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Dear Educator, 

Welcome to Southwest Shakespeare Company’s 23rd season! We are dedicated to 
providing quality productions of Shakespeare's plays and excited that you have chosen to 
share our matinee performance of The Merchant of Venice with your students.

Experiencing a play on stage opens students to the full range of the dramatic arts and 
brings literary elements to life right before their eyes. You are providing your students with 
another crucial means of analyzing and assessing as well as giving lasting memories and 
helping to create a new generation of theatregoers and lovers of Shakespeare. We applaud 
your efforts to keep the learning process meaningful and memorable for your students. 

This year, we bring you new study guides to use as your class embarks on its journey 
to discover classical theatre.  We’ve designed our curriculum guides in three sections so 
you have an array of options for teaching overview or details: 

1) information about the play itself and its genre, 
2) ways to analyze the play’s elements, whether you're teaching the play or not, and  

 information that can prepare your students for the theatrical experience, and 
3) discussion questions and activities you can use in the classroom before and after  

 the performance—
all designed with elements of the Arizona Common Core in mind.  

We hope you find our resources helpful and productive. If you have 
any suggestions for activities or topics not already found in this study 
guide, please feel free to contact us at education@swshakespeare.
org or swillis@asf.net. We are always interested in hearing new ways 
to excite your students about Shakespeare and live theatre.

Happy Teaching!

Sir John Gilbert's illustration for 
the play's apparent problem in 1.2 and 
his final image for the play



Hamlet— the most pondered and critiqued 
literary character in history, and no wonder. 
Shakespeare provides a thrilling and deadly 
story of revenge, an eloquent and thoughtful 
protagonist, a perfect crime, and a ghost whose 
revelation triggers emotional mayhem and the 
requisite pile of dead bodies by the end. Wrapped 
in some of Shakespeare's greatest verse and 
most skillful scene-building, the play can be read 
and re-read with satisfaction and discovery and 
enjoyed on stage or film in many interpretations.

Bringing the play to stage, its original home, 
releases Shakespeare's creative power in an 
acting company and audience. Although an 
entire critical tradition has built around Hamlet's 
purported delay, the play's action actually moves 
quickly. If the span of Romeo and Juliet's action 
is five days, the on-stage time of Hamlet is 
almost the same, but the days are separated 
rather than consecutive—24 hours, then two 
more days two months later, then another two 
days shortly afterward. Hamlet's own view may 
be of delay, but the experience is of headlong 
action punctuated by

carnal, bloody, and unnaural acts,
…accidental judgements, casual   

       slaughters,
…deaths put on by cunning and forced   

 cause,
And, in the upshot, purposes mistook
Fall'n on the inventors' heads. (5.2.383-7)
Nothing happens quite the way Hamlet 

or the audience expects, and the twisted, 
surprising, and painful path to vengeance is 
the somewhat more than two hours' traffic of 
our stage. Something is rotten in the state of 
Denmark. The play unleashes a combination of 
strategic chess match, guerilla war, and duel, 
and like an extreme sports match we watch the 
feints, the jabs, the lunges, and the deflections 
in this high-stakes mortal combat as Claudius 
strives to save his crown and Hamlet sets out 
to keep his word and set things right, even at 
the cost of his own life.

Characters
Francisco
Marcellus       guards
Barnardo
Horatio, a scholar, friend of 

Hamlet
The Ghost of King Hamlet
Claudius, new King of Denmark 

and Hamlet's uncle
Gertrude, his queen, Hamlet's 

mother
Hamlet, prince of Denmark
Polonius, the king's advisor
Laertes, his son
Ophelia, his daughter
Voltemand
Cornelius        courtiers
Osric
Reynaldo, Polonius's servant
Rosencrantz
Guildenstern
Fortinbras, nephew of the king 

of Norway
A troupe of Players
Two gravediggers
A pirate

Setting: Elsinore, Denmark

}

} 
}Hamlet's friends

About these Study Materials
These study materials discuss many 

aspects of the play so you can choose how to 
get the most from your theatre experience and 
how you can relate this story to material you are 
teaching. Adapt the materials to your students' 
abilities and needs. If your students do writing 
or art projects based on the play, we are always 
interested in seeing samples of their work. 
Contact us at education@swshakespeare.org
Genre
 • A tragedy
 • A revenge tragedy, and particularly one that 

may play with the genre's expectation
Structure
 • A play in five acts, but the elapsed time 

span divides the action into three parts
Character
 • Seven soliloquies articulate the Prince's 

state of mind
 • A revenge play in which even the villain has 

a conscience
 • Parents and children, especially fathers and 

sons
Ideas and Imagery
 • A ghost evokes more issues about the soul 

and afterlife than about the supernatural
 • A garden, graves, make-up, theatre/acting/ 

role-playing, and other imagery

Cover: J. P. Kemble as Hamlet, 
1801, by Sir Thomas Lawrence  

Henry Fuseli, Hamlet and the Ghost, 1789
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Hamlet Fact Sheet

Genre: Revenge tragedy

Date: c. 1600-01

Length: 3931 lines (the longest play in the 
canon), 72% verse, 28% prose

Longest roles: Hamlet (the longest role in the 
canon), Claudius, and Polonius

Sources: The basic source is Historica Danica 
by Saxo Grammaticus, a late 12th-century 
Danish saga of Amlethus's revenge. His 
father, Horwendil, defeated the Norwegian 
king to marry Gerutha, the Danish king's 
daughter. Later Horwendil's brother Feng 
kills him and marries her, as the court 
knows. Amlethus plays mad and avoids 
the traps set for him, one of which involves 
a young woman and another a hidden 
courtier whom he kills. 

  He wins his mother's support, and when 
Feng secretly seeks his death, the prince 
substitutes a letter that he should be 
married to a princess. A year later he 
returns, gets the court drunk, burns them 
in the hall, and kills Feng. He is chosen 
king, commits bigamy, and dies in battle.

  François de Belleforest translated this tale 
into French (1576), adding an adulterous 
affair before the king's murder, plus the 
melancholy. Shakespeare uses some 
points and ignores others in his play.

  Also there seems to have been an earlier 
English play called Hamlet, now lost, 
perhaps written by Thomas Kyd, with 
Senecan effects and a memorable Ghost.

Imagery and Language: As Caroline 
Spurgeon points out in her seminal study, 
Shakespeare's Imagery and What It 
Tells Us (1935), the tragedy is filled with 
ugly references to sickness, disease and 
blemish (ulcer, tumor). They describe 
emotions, actions past and present, and 
Hamlet's own sense of existential disease.

  Wolfgang Clemen argues that the character 
of Hamlet changes the way Shakespeare 
uses language and imagery, with concrete 
examples (Gertrude's shoes, "funeral 
baked meats") that are not "lovely" but 
revelatory of inner being and of his 
education and mask-stripping insight. 
The devouring ulcer image links to the 
poisoning and sullied to the re-marriage.

Plot: After King Hamlet's death, his queen, 
Gertrude, married the newly chosen king, 
her husband's brother Claudius. Her 
grieving son, Hamlet, meets his father's 
ghost, who reveals that he was murdered 
by Claudius and charges Hamlet to 
avenge him. Two months later the court 
thinks Hamlet insane, which is a cover 
while he confirms the ghost, who might 
be a devil tempting him to murder. To 
get corroboration of the secret crime, he 
stages a play like his father's murder, and 
Claudius's reaction confirms his guilt. 

  Meanwhile, Claudius and his chief advisor, 
Polonius, have dealt with a foreign 
threat from the young Norwegian prince 
Fortinbras and have begun watching 
Hamlet. They use Polonius's daughter 
Ophelia, whom Hamlet has loved, as 
a decoy, then arrange for Polonius to 
overhear Gertrude's conversation with 
Hamlet after the play. Hamlet scolds his 
mother for betraying his father and her 
second marriage, hears Polonius behind 
the curtain and kills him, and sees his 
father's ghost again. Claudius, recognizing 
the threat Hamlet now poses, sends him to 
England and secretly asks that Hamlet be 
killed there. 

  Polonius's son Laertes returns seeking 
revenge for his father's murder only to 
learn that his sister Ophelia has gone mad 
and drowned. When Hamlet returns after 
a fight with pirates at sea, Claudius enlists 
Laertes to kill Hamlet. They plan a sword 
match, but Laertes will use a sharp blade 
and poison it; Claudius will also poison 
Hamlet's drink. 

  The fight proves mortal to all as Gertrude 
drinks the poisoned wine and dies, Laertes 
stabs Hamlet, and Hamlet takes that 
sword and stabs him back and then stabs 
Claudius. Fortinbras enters to find the 
bodies and is named the new king.

Things to Look For:
• the nature of the Ghost
• Hamlet's emotional and mental state
• Claudius's ambition vs. guilt
• Hamlet's relationship with Ophelia
• Hamlet's effect on his mother and on her 

relationship with Claudius
• how far the spying and trickery goes
• use of role-playing/theatrical motif
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 The play's thrilling opening—the 
dead king's ghost walks the 

ramparts and wants to speak  
(H. C. Selous, 1830, who uses 
the medieval Danish setting)



Perspectives on the Action: Revenge
Murder is as old as Cain and Abel. Between 

brothers, through time, it may be the legacy of 
primogeniture and the attendant jealousy of 
younger sons, or it may be the continuation 
of an infant's wanting the toy a sibling has. 
Usually an urge to strike out follows. Such an 
urge points to a deep and violent aspect of the 
human character—the willingness to take the 
law into one's own hands—prompted by an 
equally deep and destabilizing sense of being 
wronged. In art, too,  pain, suffering, and violence 
keep audiences entranced by the stage or the 
screen. How many stories and songs share the 
"I've been done wrong" or "you'll be sorry " motif, 
primal human themes, as potent as young love, 
which is often a contributing factor.

Hamlet is the tale of two brothers, the crown 
they both wear, and the woman they both marry. 
Not surprisingly, those events occur by means of 
murder, and consequently Hamlet also becomes 
a tale of three sons of slain fathers, each seeking 
vengeance or restitution. 

In the late Elizabethan era, revenge plays 
were a popular kind of murder mystery on stage, 
especially in the late 1580s and early 1590s, 
when Thomas Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy  
became the most performed play in the entire 
Renaissance and Shakespeare wrote his bloody 
Titus Andronicus. Because the genre was so well 
known, audiences knew "the rules of revenge" 
and could savor the elements as they occurred.

Hamlet, however, appears almost a decade 
after the heyday of revenge tragedies, and 
Shakespeare revisits the genre not for carnage, 
though that occurs, but to look at the issues of 
revenge from another angle. Whereas earlier 
revengers move straight toward their heartless 
antagonists and bloody requitals after some 
eloquent angst, in Hamlet Shakespeare plays 
jazz on the revenge theme. All the elements 
are there, but not quite in the way they usually 
occur. Consequently, as the characters question 
their situation and actions—since they all have 
consciences, a real rarity in the revenge genre— 
so the audience questions and waits, longing for 
the coup de gras at the end, but enjoying the ride.

About Tragedy
Aristotle's definition of 

tragedy— "Tragedy is an 
imitation of an action that 
is serious, complete, and 
of a certain magnitude…
with incidents arousing 
pity and fear, wherewith to 
accomplish its katharsis of 
such emotions"— shapes 
attitudes to this day. 

In the English Renaissance, 
tragedy usually involves:

  • Someone in high place 
(ruler, general, noble) whose 
flaws and choices feed the 
downfall or who gets set up 
by an unscrupulous villain. 

  •  Ambition is a common tragic 
impetus in the Renaissance, 
as is love or a conflict of 
values.

  • Tragic protagonists 
eventually have to recognize 
their faults and mistakes 
[hamartia] or the failure 
of their willful wrongdoing 
[hubris] and accept 
responsibility for it. 

  • In most tragedies, there 
is a point of no return, 
at which the protagonist 
is inescapably bound to 
disaster.

What is the point of no return in 
Hamlet? Popular nominees 
are 3.1 (when Claudius 
realizes Hamlet is not 
"mad"), 3.2 (when Hamlet 
confirms the ghost but lets 
Claudius know he knows his 
secret), 3.3 (when Hamlet 
does not kill Claudius in 
prayer), and 3.4 (when 
Hamlet kills Polonius), but 
1.5 (pledging to avenge) 
also has backers. 

 Sir John Gilbert's illustration of 
The Mousetrap's effect,  

here a very publlic reaction 
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The revenge elements commonly used are:
 • the discovery of a murder or other wrong  
 • a need to find "who done it," for that is 

unknown or secret for a time
 • a need for justice but the inability to get it  

because the murderer is in power or 
closely linked to that power

 • derangement or madness on the part of 
the avenger

 • a passage of time between discovery of 
the wrong  and the enactment of revenge

 • a means to inflict worse loss on the other
 • a play within a play as part of the elaborate 

plan for revenge
 • a pile of bodies at the end 
 • the avenger not surviving his revenge
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Revenge Expectation and the Character of Hamlet
The Passage of Time

In The Spanish Tragedy Hieronomo has to 
wait until Act Three of that four-act play to learn 
"who done it." Hamlet does not; the Ghost tells 
him at the end of Act One, and that shift changes 
the dynamic of the action. If a passage of time is 
requisite before a revenge occurs, why is delay 
such an issue with Hamlet? Because he talks 
about it. He learns who perpetrated the crime 
two acts sooner than most revengers, so he 

has to wait two acts longer for 
his revenge in Shakespeare's 
longest play. 

Yet these practicalities 
do not mitigate the power of 
Hamlet's cogent questions about 
action. Why hasn't he acted? 
His only basis for revenge is the 
word of a ghost who may well be 
a demon; that would be thought 
on, and he does. Thinking is the 
major value in this tragedy, not 
its major obstacle. Hamlet needs 
justice but cannot get it because 
the king, actually the usurper, is 
the murderer.

Time or the passage of 
time haunts Hamlet like a ghost; 
when he sees his father's spirit 
a second time, he responds with 
"tardy son" and "lapsèd." After 
the play in 3.2 "now" echoes 
through his brief soliloquy, 

but changes to "when" in 3.3. Time and his 
awareness of thinking about the deed again 
disturbs his 4.4 soliloquy, but by 5.2 he has 
reconciled himself to "yet it will come. The 
readiness is all."
Madness

We likewise expect some madness in a 
revenge play, and in Hamlet we get it, both 
Hamlet's antic madness and Ophelia's quite 
genuine derangement. Does Hamlet use an antic 
madness as a cover or is it an ironic testimony to 
his role as revenger? Can he completely control 
his response to the Ghost's message by  playing 
verbal games with Polonius, or does revenge 
infect him and destabilize that "noble soul"? How 
close Hamlet himself comes to actual madness 
is an interpretive question worth pursuing. 

Derangement figures in revenge because 
revenge itself embodies moral derangement, a 
madness within the value system that upholds 
society and sustains piety. The desire for 
vengeance can trump all other values; Hamlet 
famously does not slaughter Claudius while 
the king is praying, but later Laertes cheerfully 
pledges to "cut [Hamlet's] throat i' the church." 
Shakespeare keeps stretching the values in this 
tragedy, giving us contrasts and options—the 
options blood drives us to want and also the 
ones that, with thought, judgment might prefer.
"Actions That a Man Might Play"

While revenge often involves a play within 
a play at its climax, Shakespeare also perceives 
that revenge involves an elaborate set of masks 
and levels of role-playing, so he saturates the 
play with this theme. Hamlet mentions it among 
his first responses to his mother in 1.2, and the 
role of revenger is one he must "con" as carefully 
as the First Player must the lines Hamlet inserts 
in The Murder of Gonzago.

Hamlet is aware of his "role" and its 
demands, which is why he decides not to kill 
Claudius in 3.3. He stops himself and postpones 
his bloody thoughts because mere death is not 
"revenge" enough. The revenge he seeks is 
damnation as well as death, especially since he 
questions his father's state in the afterlife.

Claudius also consciously plays a role. 
He delights less in duplicity than most revenge 
antagonists; he is not the merry schemer 
(compare Titus, Tamora, Aaron, or Richard 
III). He shows the strain of his false role in his 
3.1 aside:

How smart a lash that speech doth give my 
conscience!

The harlot's cheek, beautied with the 
plastering art,

Is not more ugly to the thing that helps it
Than is my deed to my most painted word.
O heavy burden.       (3.1.51-55)

He even seeks to repent his crime, perhaps 
a first in the annals of revenge plays; prayer 
is not an action most villains undertake. Yet 
once exposed by the play and by his inability 
to repent, he is tactical in seeking to preserve 
what he originally murdered to get by enticing 
others to murder for him—the king of England or 
Laertes. Thus we see the Claudius-who-would-
murder only after meeting the masked man for 
two and a half acts.

Harold Copping's 1897 illustration 
of the play scene as Hamlet's 
Mousetrap springs

For Study or Discussion
Track the mention of time, 

madness, role-playing, and 
theatrical elements such as 
make-up and how they are used 
as images and highlight themes 
in Hamlet.

by William 
Shakespeare

HAMLET
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Perspectives on the Action: Politics—The English Context
In Renaissance Denmark, the monarch was 

chosen by election from within the royal family. 
To the English, however, for whom primogeniture 
is the basis for assigning the crown, on some 
level Claudius will feel like a usurper because 
the previous king had a son and heir. The text 
plays on each tradition for effect. 

In 1.2, before the Ghost's full revelation, 
Claudius seems to be a ruler stepping into a 
crisis and dealing with it well, bringing security 
and safety to Denmark while Hamlet begins 
destabilizing court life. Ironically, after 1.5, we 
know Claudius secretly destabilized the system.  
The court sees one reality, but thereafter Hamlet 
and the audience see quite another.

By whatever procedure Claudius was 
named monarch, we know he is a murderer—
both fratricide and regicide. Furthermore, in 2.2 
Hamlet asserts that Claudius "popped between 
th' election and my hopes" to reign, putting more 
edge on Claudius's actions by keeping Hamlet 
off the throne.
Shakespeare's Portrayal of History
• Considering Hamlet an assassination story 

(as it is, though a secret one) highlights 
its comparison with the tragedy that 
precedes it in Shakespeare's canon, 
Julius Caesar (1599), a play Shakespeare 
mentions twice in Hamlet. In context of 
contemporary history, back-to-back plays 

about assassination plots 
almost become Elizabethan 
docudramas.
• Moreover, the previous 
200 years of political history 
had been the focus of 
Shakespeare's first decade 
of playwriting with eight plays 
(two tetralogies) treating the 
monarchy from Richard II 
through Richard III—Henry 
Bolingbroke's usurpation and 
its consequences.
The Progression of the 
English Crown 

• 14th-century royalty: King Edward III, 
crowned as a boy, ruled for 55 years and 
had five sons survive to marry and have 
descendants who fought over the crown.

• 1399: childless King Richard II's heir 
was Mortimer, a 9-year-old in the line 
of Edward III's second oldest surviving 
son. But while Richard was in Ireland, his 
banished first cousin from the third branch 

 "One may smile and     
 smile and be a villain."
         —Hamlet, 1.5

of Edward III's sons, Henry Bolingbroke, 
staged a coup, usurped power, forced 
Richard to abdicate, and later apparently 
had him murdered, becoming King Henry 
IV out of primogeniture order.

• For a decade there were rebellions led by 
those backing Mortimer, especially the 
Percy family which had married into that 
royal line. They were ultimately defeated.

• Another critical marriage was Mortimer's 
sister Anne's marriage to Richard of 
Cambridge, the heir to Edward III's fourth 
surviving son. Their son, Richard, Duke of 
York, claimed the crown as legitimate heir 
in the Mortimer line (the second branch) 
and began the Wars of the Roses, lasting 
from about 1445 to 1471, when the direct 
Lancastrian line was ended (or to 1485, if 
you take it to the Battle of Bosworth Field 
and the rise of the Tudors).

• Henry VII, victor at Bosworth, had no claim 
to the crown by primogeniture; he claimed 
it on the basis of trial by combat.

• His son, Henry VIII, caused more 
inheritance issues, complicated by his six 
marriages and three heirs, some of whose 
legitimacy was questioned, given Henry's 
conversion and divorce.

• Queen Elizabeth I herself was considered 
illegitimate by Catholics, who saw her 
cousin, the Catholic-convert Mary, Queen 
of Scots, as the legitimate heir to the 
English crown.

• There were many assassination attempts 
and plots against Elizabeth I during her 
reign, one of which forced her to sign her 
cousin Mary's death warrant in 1587.

• In 1601, the ambitious Earl of Essex 
mounted an unsuccessful coup against 
Elizabeth at a time when England feared 
the stability of the kingdom, given the 
aging and ailing queen's lack of a named 
heir. This is when Hamlet appeared. 

So Shakespeare had been meditating 
theatrically on power, usurpation, murder, 
and their consequences almost since he put 
quill to parchment for the stage. He worked in 
mini-series to great success, but with Hamlet 
he compresses the action into a single play 
with three political arcs—the Claudius/Hamlet, 
the Laertes rebellion, and the Fortinbras threat. 
For a contemporary audience, there would be 
relevant, timely associations for these ideas—
and we might observe that the lure of political 
power has not waned since Shakespeare's day.

The Mousetrap, which reenacts 
Claudius's murder that drives the 
revenge play (Ungern and Sternberg).

by William 
Shakespeare
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Perspectives on the Action: Politics in the Play's Danish Court
Danish and English history and politics 

overlap; after all, the Danes ruled England in 
the 11th century and had been part of the Anglo-
Saxon migration in the preceding centuries. If 
we keep the story of Hamlet in Denmark, then 
the "election" of a monarch by tribal leaders or 
the court cabinet as was its tradition since the 
tribal Anglo-Saxon days would be used at King 
Hamlet's sudden death. At that time, Claudius 
is at Elsimore; Hamlet is at the university in 
Wittenberg. For reasons never fully discussed, 
Claudius was chosen king despite Hamlet's 
popularity with the people. Do we assume that 
Claudius had his plan and chose his moment? 
What was that moment?

After writing nine English history plays in the 
first decade of his career, Shakespeare shows 
he understands the machinations of the political 
world (or his stage version of it), and as one who 
performed at court and had a titled (and later a 
royal) patron, he has seen or heard the ways 
of the ambitious, the means and maneuvers 
of rivalries, and the deft verbal blows of skilled 
and vigilant courtiers. Yet compared to Julius 
Caesar and many of the history plays, which 
are plays of scheming the deed, Hamlet is a 
play of aftermath—the deed is done; now will 
the usurper pay? (Compare 1 & 2 Henry IV.)

Having murdered to get the crown, Claudius 
means to enjoy it. He may be a paranoid 
monarch suspecting every move or a genial, 
competent king, deft at deflecting foreign policy 
problems and comfortable with his obliging 
court at home. He is a politician who deals with 
challenges and who gathers information about 
anything that seems out of line, namely Hamlet. 
Political Elements
• Claudius's relationship with his court
• Claudius's relationship with his close 

advisor, Polonius, and their impulse 
for spying, surveillance, hiding, and 
"indirections"

• Polonius's role and responsibilities, the 
finding or ferreting out information, 
knowing everything that's going on, being 
efficient and protective of his family (is he 
coldly manipulative or sometimes foolish?)

• the role of Fortinbras and his foreign threat, 
a threat based on the actions of dead King 
Hamlet and King Fortinbras years before

• the new threat to Claudius's reign posed 
by the returning Laertes and his "rabble" 
of supporters who cry, "Laertes shall be 
king!"

Watching the security or insecurity of 
knowledge, of political power, and of professed 
loyalty makes the play a political thriller. Claudius 
may give the appearance of security, but from the 
moment we first see him, someone is mounting 
an attack against him, and attacks continue 
from a ghost, the ghost's son, and two other 
dissatisfied sons of dead fathers.

Claudius deflects threats—he sends 
emissaries to the King of Norway, asking him to 
control his nephew; he sends Hamlet to England 
the moment he perceives Hamlet knows the truth 
and asks the King of England to kill him; and 
he re-directs Laertes's venom against Hamlet. 
For a moment it looks as if he has succeeded, 
but then Hamlet returns just as Laertes did, and 
the scene is set for a showdown.

How should Hamlet, presumably his 
father's heir, react to finding himself still Prince 
of Denmark and now heir to his uncle's throne? 
Throughout the play he mentions ambition, 
dangling it in front of various listeners. Is that 
a feint or a truth but no longer the truth? At the 
end of the play, Fortinbras speaks of Hamlet 
as a prince who, "had he been put on," would 
have proven "most royal." Has he proven most 
royal through the action of the play, or has he 
sold his future to avenge the past?

The clearest indication of how the action of 
the play appears to those on stage is the group 
response when Hamlet avenges his father's 
murder and stabs Claudius; the cry is "treason! 
treason!" The appearance is that Hamlet has 
committed regicide; the truth, as Horatio and 
we know, is more complicated and will now 
finally come out.

 Kronberg Castle/Elsinore, in 
northern Denmark (fortress 
on site first built in 1420s; 
Renaissance castle built from 
1574-85 by Frederick II, though 
the interior was badly damaged 
by fire in 1629). Elsinore is an 
anglicization of the name of 
the nearby town of Helsingør. 
Olivier, Gielgud, Christopher 
Plummer, Derek Jacobi, David 
Tennant, and Jude Law have all 
performed Hamlet there.

 Interior 
court at 
Elsinore

 (Photo by 
Leonard 
Frank)

 Claudius manipulating and plotting 
with Laertes—more "poison" in the 
ear (H.C. Selous, 1830)

by William 
Shakespeare
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Perspectives on the Action: Family
Shakespeare roots his tragedies in family 

relationships, and many of the complications 
come from the needs and snarls of those shifting 
emotional bonds.

In Hamlet, relationships get redefined:
• Gertrude marries her husband's brother, 

Claudius, and remains queen
• Hamlet has a newly dead father and a new 

stepfather, and apparently it is 3.4 before 
he and his mother ever fully discuss this 
fact

• Hamlet seems to be or to have been in love 
with Ophelia

• Both Laertes and Polonius take a 
proprietary view of Ophelia's relationship 
with Hamlet; they tell her what to do and 
expect her to obey

• Ophelia lets herself be used as a decoy for 
others to spy on Hamlet

• Ophelia finds herself spurned by the man 
she loves, who then kills her father

• Laertes loses his entire family, and by the 
end of the play, so does Hamlet.

Grief
There's been a death in the family. That 

event alters the political leadership of Denmark, 
certainly, but it also has a deep personal effect 
on Hamlet and Gertrude. Losing a loved father 
and an admired king suddenly and unexpectedly, 
never saying farewell (or so Hamlet believes 
early on) leaves scars that take time to heal. 

The death followed by 
the equally unexpected 
marriage of his mother 
to Claudius leaves the 
prince with a tangled 
emotional response— 
love, gr ief,  doubt, 
disgust—and with no 
means of expression 
save soli loquy, no 
outlet but holding his 
tongue (an ironic start 
for the longest role in 
Shakespeare).

G r i e f  s h a p e s 
action and character 

in Hamlet.  Because there's been a death, 
Fortinbras, Gertrude, Hamlet, Laertes, and 
Ophelia all react and do things they might not 
otherwise do, see the world differently than they 
did before, access different parts of themselves. 
Everyone is known and familiar at Elsinore, but 
no one is quite who he was or who she intended 

to be. The first two scenes of Hamlet give us a 
midnight-haunting ghost and a court discussion 
after a funeral and wedding; the last two scenes 
occur in a graveyard and a castle that becomes 
a slaughterhouse. Death is decidely the subject 
of the play in ways that go beyond the "I'm gonna 
get you" of the revenge motif.

Grief is the very emotion Claudius tries to 
deny the court. He barely mourns his brother 
before he marries his queen, supplanting one 
ritual with another; he counsels Hamlet to stop 
grieving; he deflects Laertes's angry grief and 
uses it as a lethal weapon for his own advantage. 
Claudius wants no one to think of death, but 
Shakespeare manages to saturate the play 
with it nonetheless.

The sudden realignments leave Hamlet 
reeling. Ophelia, who suddenly cuts him off 
after seeing him regularly, reports his strange 
visit to her closet; the next day Hamlet berates 
and abandons her in 3.1, but then in 3.2 chats 
with her at the play. Hamlet visits his mother's 
closet that night and their mutual tongue-lashing 
finally provokes their long overdue conversation. 

The Ghost is not gentle with his son; he 
gives him a fearsome task, but he, too, grieves. 
His lament for his lost wife plants disturbing 
ideas about Gertrude before he urges Hamlet  to 
"leave her to Heaven." No wonder after Hamlet 
stabs Polonius he taunts, "almost as bad, good 
mother, / As kill a king and marry with his brother" 
(3.4.29-30). He has to know the truth about 
Gertrude as well as about Claudius while he's 
catching consciences.
Desire

Hamlet, as Freud notices, seems very 
interested in his mother's sexuality. That may be 
an Oedipus complex, but it may also be part of 
the displacement in the play. The marriage we 
might expect, as Gertrude says over the grave 
in 5.1, is Hamlet and Ophelia's. Hamlet may 
be a man in love, a man full of desire, but his 
uncle's relationship, not his, gets the fulfillment 
of desire. Hamlet chastizes both the women 
in his life about their sexuality; Laertes and 
Polonius counsel Ophelia about sex as a threat 
to honor; Ophelia in her madness sings about 
sexuality. When the play is not grief-stricken, 
it is phemerone-laden. A play in which nothing 
happens? The play seethes with emotion, and 
characters entangle themselves until only a 
stream, a cup, or a sword can offer relief.

Activity: Track Hamlet's family 
and Ophelia's family at 
Elsinore. What are the 
relationships and how does 
the action alter them? How 
do the individuals fare? 
What can they control and 
what can they not?

 The original Hamlet family 
together briefly in 3.4

by William 
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Timeline of Hamlet's Action
• 1.1-1.5: late one night through 

late the next night
• 2.1-4.4: two months later, 

during three days and nights
• 4.5-5.2: some time later (gap 

uncertain, a week or two?)
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"That Is the Question": Interpretive Points and Pivots
So many critical and textual cruxes fill 

Hamlet, fueling the fascination and curiosity of 
scholars and audiences alike. The theatre offers 
its own crucible for rarifying elements of the 
play, each time a different path or combination 
to explore the possibilities of the story. Every  
new choice rebalances the nature of the play.
Some Interpretive Cruxes
• Was King Hamlet a good king? Is Claudius a 

good or bad king (aside from the murder)?
• What sort of relationship did Claudius and 

Gertrude have before King Hamlet died?
• Is the ghost a demon or King Hamlet's 

actual spirit?
• Is Hamlet's "madness" all antic or is it ever 

real?
• Is Hamlet active or passive? 
Does he think enough or 
too much? Does he delay 
inappropriately, or does he ask 
important questions?
• Have Hamlet and Ophelia 
had a sexual relationship? 
• Does Hamlet know 
Claudius and Polonius are 
eavesdropping in 3.1?
• Does Hamlet's talk with his 
mother in 3.4 change her 
relationship with Claudius? 
• What are the "rules" of 
revenge according to Hamlet? 
Does he know revengers die 

with their revenge? What Is Laertes's 
view?

• Does Gertrude choose to drink poison wine?
Some Production Cruxes
• Does the audience see the Ghost?
• What kind of event is 1.2—a huge public 

gathering or insiders' circle? Where is 
Hamlet placed at the opening of 1.2? Is he 
the immediate visual focus or is he in the 
background?

• How does Hamlet greet Horatio? Are they 
close friends? How does Hamlet later 
greet Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? How 
close is their friendship?

• Does Hamlet face the Ghost with his sword 
drawn at the spectre or held up with the hilt 
as a cross?

• Is Hamlet gentle or violent with Ophelia in 
3.1?

• How does Claudius react to The Mousetrap?
• What does mad Ophelia use as "flowers"? 

(real flowers? sticks? something else?)?
• What is the nature of the sword bout? How 

is the sword exchange handled?

Some Textual Cruxes
There are three basic Renaissance texts 

for Hamlet—two quarto and a folio (named by 
the size of the page; a quarto is large-paperback 
size and a folio the size of a coffee-table book). 
1) In 1603, a quarto version unauthorized 

by Shakespeare's acting company was 
printed, now known as the first quarto 
(Q1, 2154 lines) or the bad quarto. It is a 
strange and flawed text, therefore "bad," 
and scholars believe it may be a memorial 
reconstruction by one of the minor actors. 
Polonius is called Corambis in this version, 
and Hamlet's "To be or not to be" soliloquy 
is his entry to 2.2, not 3.1, putting it before 
"O what a rogue and peasant slave." 

2) The acting company printed a more 
accurate, authorized text in 1604, the 
second quarto (Q2, 3674 lines) or 
"good" quarto. It is recognizably like the 
text in most modern editions, and "To be or 
not to be" is now in 3.1. 

3) In 1623, Heminges and Condell, actors in 
the King's Men, published Shakespeare's 
collected works  in a folio edition, 
including Hamlet (F1, 3535 lines). This text 
and Q2 each have lines not in the other, so 
editors often conflate Q2 and F1, including 
all the lines from both, making a script 
unlike any performed at the Globe.

Given the lack of manuscripts, studying 
Shakespeare's original printed texts requires 
knowledge of Renaissance printing practices 
as well, for spelling was not yet codified in the 
Renaissance. Each typesetter used his own 
spelling habits and might substitute letters such 
as v for u, if he ran short while setting a page. 
Typesetters also sometimes omitted words or 
lines (as at 1.4.36). 
Some examples of textual cruxes:

• In the first line of Hamlet's first soliloquy 
(1.2), is the flesh too too "sallied," "sullied," or 
"solid" (readings of Q1, F1, and other editors)?

• The punctuation for Hamlet's "o what a 
piece of work is a man" speech differs, thus 
shifting its meaning: is it "how infinite in faculties, 
in form and moving how express and admirable, 
in action how like an angel, in apprehension how 
like a god" (F1) or "how infinite in faculties, in 
form and moving; how express and admirable 
in action, how like an angel in apprehension, 
how like a god" (Q2)?

• Should "To be or not to be" occur in 2.2 
(Q1) or 3.1 (Q2, F1)? What are the implications 
of each context for the character of Hamlet?

Pursuing Interpretations
A quick way to understand 

the implications of interpretive 
differences is to watch YouTube 
clips of the Ghost with Hamlet, 
clips of Claudius's reaction in 
the play scene, and clips of the 
end of the sword fight in 5.2. The 
films by Olivier, Zeffirelli (with Mel 
Gibson), the BBC, Branagh, the 
Roundhouse production (with 
Nicol Williamson), the New York 
Shakespeare Festival (with Kevin 
Kline) and modern adaptations  
with Ethan Hawke and David 
Tennant all offer a variety of views 
of these key moments.

by William 
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    Hamlet under surveillance in 3.1 
(Sir John Gilbert)



Hamlet's Soliloquies
Many soliloquies in Shakespeare are 

schemers's—those who speak their solitary, 
secret thoughts aloud are those who cannot 
speak them to anyone else—villains Iago, 
Edmund, Aaron, and political plotters York and 
his son, Richard, soon to be Richard III, or 
those torn by a violent determination, such as 
Brutus. Conflicted comic lovers also soliquize, 
as do Proteus, Beatrice and Benedick, and 
Viola. Clarifying one's thoughts is a dynamic 
progression. Many of the soliloquies reveal a 
changing state of mind and therefore give the 
audience greater understanding of character, 
motivation, and a character's self-assessment. 
Soliloquy 1/ middle of 1.2
What has changed: 
 • Hamlet's father has died and mother 

remarried within a month of the funeral
 • The "garden" of the world—once Edenic?—

now seems overgrown with weeds (an 
image Shakespeare also uses for misrule 
in Richard II's famous garden scene)

What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 
in Hamlet:

 • He feels he can change nothing ("I must 
hold my tongue") and, brokenhearted, 
would rather leave the corrupted world by 
"self-slaughter" were that sanctioned by 
God.

Elements to notice:
 • awareness of God and divine sanction
 • the diction/imagery used for what was 

versus what is now

Soliloquy 2/ end of 1.2
What has changed:
 • Hamlet learns of his father's ghost 
What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 

in Hamlet:
 • news of his father's ghost activates Hamlet
 • "cannot come to good" becomes "I doubt 

some foul play"
Elements to notice:
 • now the waiting has a focus, the night, 

when he hopes to see the ghost himself

Soliloquy 3/ middle of 1.5
What has changed:
 • the ghost has told Hamlet about the murder
What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 

in Hamlet:
 • this information alters his priorities and 

values
 • "remember" becomes his watchword for 

revenge

Elements to notice:
 • how Hamlet invokes the supernatural/ 

divine
 • how Hamlet echoes the ghost's concern 

with Gertrude as well as Claudius

Soliloquy 4/ end of 2.2
What has changed:
 • Two months have passed; Hamlet is in his 

"antic disposition" 
 • The Player's speech concerns Pyrrhus's 

slaughter of King Priam in Troy—a king, a 
murderer, a grieving queen

What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 
in Hamlet:

 • Hamlet berates himself for not having 
acted, asks if he's a coward, vows to act

 • then Hamlet stops himself from reacting to 
"words" and engages his "brains" to figure 
out how to test Claudius's guilt and the 
Ghost's word—how to know the truth

 • he realizes he can use the same medium 
that just got such a strong reaction out of 
him, the power of enactment, theatre

Soliloquy 4/ middle of 3.1
What has changed:
 • That is a major interpretive issue in 

Hamlet's character—how he can go 
from such clear and active determination 
at the end of 2.2 to what is often seen 
as a meditation on death and inaction. 
Every reader and actor must solve this 
juxtaposition. Are there active readings 
of Hamlet's thoughts in this speech? Or 
should the speech start his entry in 2.2?

What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 
in Hamlet:

 • Hamlet is looking straight at action and 
death now, on the brink of taking fateful 
action

 • He considers how resolution can change, 
but whether he has changed is a matter of 
interpretation

Elements to notice:
 • contrast of "suffer"/"take arms" and later 

"bear"/"fly to"
 • questions about death and afterlife
 • "puzzles the will," "conscience does make 

cowards," link of "sicklied" to "thought"

Two versions of Hamlet with 
his father's ghost: above, 1.4, H. C. 
Selous (1830) ; below, 1.5, by John 
Gilbert (19th century)

by William 
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Hamlet's Soliloquies (continued)

Soliloquy 5/ end of 3.2
What has changed:
 • Hamlet believes Claudius's reaction to the 

play has confirmed his guilt 
What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 

in Hamlet:
 • Hamlet feels he can now confidently enact 

his revenge on Claudius as a murderer
 • Being summoned by his mother, Hamlet 

also feels he can confront her forcefully 
about her actions: "Let me be cruel, not 
unnatural"

 • Hamlet's "bloody" rhetoric is reminiscent of 
the middle of the 2.2 soliloquy, but now it 
seems ready to be more than "words"

Elements to notice:
 • "the witching time" and references to spirits 

walking as "contagion"
 • "Now could I drink hot blood," "daggers" in 

reference to visiting mother

Soliloquy 6/ end of 3.3
What has changed:
 • Hamlet unexpectedly discovers Claudius 

alone and in prayer
What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 

in Hamlet:

 • Hamlet focuses his bloody thoughts onto 
Claudius and starts to kill him

 • then he stops because he believes killing 
Claudius in prayer will save his soul

Elements to notice:
 • the code of revenge requires a worse fate 

for Claudius than ghost's purgatorial state

Soliloquy 7/ end of 4.4 
What has changed:
 • after killing Polonius, Hamlet is sent to 

England 
 • Hamlet sees young Fortinbras leading his 

army to fight for a corner of Poland
What change Hamlet seeks or what changes 

in Hamlet:
 • Hamlet is angry with himself for not already 

killing Claudius and senses his "dull 
revenge" slipping away from him

 • Hamlet compares himself to Fortinbras and 
feels Fortinbras should be emulated

Elements to notice:
 • as he often does in soliloquy (2.2, 3.1, 

3.3), Hamlet focuses on the power of 
reason or thought, here also perceived as 
problematic

 • ends with "my thoughts be bloody or be 
nothing worth" (compare the 3.2 soliloquy)

The Imagery of Hamlet
In the mid-1930s, Caroline Spurgeon and 

Wolfgang Clemen examined the insights offered 
by Shakespeare's imagery, and since then 
scholars have sifted ever more finely through 
implications and allusions in the plays. Spurgeon 
and Clemen still offer good starting points for 
considering the effect of imagery in Hamlet.

Because the central event affecting the 
play is poisoning—first the poisoning of King 
Hamlet and by 5.2 the poisoning of Gertrude, 
Laertes, Hamlet, and Claudius—we should not 
be surprised to find the central constellation of 
imagery to be, as Spurgeon notes, "sickness, 
disease or blemish of the body … an ulcer or 
tumour." She continues by arguing for the effect 
of the pattern on the protagonist:

the shock of the discovery of his father's murder 
and the sight of his mother's conduct have 
been such that when the play opens Hamlet 
has already begun to die, to die internally; 
because all the springs of life—love, laughter, 
joy, hope, belief in others—are becoming frozen 
at their source, are being gradually infected by 
the disease of the spirit which is—unknown to 
him—killing him.

Spurgeon, Caroline. 
Shakespeare's Imagery and 
What It Tells Us, from a 1958 
Beacon Hill reprint of the 1935 
Cambridge UP original. From 
pp. 316, 318. 

Clemen, Wolfgang. The 
Development of Shakespeare's 
Imagery, from a 1951 Hill 
and Wang edition based on 
revisions to Clemen's original 
1935 German text. From pp. 
106-10.

Clemen, for his part, roots his sense of the 
play's powerful imagery in Hamlet's incisive 
perception: 

The surprisingly new possibilities of language 
which make this play appear a turning-point in 
the development of Shakespeare's style seems 
to have their origin in the personality of Hamlet. 
The new language comes from him, in him it 
attains to perfection.… 

Indeed, Clemen continues, the significance 
of Hamlet's imagery "[marks] the atmosphere 
and theme of the play."

Clemen observes that Hamlet's images are 
usually "concrete and precise, simple … and 
easy to understand," rather than being "poetic." 
In short, Clemen argues,

Hamlet's use of imagery reflects his ability to 
penetrate to the real nature of men and things 
and his relentless breaking down of the barriers 
raised by hypocrisy. Many of his images seem 
in fact designed to unmask men.... He perceives 
what is false, visualizing his recognition through 
imagery.

We readily see such imagery in his use of 
pipe and sponge in describing the actions of 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

 Eugene Delacroix, Claudius at 
Prayer (1844); below, John  

Austen's title image

by William 
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Critics on Shakespearean Tragedy
The Traditional Patterns of Tragedy before the Renaissance

• Aristotle: tragedy arouses and purges pity (unmerited misfortune caused by error or frailty) and 
fear (misfortune of a man like ourselves)

• Hebraic pattern: alienation; separation from normative, from loved deity, from cosmic order or 
principle of conduct via choice, suffering, guilt

• Greek pattern: fate more than guilt; the gods' hands in every action; therefore, man not 
completely responsible but accepts responsibility

• Christian pattern: in doctrine, Christianity makes tragedy impossible, since forgiveness is almost 
always possible, yet get treatment of guilty and remorseful soul

• medieval pattern: a total reversal of fortune, coming unawares upon a man who stands in high 
degree, happy and apparently secure (Fortune's wheel)

Some Critics' Descriptions of Shakespeare's Tragic Vision

• Brunetière (17th century France)—Tragedy is the representation of the will of man in conflict

• Hegel (19th century)—The driving force in tragedy is 
the conflict of opposites

• A. C. Bradley (1904)—The main source of deeds is 
character [Bradley is known for character criticism]. 
The central feeling of Shakespearean tragedy is 
waste. The tragic trait is a fatal tendency to identify 
one's whole being with one interest, object, passion, 
or habit of mind. The protagonist's tragic trait—
which is also his greatness—is fatal to him, though 
indomitability in defeat is a triumph.

• Maynard Mack (1952)—The hero in the course of 
action becomes his own antithesis, then recovers or 
achieves a synthesis (another kind of power or sanity)

• John Holloway (1961): The protagonist goes from 
being a paragon to being estranged from society 

through increasing alienation to being scapegoat or in a sacrificial role. In Shakespeare, the 
protagonist makes the great refusal of interdependence with human society.

• Kenneth Muir (1963): "There is no such thing as Shakespearian Tragedy; there are only 
Shakespearian tragedies."

• John Lawlor (1966): The world of appearance is a world of illusion (we are blind to what 
is outside our own conception and we can be wrong). Unalterable reality is not finally 
conformable to our best intentions, even when strongly willed

• Jonathan Dollimore (1993): Elizabethan/Jacobean drama offers a challenge, "not a vision of 
political freedom so much as a subversive knowledge of political domination,a knowledge 
which interrogated prevailing beliefs, submitted them to a kind of intellectual vandalism"   
[cultural materialism]

by William 
Shakespeare
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 "My fate cries out…"
            —Hamlet, 1.4
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Oliv ier 's long, dramatic, 
periolous climb to a perilous meeting 
with the Ghost on the rampart high 
above the crashing waves, one of 
the iconic moments in his filmed 
Hamlet (1948)

Working with Criticism
• Which pattern best describes 

the action and protagonist in 
the play? Why?

• Which description(s) of 
Shakespeare's tragic vision 
seems best to fit Hamlet? 
How and why?



Hamlet Productions on Video—Seeing Great Performances

• 1948: Laurence Olivier directing and 
starring as Hamlet. The post-Holocaust 
milieu contributed to the opening comment: 
"This is the tragedy of a man who could 
not make up his mind." He also takes the 
Freudian view of the play (the actress 
playing Gertrude is actually 13 years 
younger than Olivier) and focuses it 
tightly on Elsinore—cutting Fortinbras, 
Rosencrantz, and Gildenstern.

• 1964: Grigori Kozintsev's Russian 
film is highly political, and consequently 
excises many soliloquies. The broken 
cross (seen below) is one of several motifs 
that enrich the film, along with Innokenty 
Smoktunovsky's Hamlet.

• 1990: Following up Mel Gibson's 
fame in Mad Max and Lethal Weapon, 
Franco Zeffirelli cast him as an 
action-hero Hamlet and cut Fortinbras. 
The action moves briskly as Zeffirelli 
also emphasizes the Oedipal aspect 
of the play, casting Glenn Close (less 
than a decade older than Gibson) as 
Gertrude and using a host of British 
film stars in a medieval castle.

• 1996: Kenneth Branagh 
directs and stars in a 
full-script, four-hour 
Hamlet using British 
stage and film stars anf 
French and American 
film stars in bit roles 
The film uses a late 
Victorian setting and 

centers on a hall 
of two-way mirror 
doors well used in 
3.1 for soliloquy 
and Ophelia scene.

• 2000: Michael 
Almereyda chose 
a contemporary 
corporate setting for 
the tragedy, starring 
29-year-old Ethan 
Hawke. Modern 
technology also 
plays a large role since Hamlet is a film 
student.

• 2009: 
The Royal 
Shakespeare 
Company 
(RSC) cast the 
BBC's Dr. Who 
star David 
Tennant  in 
an edgy, 
modern-dress 

production directed by Greg Doran and 
 also starring Patrick Stewart and even more 

modern technology. Filmed from          
stage. Streams free on PBS website.

• 2016: Not yet on film, but the latest RSC 
staging starred the company's first black 
Hamlet, 25-year-old Paapa Essiedu, in a 
modern African-set production of a student  
educated abroad who returns to a changed 
country and whose "madness" includes 
political art.

by William 
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About Cuts
Films of Hamlet often cut 

entire plot lines and characters: 
What is the story of the play 
without Fortinbras? or without 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? 
What is the value and import of 
these plot lines and characters  
for the action? And what might 
Shakespeare have used the brief 
presence of pirates to suggest 
or enlighten? Are they relevant?



Only two women have speaking roles 
in Hamlet. The player portraying the Player 
Queen is demonstrably a boy—as all the 
females on stage in Shakespeare's time would 
have been. Shakespeare enjoys pointing out 
the metatheatre of his women's crossgender 
existence, whether "women" are disguised as 
men or boys playing female.

Artists have always been fascinated by 
Ophelia; she is young, appealing, and eventually 
mad—what better inspiration for art? (Is she as 
"sweet" and "pathetic" as some commentators 
suggest?)

Compare these portraits of Ophelia's mad 
moments and consider their implications: How 
is her madness portrayed? What color(s) is she 
wearing? What flowers does she have (are they 
those Gertrude mentions)? What state does 
Ophelia seems to be in? What is the look on 
her face, in her eyes? Is she alone? What is the 
range of Ophelia's character in these portraits?

How would you portray mad Ophelia?
(Note: On the Renaissance stage, the only 

time a woman wore her 
hair down was if she were 
mad or in deep grief.)

Ophelia: "I Have Heard of Your Paintings, Too"

by William 
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Above, Ophelia by Sir John 
Gilbert; below, John Everett Millais's 
famous 1852 pre-Raphael i te  
 "Ophelia." Right above: Mad Ophelia 
by H. C. Selous (1830), center, Ophelia 
by Ernest Hébert (1890s); below, by J. 
W. Waterhouse (1905)
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Activities: Preparing Students Not Reading the Play

2) A narrative plot summary:
Try using the first three paragraphs without 

the separate final one and discuss where this 
action might lead (what should happen? what 
might happen?), so there's still suspense when 
students see the play, but they can understand 
the intersecting paths that shape the ending.

After the play, ask them to consider the 
difference between reading a plot summary and 
experiencing the full action.

King Hamlet has recently died and Queen 
Gertrude has married the newly chosen king, her 
husband's brother Claudius. Her grieving son, 
Hamlet, meets his father's ghost, who reveals 
that he was murdered by Claudius and charges 
Hamlet to avenge his death. Two months later 
Hamlet is acting deranged in public, a cover while 
he tries to decide if he should trust the ghost, who 
might be a devil tempting him to murder. To get 
corroboration of the secret crime, he asks some 
actors to stage a scene like his father's murder, 
and Claudius's reaction confirms his guilt. 

Meanwhile, Claudius and his chief advisor, 
Polonius, have dealt with a foreign threat from the 
young Norwegian prince Fortinbras and are now 
so concerned about Hamlet they have begun 
watching him. They use Polonius's daughter 
Ophelia, whom Hamlet has loved, as a decoy, 
then arrange for Polonius to overhear Gertrude's 
conversation with Hamlet after the play. Instead 
of being scolded, however, Hamlet scolds his 
mother for her betrayal of his father and her 
second marriage, hears Polonius behind the 
curtain, kills him, and then sees his father's ghost 
again. Claudius, recognizing the threat Hamlet 
now poses, sends him to England and in a letter 
secretly asks the English king to kill Hamlet.

Polonius's son Laertes returns seeking 
revenge for his father's murder only to learn that 
his sister Ophelia has gone mad and drowned. 
When Hamlet returns after a fight at sea with 
pirates, Claudius enlists Laertes to plot against 
Hamlet. They plan a sword bout, but Laertes will 
fight with a sharp blade and poison it; Claudius 
will also poison Hamlet's drink.

 
The fight proves mortal to all as Gertrude 

drinks the poisoned wine and dies, Laertes 
stabs Hamlet, and Hamlet takes that sword, 
stabs Laertes back, and then stabs Claudius. 
Fortinbras enters to find dead bodies and is 
named the new king.

Two Approaches to Introducing the Story 
for Those Not Reading the Play

1) A schematic context for the action
We deal with the ruling family of Denmark, 

so the matters of family are also matters of state. 
The action has:

• a foreign threat, Fortinbras, who now 
claims Danish territory years after his 
father died in combat trying to win that 
land. Claudius appeals to the current king 
of Norway, Fortinbras's uncle, and turns 
aside the threat. 

• a domestic/ family threat, Hamlet, who 
seems to have gone mad after his father's 
recent death and mother' re-marriage to 
his uncle, the new king Claudius. Hamlet is 
verbally "acting out."

• a political crisis after Hamlet kills 
Claudius's chief advisor, Polonius, and  
when Polonius's son Laertes confronts 
Claudius demanding revenge amid a 
popular uprising. 

• a secret threat from Hamlet, whose father's 
ghost has told him he was murdered by 
Claudius and charged Hamlet to avenge 
the crime.

So there is a public view of affairs and a 
private/secret view of the action. Claudius and 
Hamlet are in a different play than the other 
characters; only they know King Hamlet was 
murdered. From this perspective, Claudius is 
the problem. From the perspective of the court, 
however, Hamlet is the problem with his strange 
actions and dress and his verbal disrespect for 
court officials and his family, the monarchs.

Claudius and Hamlet both role-play, and as 
a result we watch a play-within-a-play throughout 
Hamlet, not just when the players stage The 
Murder of Gonzago to entertain the court but 
secretly help Hamlet prove Claudius's guilt. Like 
Hamlet, we are "in the know."

As is usual in Shakespeare plays, there is a 
main plot, the story of the murder and revenge, 
and a subplot line, the story of the Polonius family. 
Fortinbras provides another subplot line external 
to Elsinore. They serve to highlight the major 
issues and the plight of the articulate prince.

Hamlet holding Yorick's skull, 
part of the Shakespeare statue in 
Stratford-upon-Avon, England, and 
(below) a 21st-century version of the 
iconic moment
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 "O cursed spite
 That ever I was born to 

set it right!"
              —Hamlet, 1.5
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Activities: Considering the Issues of the Play
REVENGE

Revenge plays are among the oldest in the 
Western tradition. Taking the law into our own 
hands and slaughtering those who "deserve" it 
seems to fascinate humans, from the Oresteia to 
Kill Bill to the "He had it coming" of the musical 
Chicago to the daily headlines.
• Discuss or write about the issue of revenge:
 -- why it remains so potent
 -- what mitigates against it and why it   

 seems compelling 
 -- if you were Hamlet, would you    

 commit murder to avenge your  
 slain father, especially if you could   
 not prove he was actually murdered

• Write your own soliloquy, prose or verse, on 
the subject.

• Debate the legitimacy of revenge in terms of 
the play and in our culture.

• Revenge plays, which are a kind of 
murder mystery, were very popular in the 
Elizabethan era, and audiences expected 
a number of elements to appear in such 
a play. Identify if these usual components 
appear in Hamlet and if so, discuss how:

 -- discovery of a wrong, usually a murder 
 -- a need to find "who done it," for that is   

 unknown or secret for a time
 -- a need for justice but the inability to get            

 it because the murderer is in power   
         or closely linked to that power

 -- madness on the part of the avenger
 -- a passage of time between discovery   

 and enactment of revenge
 -- a play within a play as part of the   

 elaborate plan for revenge
 -- a pile of bodies at the end 
 -- the avenger cannot outlive the revenge

LETTERS/ E-MAILS/ ADVICE
• You are Hamlet's fencing partner at court. 

Hamlet and Horatio talk in front of you 
about the crisis. Do you encourage Hamlet 
to get revenge or ask him to reconsider 
killing Claudius? Write your advice.

•  You are Ophelia's lady-in-waiting at court 
and know her situation. Do you counsel 
her to heed her father's commands and his 
plans for involving her to spy on Hamlet 
or not? Should she go talk with Hamlet? 
What do you say? Write your comments.

• If you overheard Gertrude seeking advice 
from your mother after 1.2 or 3.4 or 4.5 or 
5.1, what would your mother say? what 
would you say if you joined in?

HUMAN AND DIVINE
For a Renaissance revenge play, which is 

usually straightforwardly bloodthirsty, Hamlet  
embodies a larger context of divine and mortal 
concerns. 

Discuss or debate the following:
 • is the Ghost Hamlet's father or a demon?
 • is Hamlet justified, in terms of divine and 

human justice, in his actions?
 • is Claudius repentant?
 • is Laertes repentant?
 • is Gertrude repentant?
 • is Hamlet repentant?
Details of when, why, to what extent, and so 

what apply when considering all these 
questions.

MADNESS
• Discuss or debate how we would interpret 

someone who spoke and acted as Hamlet 
does to his friends and officials in Act 2, to 
his girlfriend and family in Act 3, and to his 
friends and the king in Act 4, if we did not 
know about the Ghost.

• Describe the various manifestations of 
Hamlet's antic or real madness in his 
words and actions. 

• Debate if all Hamlet's madness is antic or if 
some might be real, and on what basis we 
can judge.

ART AND HAMLET
• Make a collage of images and words 

expressing the character and issues of 
Hamlet, Claudius, Gertrude, Ophelia, 
Laertes, Polonius, or the Ghost.

• Design a poster (drawn or collaged) that 
expresses the central issues of the play for 
a production of Hamlet. 

• Design a poster for Hamlet (drawn or 
collaged) selecting one central iconic 
image for the action. Justify your choice.

MUSIC
• What form of popular music could best 

express this play? what form(s) could 
express Hamlet's soliloquies? Turn a 
character's point of view into music. 

THE ISSUE OF DELAY
• Debate or stage a mock trial or debate on 

the charge that Hamlet's delay and  
(in)actions cause more harm than does 
Claudius's original murder.
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The Queen by Edwin Austin Abbey
 What is Gertrude's nature and 

what is her culpability or level 
of responsibility in the tragedy? 
What, if anything, does she 
know of Claudius's plans before 
or after murder/marriage? How 
does she take her son's 3.4 
statements? Does she choose a 
side in the conflict?

 Hamlet and Laertes in Ophelia's 
Grave (Edy Legrand)—how 

symbolic is jumping into a grave 
to declare your love in this play?
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Activities: Working with the Text
Quotations: Context and Import

Select one of the following quotations and 
analyze what it means to the character and 
action in its original context and what it means 
in terms of the play's issues and action overall:

• "These indeed seem, 
   For they are actions that a man might play. 
   But I have that within which passes show…."     

  (Hamlet, 1.2.83-5)

• "My fate cries out…"        (Hamlet 1.4.81)

• "Something is rotten in the state of  
Denmark."       (Marcellus, 1.4.90)

• "So the whole ear of Denmark  
   Is by a forgèd process of my death  
   Rankly abused."      (Ghost, 1.5.37-9)

• "By indirections find directions out." 
   (Polonius, 2.1.67)

• "Denmark's a prison."       (Hamlet, 2.2.244)

• "…The play's the thing 
   Wherein I'll catch the conscience of the   

king."       (Hamlet, 2.2.606)

• "To be or not to be, that is the question…."
  "Thus conscience does make cowards   

of us all…."  (Hamlet, 3.1.57, 84)

• "For thou hast been 
    As one … 
   Whose blood and judgment are so well   

commingled
   That they are not a stop for Fortune's    

finger  
   To sound what stop she please."  

  (Hamlet, 3.2.64-5, 68-70)

• "Our wills and fates do so contrary run 
    That our devices still are overthrown; 
    Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our 

own."        (Player King, 3.2.209-11)

• "O limèd soul that, struggling to be free
    Art more engaged."     (Claudius, 3.3.68-9)

• "Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark?"
   (Ophelia, 4.5.21)

• "Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well
   When our deep plots do pall, and that should 

learn us
   There's a divinity that shapes our ends,
   Rough-hew them how we will–"
   (Hamlet, 5.2.8-11)
Now find other relevant enlightening lines.

Dramatic Irony
There had apparently been an earlier 

and very popular version of Hamlet onstage in 
London during the late 1580s, so much of the 
audience for Shakespeare's play may already 
have known the story. 

Watch for moments of dramatic irony when 
Shakespeare may count on the audience's 
already knowing the story, such as the 
watchword for the guards in 1.1—"Long live the 
king!" or Polonius's stepping behind the arras 
to eavesdrop—"I'll enshroud me even here." 
How might Shakespeare be using familiarity to 
highlight his own twists on the action and ideas?

Soliloquies
• Pick one of Hamlet's soliloquies and 

analyze its structure and development of ideas 
and issues, its imagery, its diction choices, and 
where it takes Hamlet's thought from beginning 
to end. Then consider where it is in the play and 
how it fits the large action of scene, act, and play.

• Analyze how the soliloquies show Hamlet's 
arc of development through the play.

Scene Structure
• Study the nature and shifts of action, 

character knowledge, and decision in 2.2, 3.1, 
3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.7, or 5.2. How does Shakespeare 
build his big scenes to complicate the action 
and characters?

• Analyze the juxtaposition of 2.1 to 2.2, 3.2 
to 3.3, or 3.3 to 3.4 and see how Shakespeare 
parallels action and motive as he proceeds.

Protagonist/Antagonist
• Both Hamlet and Claudius have  

consciences and both become murderers. Is 
one a hero and one a villain, or are we in a more 
ambiguous moral realm? Why?

• Hamlet follows Julius Caesar in 
Shakespeare's canon. How are the plays similar 
in action, in protagonist, in issue?

Parallels/Foils
• Compare the motives, actions, responses, 

and ends of Hamlet, Laertes, and Fortinbras, 
three young men of slain fathers who seek to 
avenge their fathers' deaths.

• Compare Gertrude and Ophelia's 
reactions to the loss of love and loved ones.

• Compare Claudius and Laertes as plotters 
against Hamlet.

Giving Out the Flowers
Like florists today, the 

Renaissance had a language 
of flowers, with each associated 
with a particular emotional state 
or message. Below are some 
of the common Renaissance 
associations for certain herbs 
and flowers.

In 4.5, Ophelia enters, 
mad, and distributes flowers to 
Claudius, Gertrude, and Laertes, 
but the text does not say who gets 
which flower. If you were directing 
the scene using real flowers, to 
whom would Ophelia give each 
flower and why?
    rosemary—remembrance
    pansies—love/courtship
    fennel—flattery
    columbine—unchastity,
                ingratitude
    rue—repentance
    daisy—faithlessness
    violets—faithfulness

Rue

Pansies
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