfgs about a play
could never be construed as a index of its truth.

Act 111, Scene | Summary

Claudius and Gertrude discuss Hamlet's behavidr Rdsencrantz
and Guildenstern, who say they have been unabdkato the cause o
his. They tell the king and queen about Hamlet's tfee players.
Gertrude and Claudius agree that they will seepllag that evening.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern leave, and ClaudidsrerGertrude tqg
leave as well, saying that he and Polonius intendrnt Hamlet's with
Ophelia. Gertrude exits, and Polonius directs Ophta walk around
the lobby. Polonius hears Hamlet coming, and hethading hide.

—h

Hamlet enters, speaking thoughtfully and to himsabout the
question of whether to commit suicide to end then md experience:
"To be, or not to be: that is the question” (188). He says that the @
life are such that no one would willingly bear theasrcept that they arg
afraid of "something after death"” (111.i.80). Becauwe do not know
what to expect in the afterlife, we would rathewredb those ills we
have,”" Hamlet says, "than fly to others that wewwnwot of (lll.i,83-
84). In mid-thought, Hamlet sees Ophelia approaghiiaving
received her orders from Polonius, she tells himt tthe wishes tq
return the tokens of love he has given her. Angrillamlet denies
having given her anything; he the dishonesty oubgaand claims both
to have loved Ophelia once and never to have Idvzdat all, Bitterly
commenting on the wretchedness of humankind, hesuf@gphelia to
enter a rather than become a "breeder of sinndig’ 22-123). He
criticizes women for making men behave like morstand for
contributing to the world's dishonesty by paintihgir faces to appealr
more beautiful than they are. Working himself irdorage, Hamlet
denounces Ophelia, women, and humankind in gensaging that he
wishes to end all marriages. As he storms out, ghmourns the
"noble mind" that has now into madness (I11.i.149).

—h

v

The king and Polonius from behind the Claudius shgs Hamlet's
strange behavior has clearly not been caused g flmv Ophelia and
that his speech does not seem like the speecheokalis that he fears
that sits on something dangerous in Hamlet's skeild bird sits on hel
egg, and that he fears what will happen when ithed. He declare
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that he will send Hamlet to England, in the hopatth change of
scenery might help him get over his troubles. Pol®magrees that this
is a good idea, but he still believes that Hamlagjgation comes from
loving Ophelia. He asks Claudius to send Hamlet QGertrude's

chamber after the play, where Polonius can hidenagad watch

unseen; he hopes to learn whether Hamlet is realiyg with love.

Claudius agrees, saying that "[n]Jadness in greas’'omust be carefully
watched (111.i.187).

Analysis

"To be, or not to be" is the most famous line imgksh literature.
What does it mean? Why are these words and wHatslspecial?

One reason is that they are a example of Shakespedrility to
make his characters seem three-dimensional. Thierawed senses that
there is more to Hamlet's words than meets the #dzatthere is
something behind his words that is never spokent®put it another
way, the audience witnesses signs of somethingiwiamlet's mind
that even he isn't aware of. Hamlet is a fictitimisracter who seems
to possess a mind. How does Shakespeare manageoto@ish this?

In the first place, Hamlet doesn't talk directlyoabwhat he's really
talking about. When he questions whether it isdvétto be, or not to
be," the obvious, "Should | kill myself?" The emtistrongly suggests
that he is toying with suicide and perhaps tryiogvork up his courage
to do it. But at no point does he say that he igaim or discuss why he
wants to kill himself. In fact, he never says "I' 'me" in the entire
speech. He's not trying to "express"” himself gtiafitead, he poses the
question as a matter of debate. When he claimsetetybody would
commit suicide if they weren't uncertain about dffeerlife, it sounds as
if he's making an argument to convince an imagitigtgner about an
abstract point rather than directly addressing hloevquestion applies
to him. Now, it's perfectly ordinary for characteirs plays to say
something other than what they mean to other chara¢this suggests
that they are consciously hiding their true mot)ydmsit Hamlet does it
when he's talking to himself. This creates the ganenpression that
there are things going on in Hamlet's mind thatcha't think about
directly.

While we're on the subject of what's going on iesidamlet's
mind, consider his encounter with Ophelia. Thiswaysation, closely
watched by Claudius and Polonius, is, in fact, sd. t's supposed to
establish whether Hamlet's madness stems fromokiessickness over
Ophelia. Before we, the audience, see this encogunte already think



we know more than Claudius does: we know that Hamlenly acting
crazy, and that he's doing it us to hide the flaat he's plotting agains
(or at least investigating) his uncle. Therefotesan't be true that he'
acting mad because of his love for Ophelia. Buhesgsing Hamlet's
encounter with her throws everything we think wewnnto question.

Does Hamlet mean what he says to Ophelia? He &ayshe did
love her once but that he doesn't love her now.r8tere severa
problems with concluding that Hamlet says the opposf what he
means in order to appear crazy. For one thingeifrdally does loveg
her, this is unnecessarily self-destructive behavitls unnecessary
because it doesn't very much; that is, it doesakanClaudius suspeq
him less. His professions of love make him appeakld, or
emotionally withdrawn, rather than crazy.

Is Hamlet really crazy or just protending? He anmmad ahead of
time that he was going to act crazy, so it's haod that he
(coincidentally) really went mad right after sayiseg. But his behaviol
toward Ophelia is both self-destructive and withoéional intensity. It
doesn't obviously further his plans. Moreover, higerness agains
Ophelia, and against women in general, with hisegandiscontent]
edness about the state of the world, the same rdisciedness that h
expresses when he thinks no one is watching. Tisege passionate
intensity to his unstable behavior that keeps osfrviewing it as fake.

Perhaps it is worthwhile to ask this question: ifparson in a
rational state of mind decides to act as if herezyg, to abuse thg
people around him regardless of whether he lovesetipeople or hate

them, and to give free expression to all of his imtbeughts, when he

starts to carry those actions out, will it evenpossible to say at wh3
point he stops pretending to be crazy and stattelyg being crazy?

Act lll, Scene Il Summary

That evening, in the castle hall now doubling abkeater, Hamlet
anxiously lectures the players on how to act thésgae has written for
them. Polonius shuffles by with Rosencrantz andldéuistern, and
Hamlet dispatches them to hurry the players inrtlpeeparations.
Horatio enters, and Hamlet, pleased to see himsggahim heartily,
expressing his affection for and high opinion ofrat@m's mind and
manner, especially Horatio's qualities of self-cohtand reserve
Having told Horatio what he learned from the gho#stat Claudius
murdered his father-he now asks him to watch Clamudiarefully
during the play so that they might compare theipr@ssions of his
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behavior afterward. Horatio agrees, saying th&ld&udius shows any
signs of guilt, he will detect them.

The trumpets play a Danish march as the audienderds and
ladies begins streaming into the room. Hamlet wailnsatio that he
will begin to act strangely. Sure enough, when @Giasi asks how he is,
his response seems quite insane: "Excellent,tii;faf the chameleon's
dish: | eat the air, promise” (111.ii.84—86), Harlesks Polonius about
his history as an actor and Ophelia with a strihgums.

The players enter and act out a brief, silent wversif the play to
come called a "dumbshow.” In the dumbshow, a kimgl gueen
display their love. The queen leaves the king &z and while he is
sleeping, a man murders him by pouring poison ini® ear. The
murderer tries to seduce the queen, who graduedlg@s his advances.

The players begin to enact the play in full, and le&n that the
man who Kkills the king is the king's nephew. Throogt, Hamlet keeps
up a running commentary on the characters and thetions, and
continues to Ophelia with sexual references. Wihennhurderer pours
the poison into the sleeping king's ear, Claudisesrand cries out for
light. Chaos ensues as the play comes to a sudldenorches are lit,
and the king flees the room, followed by the audeenVhen the scene
quiets, Hamlet is left alone with Horatio.

Hamlet and Horatio agree that the king's behavias welling. Now
extremely excited, Hamlet continues to act andakipg glibly and
inventing little poems. Rosencrantz and Guildemstarrive to tell
Hamlet that he is wanted in his mother's chambR®osencrantz asks
again about the cause of Hamlet's "distemper,” dadlet angrily
accuses the pair of trying to play him as if he evar musical pipe.
Polonius enters to escort Hamlet to the queen. Elagays he will go
to her in a moment and asks for a moment alonestelels himself to
speak to his mother, resolving to be brutally homath her but not to
lose control of himself: "I will speak daggers terhbut use none"
(111.i1.366).

Analysis

In the first two scenes of Act Ill, Hamlet and Giiws both traps to
catch one another's secrets: Claudius spies on efidmlidiscover the
true nature of his madness, and Hamlet attemptedtzh the of the
king" in the theater (111.i.582). The play-withirqalay tells the story of
Gonzago, the Duke of Vienna, and his wife, Baptistho marries his
murdering nephew, Lucianus. Hamlet believes that phay is an



opportunity to establish a more reliable basisGtaiudius's guilt than
the claims of the ghost. Since he has no way ofwkmg whether to
believe a member of the spirit world, he tries &tedmine whethej
Claudius is guilty by reading his behavior for sgsf a psychologica
state of guilt.

Although Hamlet at the success of his interpreti@kaudius's
interruption isn't as simple as it seems. In tihst fplace, Claudius doe|
not react to the dumbshow, which exactly mimicsahgons of which
the ghost accuses Claudius. Claudius reacts t@ldne itself, which,
unlike the dumbshow, makes it clear that the kimgnurdered by hig
nephew. Does Claudius react to being confrontetl Wi own crimes,
or to a play about uncle-killing sponsored by hiazy nephew? O
does he simply have indigestion?

Hamlet appears more in control of his own behainothis scene
than in the one before, as shown by his effortiessiipulations of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and his frank conttersaith Horatio.
He even expresses admiration and affection for tiwsacalm level-
headedness, the lack of which is his own weakesit:ptisive me that
man / That is not passion's slave, and | will wieian / In my heart's
core, ay, in my heart of heart, / As | do thee'l.i{ll 64-67). In this
scene he seems to prove that he is not insane aftegiven the
effortlessness with which he alternates betweend,vatratic behavior
and focused, sane behavior. He is excited but eolheduring his
conversation with Horatio before the play, but asrsas the king ang
queen enter, he begins to act, a sign that helysppatending. His only|
questionable behavior in this scene arises in hislec comments tg
Ophelia, which show him capable of real crueltys Hias crosse(
rational bounds, and his every comment is laced wiéxual. For
instance, she comments, "You are keen, my lord, el keen,"”
complimenting him on his sharp intellect, and hdiess, "It would cost
you a groaning to take off my edge" (111.ii.227-328&lis interchange
with Ophelia is a mere to the passionate rage He umieash on
Gertrude in the next scene.

Act lll, Scene Il Summary

Elsewhere in the castle, King Claudius speaks teeRorantz ang
Guildenstern. Badly shaken by the play and now icems\g Hamlet's
madness to be dangerous, Claudius asks the pasctwt Hamlet on g
voyage to England and to depart immediately. Thgpga and leave tq
make preparations. Polonius enters and remindgitlgeof his plan to
hide in Gertrude's room and observe Hamlet's cotdtomon with her.
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He promises to tell Claudius all that he learns.eWwIRolonius leaves,
the king is alone, and he immediately expressegtils and grief over
his sin. A brother's murder, he says, is the old@stand "hath the
primal eldest curse upon't" (111.iii.37). He longs ask for forgiveness,
but says that he is unprepared to give up that hvite gained by
committing the murder, namely, the crown and theegu He falls to
his knees and begins to pray.

Hamlet slips quietly into the room and steels hiifnge kill the
unseeing Claudius. But suddenly it occurs to himat th he Kkills
Claudius while he is praying, he will end the kstife at the moment
when he was seeking forgiveness for his sins, sgn@iaudius's soul
to heaven. This is hardly an adequate revenge, étanflinks,
especially since Claudius, by killing Hamlet's &tlbefore he had time
to make his last confession, ensured that his brotfould not go to
heaven. Hamlet decides to wait, resolving to kilawlius when the
king is sinning—when he is either drunk, angry ustful. He leaves.
Claudius rises and declares that he has been utmipleay sincerely:
"My words fly up, my thoughts remain below" (11.B6).

Analysis

Thus ethics does make cowards of us all; And thasative tinge
of aspiration. Is frailed o'er with the pale cadt tbhought; And
enterprises of great pith and moment, With thisardgtheir currents
turn awry, And lose the name of action.

In Act lll, scene iii, Hamlet finally seems readyput his desire for
revenge into action. He is satisfied that the glag proven his uncle's
guilt. When Claudius prays, the audience is giveal ccertainty that
Claudius murdered his brother: a full, spontaneocosfession, even
though nobody else hears it. This only heightens sense that the
climax of the play is due to arrive. But Hamlet tsai

On the surface, it seems that he waits becausedmsva more
radical revenge. Critics such as Samuel Taylor Gige have been
horrified by Hamlet's words here—he completely steps the bounds
of Christian morality in trying to damn his oppotiersoul as well as
kill him. But apart from this ultraviolent postugn Hamlet has once
again avoided the imperative to act by involvinghielf in a problem
of knowledge. Now that he's satisfied that he kn@hlsudius's guilt, he
wants to know that his punishment will be suffidielh may have been
difficult to prove the former, but how can Hamlatee hope to know
the fate of Claudius's immortal soul?



Hamlet poses his desire to damn Claudius as a mattairness:
his own father was killed without having cleansesl $oul by praying

or confessing, so why should his murderer be givert chance? But

Hamlet is forced to admit that he doesn't reallgwrnwhat happened t¢
his father, remarking "how his audit stands, whows, save heaven?
(111.iv.82). The most he can say is that "in ourcamstance and cours
of thought / 'Tis heavy with him" (lll.iv.83-84). hE Norton
Shakespeare paraphrases "in our circumstance amdecof thought”
as "in our indirect and limited way of knowing omr#&h.” Having
proven his uncle's guilt to himself, against aldedHamlet suddenly
finds something else to be uncertain about.

At this point, Hamlet has gone beyond his earlieedto know the
facts about the crime, and he now craves metapdly&irowledge,
knowledge of the afterlife and of God, before hevilding to act. The
audience has had plenty of opportunity to see Haahlet is fascinated
with philosophical questions. In the case of the Be, or not to be'
monologue, we saw that his phantificating can be&ay for him to
avoid thinking about or acknowledging something enonmediately
important (in that case, his urge to kill himsel§. Hamlet using hig
speculations about Claudius's soul to avoid thiglkibout something ir
this case? Perhaps the task he has set for himkdlikg another
human being in cold blood—is too much for him tadaWhatever it
is, the audience may once again get the sensdhie is something

more to Hamlet's behavior than meets the eye. $hakespeare is able

to convey this sense is a remarkable achievemeitseif, quite apart
from how we try to explain what Hamlet's unacknadged motives
might be.

Act lll, Scene IV Summary

In Gertrude's chamber, the queen and Polonius feaiHamlet's
arrival. Polonius plans to hide in order to shoopGertrude's skirmish
with her son, in the hope that doing so will endfila to determine theg
cause of Hamlet's bizarre and threatening behaRiolonius urges the
queen to be harsh with Hamlet when he arrives ngatfiat.she shoulg
berate him for his recent behavior. Gertrude agraed Polonius hides
behind an drapery, or dosser.

Hamlet storms into the room and asks his mother she/has sen
for him. She says that he has offended his fatimeeaning his
stepfather, Claudius. He interrupts her and sags she has offende
his father, meaning the dead King Hamlet, by magyiClaudius.

Hamlet accosts her with an almost violent intensibd declares hisg
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intention to make her fully aware of the profunditfyher sin. Fearing
for her life, Gertrude cries out. From behind thamkry, Polonius calls
out for help. Hamlet, realizing that someone isibeéhihe drapery and
suspecting that it might be Claudius, cries, "Howwh a rat?"
(ll.iv.22). He draws his sword and stabs it thrbutpe dosser, killing
the unseen Polonius. Gertrude asks what Hamletdoag, and he
replies, "Nay, | know not: / Is it the king?" (iN.24). The queen says
his action was a "rash and bloody" deed, and Haralgdtes that it was
almost as rash and bloody as murdering a king aardying his brother
(ll.iv.26-28). Disbelieving, the queen exclaim#s'kill a king!" and
Hamlet replies that she heard him correctly (1IRB).

Hamlet lifts the drapery and discovers Poloniugdyb he has not
killed the king and achieved his revenge but hasrdened the
relatively innocent Polonius. He bids the old marefvell, calling him
an "intruding fool" (I1l.iv.30). He turns to his miwer, declaring that he
will wring her heart. He shows her a picture of tead king and a
picture of the current king, bitterly comments dwe tsuperiority of his
father to his uncle, and asks her furiously whes thidaven her to marry
a rotten man such as Claudius. She pleads withtdnishop, saying that
he has turned her eyes onto her soul and thatesde ribt like what she
sees there. Hamlet continues to boycott her aridagaiinst Claudius,
until, suddenly, the ghost of his father again appdefore him.

Hamlet speaks to the dialect, but Gertrude is wmn#ablsee it and
believes him to be mad. The ghost intones thaa#t tome to remind
Hamlet of his purpose, that Hamlet has not yetedillClaudius and
must achieve his revenge. Noting that Gertrudeniazed and unable to
see him, the ghost asks Hamlet to utter monotogoarsti repetitively
with her. Hamlet describes the ghost, but Gertrseks nothing, and in
a moment the ghost disappears. Hamlet tries dasper® convince
Gertrude that he is not mad but has merely couwited madness all
along, and he urges her to forsake Claudius anaindger good moral
sense. He urges her as well not to reveal to Qlsutiat his madness
has been an act. Gertrude, still shaken from Hasnlé&irious
excoriation of her, agrees to keep his secret. iHe llver goodnight, but,
before he leaves, he points to Polonius's corpse declares that
heaven has "punished me with this, and this witH' ifhk.iv.158).
Hamlet reminds his mother that he must sail to BEmdl with
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, whom he says he regjard with
suspicion, as though they were poisonous snake&= sie assumes that
their loyalties are with Claudius, not with him. dgyging Polonius's
body behind him, Hamlet leaves his mother's room.



Analysis

What is Hamlet trying to do in his confrontationtlivhis mother? It
is possible that he wants her to confirm her knoyée of Claudius's
crime, to provide further proof of his guilt. Ormay be that Hamlet
wants to know whether she was complicit in the eril@r he may fee
that he needs her on his side if he is to achiegéce. While all of
these are possibilities, what Hamlet actually deasrge his mother tg
repent choosing Claudius over his own father. Msgpecifically, he
repeatedly demands that she avoid Claudius's betdially, he's much
more specific: he tells her not to let Claudiususeher by fondling hef
neck, not to stay within his semen-infested shestd,other shockingly
graphic details.

This is another point in the play where audienaas readers have
felt that there is more going on in Hamlet's bridgnan we can quite put
our fingers on. Sigmund Freud wrote that Hamlet bbhes an
unconscious desire to sexually enjoy his mothezu8maintained that
all men unconsciously desire their mothers in thés/, and he calleg
this the "Oedipus Complex," after the charactesaphocles' play whg
unwittingly murders his father and has several dthih by his own
mother. Whether or not Freud was right about teisa$ difficult to
prove as any of the problems that Hamlet worriesugbbut his
argument in regard to Hamlet is quite remarkable.ddys that while
Oedipus actually enacts this fantasy, Hamlet onktrdys the
unconscious desire to do so. Hamlet is thus a gsseintially modern
person, because he has repressed desires.

Though Gertrude's speech in this scene is largelield to brief
reactions to Hamlet's lengthy indictment of hersibur most revealing
look at her character. As the scene progressedrudergoes through
several states of feeling: she is haughty and atons at the
beginning, then afraid that Hamlet will hurt hehosked and upset
when Hamlet kills Polonius, overwhelmed by fear gpatiic as Hamlet
detains her, and disbelieving when Hamlet seeghliost. Finally, she
is apologetic toward her son and apparently wiliogake his part and
help him. For Gertrude, then, the scene progreasea sequence af
great shocks, each of which weakens her resistdocélamlet's
condemnation of her behavior. Of course, Gertruseconvinced
mainly by Hamlet's insistence and power of feelitlgstrating what
many readers have felt to be her central charatierher tendency tq
be dominated by powerful men and her need for meshbw her what
to think and how to feel.
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wonders aloud how he will be able to handle thiblijgucrisis without
damaging his hold on Denmark. He tells Gertrude thay must ship
Hamlet to England at once and find a way to explé@mlet's misdeed
to the court and to the people. He calls Rosenzrantd Guildenstern
tells them about the murder, and sends them toHiisahlet.

Summary: Act IV, Scene ii

Elsewhere in Elsinore, Hamlet has just finished pdsng
Polonius's body, commenting that the corpse har besfely stowed"

(IV.ii.l). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern appear as#ft what he has

done with the body. Hamlet refuses to give thentraight answer,
instead saying, "The body is with the king, but kiveg is not with the
body" (1V.ii.25-26). Feignhing offense at being qtiesed, he accuse
them of being spies in the service of Claudius.ddils Rosencrantz ¢
"sponge... that soaks up the king's countenance, rénwvards, his
authorities,” and warns him that "when he needstww have
gleaned, it is but squeezing you, and, sponge,sy@ll be dry again'
(IV.ii.l 1-19). At last he agrees to allow Rosenumand Guildensterr
to escort him to Claudius.

Analysis: Act IV, Scenes i-ii

The short first scene of Act IV centers around Gele's treachery
of her son, turning him in to the king after havipgbmised to help
him. While she does keep her promise not to rettesti Hamlet was|
only pretending to be insane, the immediate andkfnaay in which
she tells Claudius about Hamlet's behavior andriusder of Polonius
implies that she sees herself as cognate to the rdather than to he
son. Whether Gertrude really believes Hamlet tonlael, or has simply
recognized that her best interest lies in allyirggsklf with Claudius
regardless of what she believes, is impossibleeterdnine from this
scene and is largely a matter of one's personalgrdtation of the
events. Whatever the case, it is Gertrude's speéec@laudius that
cements the king's secret plan to have Hamletaistet in England.

As brief as it is, Act IV, scene i is a glorious aaxple of
Shakespeare's skill at developing characters,trifitesd by the subtlg
development of Claudius. Where most of the othelencharacters in
the play, including Hamlet, King Hamlet, Laerteada~ortinbras, are
infatuated with themes of honor, moral balance, @maktening justice
Claudius is a selfish, ambitious king who is momnaerned with
maintaining his own power and staving off politicdanger than
achieving justice through his rule. His respons&#&rtrude’s revelatior
that Hamlet has killed Polonius is extremely talinRather than
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considering that Gertrude might have been in dangerimmediately

remarks that had he been in the room, he would baes in danger.
Hamlet must be sent away from Denmark, he thinksas punishment
for committing murder but because he represen@ngeal to Claudius.

And as soon as he hears of the murder, Claudius® begins working

to find a way to characterize the killing so thatlbes not seem like a
political crisis to his court and to the peopleDnmark. To do this, he
says, will require all his "majesty and skill" (NM30). In this scene and
the scenes to follow, Shakespeare creates in Qlauaiconvincing

depiction of a conniving, ambitious politician. this way, Claudius

emerges as a figure of powerful contrast to theenoatspoken men in
the play, including Laertes, Fortinbras, and Haratind the far more
morally conscious Prince Hamlet.

Hamlet's murder of Polonius at the end of Act ¢llbne of the most
disturbing moments in the play. If it was previgugbossible to
consider Hamlet a "hero" or an idealized versioa dluman being, it is
no longer possible after he Kkills Polonius. His seve, reflective
nature—the trait that constantly interfered witls tability to take
revenge on Claudius—now disappears in the vigil itsf violent
opposite: a impetuous, murderous explosion of agtivHamlet leaps
to the conclusion that Claudius is behind the dosseelse he simply
lashes out thoughtlessly. In any case, Hamlet'samsuperiority to
Claudius is now thrown into question. He has killedlonius just as
Claudius killed Hamlet's father, the only differesc being that
Hamlet's murder was not contrived and was not cdtechiout of
jealousy or ambition. Hamlet also eases his conseiaevith the fact
that Polonius was dishonestly spying on Hamlethat homent when
he was killed. But the result of Hamlet's deedasyvsimilar to that of
Claudius's: Laertes and Ophelia have lost a fathest as Hamlet
himself did.

Now, Hamlet hides the body. But rather than beimgravhelmed
with contrition, as we might expect of a hero wlas ltommitted such a
terrible mistake, he seems craze, desperate, afferighteous,
especially in his censure of Rosencrantz and Gudtn. Throughout
Act 1V, scene ii, as in the play-within-a-play see@Act Ill, scene ii),
Hamlet's biting, ironic wit is combined with hissta brash trace, and
his feigned madness seems very close to the rea. thhough Hamlet
has many admirable qualities, scenes such asnkiserve as powerful
reminders that we are not meant to take the praskan unqualified
hero.



Act IV, Scenes lllI- IV Summary: Act IV, Scene iii

The king speaks to a group of attendants, telliagrt of Polonius’s
death and his intention to send Hamlet to Englddalsencrantz ang
Guildenstern appear with Hamlet, who is under gudtcessed by
Claudius to reveal the location of Polonius's badgmlet is by turns
insame, coy, and clever, saying that Polonius isgbeaten by worms
and that the king could send a messenger to findnRes in heaven of
seek him in hell himself. Finally, Hamlet revediat Polonius's body is
under the stairs near the castle lobby, and thg kilspatches hig
attendants to look there. The king tells Hamlet th@ must leave a
once for England, and Hamlet fervently agrees. ¥seand Claudius
sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to ensure élabdrds the ship 3
once. Alone with his thoughts, Claudius statesHape that Englang
will obey the sealed orders he has sent with Rasatr and
Guildenstern. The orders call for Prince Hamldbéoput to death.

Summary: Act IV, Scene iv

On a nearby plain in Denmark, young Prince Fortashmarches a
the head of his army, traveling through Denmarkilosmway to attack
Poland. Fortinbras orders his captain to go and thek King of
Denmark for permission to travel through his lan@s his way, the
captain encounters Hamlet, Rosencrantz, and Gutdamon their way
to the ship bound for England. The captain inforthem that the
Norwegian army rides to fight the Poles. Hamletsaslout the basis g
the conflict, and the man tells him that the armiel fight over "a
little patch of land / That hath in it no profit tothe name” (IV.iv.98-
99). Boggle by the thought that a bloody war cob#l fought over
something so insignificant, Hamlet marvels that hanbeings are abls
to act so violently and purposefully for so litd@in. By comparison
Hamlet has a great deal to gain from seeking his blweody revenge

on Claudius, and yet he still delays and failsdbtaward his purpose|

Loathed with himself for having failed to gain mevenge on Claudius
Hamlet declares that from this moment on, his tisigvill be bloody,

Analysis: Act IV, Scenes iii-iv

As we saw in Act IV, scene ii, the murder of Polmiand the
subsequent atrocious encounter with his mother deeeave Hamlet
in a panic-stricken, unstable frame of mind, thedemon which his
excitable nature seems very similar to actual mssindle taunts
Claudius, toward whom his hostility is now barelisghised, and
makes light of Polonius's murder with word games.atso pretends tgq
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be thrilled at the idea of sailing for England wiRosencrantz and
Guildenstern.

At some level he is prepared for what is to comis. fldrewell to
his mother proved as much, when he told her thatdndd trust his old
schoolfellows as if they were "adders fang'd,"” tisapoisonous snakes
(I11.iv.185.2). But although Hamlet suspects higemds' perfidy, he
may not fully realize the maliciousness of Claudiutesigns for him.
Claudius's intrigue in asking the English to exeddamlet reveals the
extent to which he now fears Hamlet: whether Handetane or mad,
he is a danger to Claudius, and Claudius wishesthimlie. It is also
revealing that one of Claudius's considerationsséeking to have
Hamlet murdered in far-off England, rather than eheexecuting him
in Denmark, is that he is beloved by the commorpjegeof Denmark—
"loved of the distracted horde,” as Claudius saysii(4). Again,
where King Hamlet was a brave warrior, King Clawdis a guileful
politician, constantly working to strengthen his rowpower, elude
threats to his throne, and manipulate those ardund to his own
advantage.

Act IV, scene iv restores the focus of the playthhe theme of
human action. Hamlet's encounter with the Norweggptain serves to
remind the reader of Fortinbras's presence in theédwof the play and
gives Hamlet another example of the will to actidrat he lacks.
Earlier, he was amazed by the player's evocatiopowferful feeling
for Hecuba, a legendary character who meant nottongim (ll.ii).
Now, he is awestruck by the willingness of Fortaxbrto devote the
energy of an entire army, probably wasting hundrefidives and
risking his own, to reclaim a worthless scrap oifdan Poland. Hamlet
considers the moral ambiguity of Fortinbras's agtibut more than
anything else he is impressed by the forcefumesst,ond that
forcefulness becomes a kind of ideal toward whianiet decides at
last to strive. "My thoughts be bloody, or be nothiworth!" he
declares (1V.iv.9.56). Of course, he fails to phistexclamation into
action, as he has failed at every previous turactieve his revenge on
Claudius. "My thoughts be bloody,” Hamlet says.lihgly, he does
not say "My deeds be bloody."

Act IV, Scenes V-VI Summary: Act IV, Scene v

Gertrude and Horatio discuss Ophelia. Gertrude amswish to
see the melancholy girl, but Horatio says that dQiptshould be pitied,
explaining that her grief has made her disordened imcongruous.
Ophelia enters. Adorned with flowers and singingarsgje songs, she



seems to have gone mad. Claudius enters and heaedi®s ravings,
such as, "They say the owl was a baker's daugfitén’.42). He says
that Ophelia's grief stems from her father's deatid that the peopls
have been suspicious and disturbed by the deatielbs"muddied, /
Thick and insalubrious in their thoughts and whispé For good
Polonius' death"” (IV.v.77-79). He also mentionstthaertes hag
secretly sailed back from France.

A loud noise echoes from somewhere in the castieudius calls
for his guards, and a gentleman enters to warikitigethat Laertes has
come with a mob of common people. The mob callsrtese"lord,”
according to the gentlemen, and the people whigdr'Laertes shal
be king" (IV.v. 102-106). A furious Laertes stornmsto the hall,
outraged in his desire to avenge his father's d€dtdudius attempts t¢
mitigate him by frankly acknowledging that Poloniasdead. Gertrudq
nervously adds that Claudius is innocent in it. Wi@phelia reenters
obviously insane, Laertes sprees again into ratgudius claims that
he is not responsible for Polonius's death and HagtsLaertes' desirg
for revenge is a credit to him, so long as he seelksenge upon the
proper person. Claudius convinces Laertes to hisardnsion of events
which he says will answer all his questions. LaerBgrees, and
Claudius seconds his desire to achieve justicehin dftermath of
Polonius's death: "Where th' offence is, let thesagraxe fall"
(IV.v.213).

Summary: Act IV, Scene vi

In another part of the castle, Horatio is introdlide a pair of
sailors bearing a letter for him from Hamlet. Ire tletter, Hamlet says
that his ship was captured by pirates, who havermed him to
Denmark. He asks Horatio to escort the sailordheoking and queen
for they have messages for them as well. He alg® theat he has muc
to tell of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Horatleesathe sailors to thg
king and then follows them to find Hamlet, who sthe countrysidg
near the castle.

Analysis: Act IV, Scenes v-vi

As we have seen, one of the important themes of letaim the
connection between the health of a state and thralfawfulness of its
ruler. Claudius is rotten, and, as a result, Deknmarotten too. Here
at the beginning of Act IV, scene v, things havépahly darkened for
the nation: Hamlet is gone, Polonius is dead arsl been buried in
secret, Ophelia is raving mad, and, as Claudius tel, the common
people are disturbed and murmuring among themselMais baleful
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turn of events leads to the abridged, miniatureeltedn that
accompanies Laertes' return to Denmark. Actinghaeswronged son
operating with open fury, Laertes has all the mdaalfulness that
Claudius lacks the lawfulness that Hamlet has muhecbugh his
murder of Polonius and his delay in avenging hisdds death.

Laertes is Hamlet's best foil throughout the plkayd in this scene
the contrast between the two, each of whom has aal dather to
avenge, reaches its peak. (A third figure with addé&ather to avenge,
Fortinbras, lurks on the horizon.) Whereas Handeeflective and has
difficulty acting, Laertes is active and has no tmethought. He has no
interest in moral concerns, only in his consumiragice to avenge
Polonius. When Claudius later asks Laertes howh&amwould go to
avenge his father, Laertes replies that he woutdHsimlet's throat in
the church (IV.vii.98). This statement, indicatitgs willingness to
murder Hamlet even in a sacred place of worshipglrinto sharp
relief the contrast between the two sons: recalt Hamlet declined to
kill Claudius as the king knelt in prayer UlLl.iii).

As befits a scene full of anger and dark thoughAtd, IV, scene v
brings a repetition of the motif of insanity, thisne through the
character of Ophelia, who has truly been driven tmathe death of her
father. Shakespeare has demonstrated Ophelia'teatheygendence on
the men in her life; after Polonius's sudden deatld Hamlet's
subsequent exile, she finds herself abruptly withaaoy of them.
Ophelia's lunatic ravings reveal a great deal albetnature of her
mind at this stage in her young life. She is obsésgith depth, beauty,
and an ambiguous sexual desire, expressed insggytirank imagery:

"Young men will do't, if they come to't, By Cockhay are to
blame. Quoth she 'Before you tumbled me, You predhizie to wed."
(IV.v.59-62)

Some readers have interpreted passages such as toasbined
with Hamlet's sexually crystal-clear deride of Oldnén Act Ill, scene
ii, as evidence that Ophelia's relationship withntet was sexual in
nature. Of course, this is impossible to concluda wny certainty, but
from these lines it is apparent that Ophelia idfsEwith sexuality and
that her sexual feelings, discouraged by her father brother, and her
society, are close to the vanguard of her mindhasstips into insanity.
But, most important, Ophelia’'s insanity is desigh®dontrast strongly
with Hamlet's, differing primarily in its lawfulnes Ophelia does not
dissimulate madness to achieve an end, but is tulyen mad by
external pressures. Many of the worst elementsaenrark, including
madness, fear, and rebellion, so far have been hkajaten under



various disguises, such as Hamlet's falsificatiod &€laudius's court Hamlet-William Shakespeare
revelry, and are now beginning to emerge into theno

14

After exiling Hamlet to England in Act IV, scene, i8hakespearé
now returns him to Denmark only two scenes laterough the
unorthodox contrivance—an improbable or unexpectsVice or
character introduced to resolve a situation in akwof fiction or
drama—of the pirate attack. The short Act IV, scenés primarily
devoted to plot development, as Horatio reads Hesrletter narrating
his adventure. The story of the pirate attack ke to do with the
main themes of the play, but it does provide aargdting variation orj
the idea of retributive justice, since instead aghighing someone for
doing something wrong, Hamlet states his intentionreward the
pirates for the right they have done in returniing to Denmark. "They,|
have dealt with me like thieves of mercy,” he sdymjt they knew
what they did: | am to do a good turn for them" .@¢v 17-19).
Additionally, Hamlet's letter features a returntb& motif of ears andg
hearing, as the prince tells Horatio that "I havads to speak in thine
ear will make thee dumb,” an open reference tgptiieon poured intg
King Hamlet's ear by the murderous Claudius (I\2Y).

Act IV, Scene VII Summary

As Horatio speaks to the sailors, Claudius and lmeva Laertes
discuss Polonius's death. Claudius explains thaadted as he did|
burying Polonius secretly and not punishing Hanfitet the murder,
because both the common people and the queen lawvelet very
much. As a king and as a husband, he did not vashpset either of
them. A messenger enters with the letter from HandeClaudius,
which informs the king that Hamlet will return tomow. Laertes is
pleased that Hamlet has come back to Denmark, #imseans that his
revenge will not be delayed.

Claudius agrees that Laertes deserves to be regdamm Hamlet,
and he is disposed to encourage Laertes to Kill lefarsince Hamlet's
turbulent behavior has made him a threat to Clalslireign. The
disreputable king begins to think of a way for ltasrto ensure his
revenge without creating any appearance of fow.ptée recalls that
Hamlet has been jealous in. the past of Laertdisirgey with a sword,
which was recently praised before all the courtabifrenchman whg
had seen him in combat. The king speculates thetalet could be
tempted into a duel with Laertes, it might providaertes with the
chance to kill him. Laertes agrees, and they settlea plan. Laertes
will use a sharpened sword rather than the custpmdatl fencing
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blade. Laertes also proposes to poison his swortha even a scratch
from it will kill Hamlet. The king concocts a bagkulan as well,
proposing that if Hamlet succeeds in the duel, Glasiwill offer him a
poisoned cup of wine to drink from in celebration.

Gertrude enters with tragic news. Ophelia, mad vgtref, has
drowned in the river. Anguished to have lost h&tesi so soon after his
father's death, Laertes flees the room. Claudiumsnsons Gertrude to
follow. He tells her it was nearly impossible toi€u_aertes' rage, and
worries that the news of Ophelia's death will relesvait.

Analysis

The scheming Claudius encounters Laertes at appeigly the
same moment as he learns that Hamlet has survinddeturned to
Denmark. Claudius's behavior throughout this scexse,in Act IV,
scene v, shows him at his most devious and caloglaBhakespeare
shows Claudius's mind working overtime to derailettas’ anger,
which is thus far the greatest challenge his kingsias faced. In Act
IV, scene v, Claudius decided that the way to appéamertes was by
appearing frank and honest. When Laertes askeduslysi where his
father was, Claudius replied, "Dead" (IV.v. 123)ddiionally, in a
masterful stroke of characterization, Shakespeaags the nervous
Gertrude, unable to see Claudius's plan, follovs gtatement with a
quick insistence on Claudius's innocence: "Butbyohim” (IV.v.123).

In this scene, Claudius has clearly decided thatdme appease
Laertes' anger and dispense with Hamlet in a sisigtke: he hits upon
the idea of the duel in order to use Laertes' tmgensure Hamlet's
death. The resulting plan brings both the themeewskEnge and the
repeated use of traps in the plot to a new heighderles and Claudius
concoct not one but three covert mechanisms bylwH&mlet may be
killed.

Ophelia's tragic death occurs at the worst possibtanent for
Claudius. As Laertes flees the room in, Claudidl®¥es, not to console
or even to join him in mourning but because, addlls Gertrude, it
was so difficult to appease his anger in the fusice. Claudius d'>es
not have time to worry about the victiois of trageehe is too busy
dealing with threats to his own power.

The image of Ophelia drowning amongst her garlasfdBowers
has proved to be one of the most images in the, plepresented
countless times by artists and poets throughoutémeuries. Ophelia is
associated with flower imagery from the beginnirighe play. In her



first scene, Polonius presents her with a violterashe goes mad, sh
sings songs about flowers; and now she drowns astdogg streams
of them. The delicate beauty of the flowers resemliDphelia’'s own
delicate beauty, as well as her sexuality anddmwmed innocence.

Act V, Scene | Summary

In the churchyard, two gravediggers shovel outavgifor Ophelia.
They argue whether Ophelia should be buried inctihechyard, since
her death looks like a suicide. According to religs doctrine, suicide
may not receive Christian burial. The first remairvgho speaks
cleverly and mischievously, asks the second remainddle: "What is
he that builds stronger than either the mason,stiipwright, or the
carpenter?" (V.i.46-47). The second gravediggewans that it must
be the gallows-maker, for his frame outlasts a $laod tenants. The

first gravedigger corrects him, saying that ithe gravedigger, for his

"houses" will last until Doomsday.

Hamlet and Horatio enter at a distance and watelgthvediggers
work. Hamlet looks with wonder at the skulls thdyogel to make
room for the fresh grave and speculates darkly amiat occupationg
the owners of these skulls served in life: "Why nmrapt that be the
skull of a lawyer? Where be his mannerisms now..(V2i.90-91).
Hamlet asks the gravedigger whose grave he digktlmgravedigget

spars with him verbally, first claiming that theage is his own, since

he is digging it, then that the grave belongs tawam and no woman
because men and women are living things and theipact of the
grave will be dead. At last he admits that it bgi®mo one "that was
woman sir; but, rest her soul, she's dead" (V.6)14he gravedigger
who does not recognize Hamlet as the prince, itisthat he has bee
a gravedigger since King Hamlet defeated the didetinbras in battle,
the very day on which young Prince Hamlet was bblamlet picks up
a skull, and the remains tells him that the skualobhged to Yorick,
King Hamlet's jester. Hamlet tells Horatio that aschild he knew
Yorick and is appalled at the sight of the skule kealizes forcefully|
that all men will eventually become dust, even grezen like
Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar. Hamlet inesgthat Julius
Caesar has disintegrated and is now part of theulesl to patch up 3
wall.

Suddenly, the funeral procession for Ophelia erntegschurchyard,
including Claudius, Gertrude, Laertes, and many mmiog courtiers.
Hamlet, wondering who has died, notices that theefal rites seem
"maimed," indicating that the dead man or womarktbis or her own
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life (V.i.242). He and Horatio hide as the processapproaches the
grave. As Ophelia is laid in the earth, Hamlet iz it is she who has
died. At the same moment, Laertes becomes aggrhwvatle the priest,

who says that to give Ophelia a proper Christiariabwould lay the

dead. Laertes leaps into Ophelia's grave to hotdohee again in his
arms. Grief-stricken and writhed, Hamlet bursts rugbe company,
declaring in excruciate fury his own love for OgheHe leaps into the
grave and fights with Laertes, saying that "forftypusand brothers /
Could not, with all their quantity of love, / make my sum” (V.i.254-

256). Hamlet cries that he would do things for Qhéhat Laertes
could not dream of—he would eat a crocodile for, Her would be

buried alive with her. The antagonists are pulledraby the funeral
company. Gertrude and Claudius declare that Hamletad. Hamlet

storms off, and Horatio follows. The king urges ttas to be patient,
and to remember their plan for revenge.

Analysis

The gravediggers are designated as "clowns" irsthge directions
and cue, and it is important to note that in Shpkaee's time the word
clown referred to a pastoral or peasant, and did mean that the
person in question was funny or wore a costume.

The gravediggers represent a humorous type comnfoniyd in
Shakespeare's plays: the clever commoner who petbdtter of his
social superior through wit. At the Globe Theatbis type of character
may have particularly appealed to the "groundlihgise members of
the audience who could not afford seats and thusdsbn the ground.
Though they are usually figures of happiness, iis thcene the
gravediggers assume a rather macabre tone, sirgeje¢hts and jibes
are all made in a cemetery, among bones of the .dd@aeir
conversation about Ophelia, however, furthers apomant theme in
the play: the question of the moral legitimacy aficede under
theological law. By giving this serious subject arldy comic
interpretation, Shakespeare essentially makes @adteal parody of
Hamlet's earlier "To be, or not to be" monologuei)l indicating the
collapse of every lasting value in the play intocemainty and
absurdity.

Hamlet's confrontation with death, manifested prilgain his
discovery of Yorick's skull, is, like Ophelia's dvping, an enduring
image from the play. However, his solemn theorizéxglodes in grief
and rage when he sees Ophelia's funeral processianhis assault on
Laertes offers a glimpse of what his true feelifgis Ophelia might



once have been. Laertes' passionate embrace dedHteOphelia agaiy
advances the exquisite motif of oedipal love thands over thein
brother-sister relationship. Interestingly, Hamie¢ver expresses
sense of guilt over Ophelia's death, which he auatly caused through
his murder of Polonius. In fact, the only time hese comes close tg
taking responsibility for Polonius's death at alhes in the next and
last scene, when he apologizes to Laertes befereldlel, blaming hisg
"madness" for Polonius's death. This seems wholidéquate, giver
that Hamlet has previously claimed repeatedly dwlybe feigning
madness. But by the same token, to expect moraplteness from 3
character as troubled as Hamlet might be unrealistier all, Hamlet's
defining characteristics are his pain, his fead his self-conflict. Were
he to take full responsibility for the consequenoé®olonius's death
he would probably not be able to withstand the pslagical torment
of the resulting guilt.

A notable minor motif that is developed in this seds Hamlet's
delusion with the physicality of death. Though maofyhis thoughts
about death concern the spiritual consequenceyging-d-for instance,
vex in the afterlife—he is nearly as fascinated the physical
decomposition of the body. This is nowhere moradent than in his

preoccupation with Yorick's skull, when he envisgrhysical features

such as lips and skin that have decomposed fronbdhe. Recall thal
Hamlet previously commented to Claudius that Pals'si body was a
supper, because it was being eaten by worms (JVHie is also
fascinated by the equalizing effect of death andodgosition: great
men and beggars both end as dust. In this scernmdgenes dust from
the decomposed corpse of Julius Caesar being wuseadtch a wall;
earlier, in Act IV, he noted, "A man may fish withhe worm that have
eat of a king, and eat of the fish that hath fethat worm," a metapho
by which he illustrates "how a king may go a pragréhrough the guts
of a beggar” (IV.iii.26-31).

Act V, Scene Il Summary

The next day at Elsinore Castle, Hamlet tells Hordtow he
plotted to overcome Claudius's scheme to have hiordared in
England. He replaced the sealed letter carried Hey unsuspecting
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, which called for H#&'mlexecution,
with one calling for the execution of the beareffs tibe letter—
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern themselves. He tatatid that he hag
no sympathy for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, wdtoalped him and
catered to Claudius, but that he feels sorry foringa behaved with
such hostility toward Laertes. In Laertes' desoeavenge his father
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death, he says, he sees the mirror image of his degwire, and he
promises to seek Laertes' good favor.

Their conversation is interrupted by Osric, a felblcourtier. Osric
tries to flatter Hamlet by agreeing with everythiHamlet says, even
when he contradicts himself; in the space of segphd agrees first
that it is cold, then that it is hot. He has comeell them that Claudius
wants Hamlet to fence with Laertes and that thg lkias made a wager
with Laertes that Hamlet will win. Then Osric begito praise Laertes
gushingly, though Hamlet and Horatio are unabledétermine what
point he is trying to make with his overly elabergiroclamations.
Finally, a lord enters and asks Hamlet if he isdyeto come to the
match, as the king and queen are expecting him.inAgadoratio's
advice, Hamlet agrees to fight, saying that "all'shere about my
heart," but that one must be ready for death, sihaeill come no
matter what one does (V.ii.222). The court marcinés the hall, and
Hamlet asks Laertes for forgiveness, claiming thatas his madness,
and not his own will, that murdered Polonius. Lasrsays that he will
not forgive Hamlet until an elder, an expert in fhree points of honor,
has advised him in the matter. But, in the meantineesays, he will
accept Hamlet's offer of love.

They select their foils (debilitate swords useddancing), and the
king says that if Hamlet wins the first or secont he will drink to
Hamlet's health, then throw into the cup a valuajgen (actually the
poison) and give the wine to Hamlet, The duel bgghamlet strikes
Laertes but declines to drink from the cup, sayihgt he will play
another hit first. He hits Laertes again, and Gel@rrises to drink from
the cup. The king tells her not to drink, but slbesiso anyway. In an
aside, Claudius murmurs, "It is the poison'd cup:isi too late"
(V.ii.235). Laertes remarks under his breath tbawvbund Hamlet with
the poisoned sword is almost against his conscieBog they fight
again, and Laertes scores a hit against Hamletwidga blood.
Wrangling, they manage to exchange swords, and étambunds
Laertes with Laertes' own blade.

The gqueen falls. Laertes, poisoned by his own swdedlares, "I
am justly kill'd with my own treachery"” (V.ii.318)he queen moans
that the cup must have been poisoned, calls ottaimlet, and dies.
Laertes tells Hamlet that he, too, has been skairhis own poisoned
sword, and that the king is to blame both for tkéspn on the sword
and for the poison in the cup. Hamlet, in a fupns Claudius through
with the poisoned sword and forces him to drink daive rest of the
poisoned wine. Claudius dies crying out for helantiet tells Horatio



that he is dying and exchanges a last forgivenéssbhwaertes, who dieg
after exonerating Hamlet.

The sound of marching echoes through the hall, arsthot rings
out nearby. Osric declares that Fortinbras has con@nquest from
Poland and now fires a volley to the English ambadsess. Hamlet tellg
Horatio again that he is dying, and urges his ftigTot to commit
suicide in light of all the tragedies, but insteaadstay alive and tell hig
story. He says that he wishes Fortinbras to be g of Denmark;
then he dies.

Fortinbras marches into the room accompanied by Bhglish
ambassadors, who announce that Rosencrantz ande@Gsiérn are
dead. Horatio says that he will tell everyone addedhthe story that
led to the gruesome scene now on display. Fortsbrders for Hamlet
to be carried away like a soldier.

Analysis

In the final scene, the violence, so long delayedypts with
confusing speed. Characters drop one after ther,otheisoned,
thrusted, and, in the case of Rosencrantz and énsteérn, executed, gs
the theme of revenge and justice reaches its csiociun the moment
when Hamlet finally kills Claudius. In the momeriisfore the duel,
Hamlet seems peaceful, though also quite sad. ethat he feels ill
in his heart, but he seems reconciled to the ideteath and no longe
troubled by fear of the supernatural. Exactly whas caused the.
change in Hamlet is unclear, but his desire tdrattaertes' forgivenes;
clearly represents an important shift in his mergtedte, Whereas
Hamlet previously was obsessed almost wholly witlhdelf and his
family, he is now able to think sympathetically abothers. He does
not go quite so far as to take responsibility foidpius's death, but h
does seem to be acting with a broader perspectiee thhe shock of
Ophelia's death. Hamlet's death at the hands oftesmamakes his
earlier declaration over Polonius's corpse, thatd Gas chosen "tg
punish me with this and this with me,"” prophetitl.iit.174). His
murder of Polonius does punish him in the end, esiiicis Laertes'
vengeful rage over that murder that leads to Hasndistath.
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That death is neither heroic nor shameful, accgrdonthe moral
logic of the play. Hamlet achieves his father'sgeamce, but only afte
being spurred to it by the most extreme circumstanone might
consider possible: watching his mother die and kngwhat he, too,
will die in moments.
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The arrival of Fortinbras effectively poses the sfign of political
legitimacy once again. In marked contrast to therumied and
weakened royal family lying dead on the floor, hditas clearly
represents a strong-willed, capable leader, thahghplay does not
address the question of whether his rule will nesstbe moral authority
of the state.

IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS

1. O that this too solid flesh would melt, Thawdagsolve itself into a dew!
Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd His canonngaself-slaughter! O God! O
God! How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable Seéerme all the uses of this world!
Fie on't! O fie! 'tis an unweeded garden, That gréavseed; things rank and gross
in nature Possess it merely. That it should comihigd But two months dead!—
nay, not so much, not two: So excellent a kingt thas, to this, Hyperion to a
satyr; so loving to my mother, That he might natelen the winds of heaven Visit
her face too roughly. Heaven and earth! Must | ralver? Why, she would hang
on him As if increase of appetite had grown By witded on: and yet, within a
month,— Let me not think on't,—Frailty, thy namensman!— A little month; or
ere those shoes were old With which she followed pugr father's body Like
Niobe, all tears;—why she, even she,— O God! atbéed wants discourse of
reason, Would have mourn'd longer,—married with enuncle, My father's
brother; but no more like my father Than | to Héesuwithin a month; Ere yet the
salt of most unrighteous tears Had left the flughin her galled eyes, She
married:— O, most wicked speed, to post With suekietity to incestuous sheets!
It is not, nor it cannot come to good; But break heart,—for | must hold my
tongue.

The above is Hamlet's first important soliloquyattloccurs in Act

I, scene ii (129-158). Hamlet speaks these lingsr ainduring the
unpleasant scene at Claudius and Gertrude's d¢bart,being asked by
his mother and stepfather not to return to hisietidt Wittenberg but
to remain in Denmark, presumably against his wisht=e, Hamlet

thinks for the first time about suicide (desiring flesh to "melt," and
wishing that God had not made "self-annihilation8ia), saying that
the world is "disgusted, stale, flat, and unprdii¢ga” In other words,

suicide seems like a desirable alternative toififa painful world, but

Hamlet feels that the option of suicide is closechim because it is
prohibited by religion. Hamlet then goes on to déscthe causes of
his pain, specifically his intense disgust at histmer's marriage to
Claudius, He describes the haste of their marriageng that the shoes
his mother wore to his father's funeral were notrwout before her
marriage to Claudius. He compares Claudius to &ikefr (his father
was "so excellent a king" while Claudius is a thgrbsatyr”). As he

runs through his description of their marriage, tbeches upon the



Hamlet—William Shakespeare

134 DRAMA

4. | have of late—but wherefore |I know not,—lost aly merriment,
forgone all custom of exercises; and indeed, itsgee heavily with my
temperament that this goodly frame, the earth, seéemme a arid jetty; this most
excellent awring, the air, look you, this brave mnamnging the heaven, this
majestically roof agenized with golden fire,—whiyappears no other thing to me
than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapowhat a piece of work is man!
How noble in reason! how infinite in faculties! farm and moving, how express
and admirable! in action how like an angel! in abt@nsion, how like a god! the
beauty of the world! The epitome of animals! Andt,y® me, what is this
apotheosis of dust?

In these lines, Hamlet speaks to Rosencrantz arldl€bgtern in
Act I, scene ii (287-298), explaining the melanighthat has afflicted
him since his father's death. Perhaps moved byptieeence of his
former university companions, Hamlet essentiallygages in a
rhetorical exercise, building up an elaborate aodfged picture of the
earth and humanity before declaring it all merely'apotheosis of
dust." He examines the earth, the air, and the and,rejects them as
"a sterile promontory” and "a foul and contagionthgaing of vapors."”
He then describes human beings from several pdigpgeceach one
adding to his extortion of them. Human beings' o@as noble, their
faculties infinite, their forms and movements fasd admirable, their
actions angelic, and their understanding godlikeit, Bo Hamlet,
humankind is merely dust. This motif, an expressibris obsession
with the physicality of death, recurs throughout thlay, reaching its
height in his speech over Yorick's skull. Finalityjs also telling that
Hamlet makes humankind more impressive in "appreioaih
(meaning understanding) than in "action." Hamlemgelf is more
prone to apprehension than to action, which is Wweydelays so long
before seeking his revenge on Claudius.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Consider Rosencrantz and Guildenstern's rotearplay. Why
might Shakespeare have created characters like Mris they there for
comic relief, or do they serve a more serious psefoWhy does the
news of their deaths come only after the deaththefroyal family in
Act V, as if this news were not anticlimactic? lsaicceptable for
Hamlet to treat them as he does? Why or why not?

2. Analyze the use of descriptions and images imlda How
does Shakespeare use descriptive language to enhaec visual
possibilities of a stage production? How does heiosmgery to create
a mood of tension, suspense, fear, and despair ?



3. Analyze the use of comedy in Hamlet, paying ipaldr
attention to the cremains, Osric, and Polonius. Doemedy serve
merely to relieve the tension of the tragedy, ortkde comic scenej
serve a more serious confined purpose as well?

4. Suicide is an important theme in Hamlet. Disclnew the play
treats the idea of suicide morally, religiously,dabeautifully, with
particular attention to Hamlet's two important emaénts about suicideg:
the "O, that this too solid flesh would melt" sofuy (1.ii.129-158) and
the "To be, or not to be" monologue (lll.i.56-88yYhy does Hamlet
believe that, although capable of suicide, most dnutmeings choose t
live, despite the cruelty, pain, and injustice lof tvorld?

SUGGESTED
Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human — HaBtddm
Shakespearean Tragedy — A.C. Brag

"Hamlet and His Problems" In the Sacred Wood S. Eliot
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