Hamlet


Act II, Scene I Synopsis
Polonius dispatches his servant (Reynaldo) to Paris to deliver some money to Laertes (and also to gather information about his behavior.) 

Ophelia enters, upset and frightened, and tells Polonius about a disturbing visit she has just had from Hamlet. (He was disheveled looking and had a shocking demeanor.)
Polonius quickly concludes that rejected love has caused Hamlet to go mad; Hamlet is the typical courtly lover who’s been spurned by his life’s passion.  He is melancholy… Is he suffering from an imbalance of the humors?
Polonius decides to inform the King immediately.

Act II, Scene I Questions

1. Explain the mission given to Reynaldo.  What does this episode reveal about the character of Polonius?
2. How does Polonius explain Hamlet’s conduct?  
3. Why do you think Polonius is going to tell Claudius about Hamlet’s behavior?   Do you think he has an ulterior motive?

4. Critics disagree about Hamlet’s strange behavior in Ophelia’s room. Some say that he was “putting on an act” as he had promised at the end of Act I, and others suggest that his agitation was real.  With which of these interpretations do you agree?  Why?

Act II, Scene II  Synopsis

Claudius and Gertrude have invited Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (Hamlet’s old friends) to court to spy on Hamlet and find out why he is acting so peculiar.  Hamlet, however, realizes that they are on a spying mission. 
Polonius enters with the news of the two ambassadors who have returned from Norway and reports that the military threat from Fortinbras has been resolved.  

Polonius also tells Gertrude and Claudius that Hamlet’s apparent madness is unrequited love for Ophelia and he offers to arrange an “accidental” meeting between the two young lovers so that Claudius and he can spy on their conversation.

An acting troupe comes to the palace and Hamlet asks the lead actor to insert an extra few lines into the play The Murder of Gonzago.   This play is scheduled to be performed before the King the next night.  

In a soliloquy, Hamlet chastises himself strongly for procrastinating in regard to avenging his father’s murder.  No longer certain that the Ghost was sincere, he decides to test Claudius’ guilt by watching his reaction to a play in which old King Hamlet’s murder will be re-enacted.

Act II, Scene II Questions

1. The significance of this scene is that the main characters make plans to entrap each other and, in doing so, they reveal their true nature and intentions.  Show how this is in the case when:

 

Claudius attempts to entrap Hamlet

 

Hamlet attempts to entrap Claudius

Polonius attempts to entrap Hamlet
Hamlet attempts to entrap Polonius 
2. What does Hamlet accuse himself of in the first part of his soliloquy?  What excuse does he offer for his conduct?

Act II Context Questions

For each of the following speeches

a.  identify the speaker

b. give the context

c. show the dramatic importance
d. identify the figurative language (if applicable)

1. I doubt it is no other but the main;

His father’s death, and our o’erhasty marriage

2. Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t

3.  The play’s the thing 

Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.

3. What would he do

Had he the motive and the cue for passion

That I have?

4.  By indirections, find directions out:

5.  …Brevity is the soul of wit/ And tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes,/ I will be brief.  Your noble son is mad:/ Mad call I it: for, to define true madness,/ What is’t, but to be nothing else but mad?

6. Demark’s a prison.

Act III, Scene I  Synopsis

Polonius and Claudius go ahead with their plan to eavesdrop on Hamlet’s conversation with Ophelia.  
Polonius makes a comment about hypocrisy which troubles Claudius.  This prompts Claudius to reveal his guilty conscience in an aside to the audience.

Ophelia tries to give Hamlet back some of his love tokens.  Hamlet replies by insulting Ophelia (and women in general.)
Claudius is not convinced (from what he has overheard) that Hamlet is mad, but he claims that Hamlet is dangerous.  He plans to send Hamlet away on a mission to England (to get rid of him for awhile.)

Polonius still insists that Hamlet’s behavior is caused by lovesickness and suggests eavesdropping on a conversation between Hamlet and Gertrude. 

Act III, Scene I Questions
1. What words of the king, of Rosencrantz and of Guildenstern suggest that they suspect that Hamlet is not really mad?

2. Explain the king’s aside.  What does it suggest about his character?

3. Some directors clearly indicate that Hamlet becomes aware of the presence of eavesdroppers.  At what point in the scene does the dialogue suggest this possibility?

4. Why does Hamlet treat Ophelia so poorly?  Why does he suggest that she enter a nunnery?

Act III, Scene II  Synopsis

Hamlet gives the actors some last-minute advice on how to perform the play.  He then confides in Horatio, telling him of his plan to test Claudius’ guilt.  Horatio promises to observe Claudius’ reaction to the play.
When the King and Queen, Polonius, Ophelia and the rest of the court enter, Hamlet again plays the madman.  

The play begins…At the moment when the murder of the King is enacted, Claudius walks out, putting an end to the performance.  Hamlet and Horatio are both convinced of Claudius’ guilt.

Polonius tells Hamlet his mother wishes to speak to him.

Act III, Scene II Questions
1. Which dozen or sixteen lines of The Mousetrap do you think Hamlet had a hand in writing?  Explain your ideas.

2. What new importance has Horatio achieved in this scene?  Why does Hamlet admire him? What is ironic about his admiration?

3. Explain the dramatic importance of this scene with regard to the conflict between Hamlet and Claudius.  If it is true that Hamlet has refrained from action until now because of doubts concerning the ghost or his uncle’s guilt, what would we expect him to do now?

4. Group work:

To Hamlet, Claudius’ behavior is conclusive proof of his guilt.  However, other people in The Mousetrap audience may have had different interpretations of what happened.  Each group needs to write a diary entry about the performance (and Claudius’ reaction to the performance) from the point of view of a different character:

Polonius, Ophelia, Gertrude, Rosencrantz or Lucianus (the actor).
Act III, Scene III  Synopsis

Claudius’ plans are moving ahead quickly as he prepares Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to accompany Hamlet to England.

Then, alone on stage, Claudius struggles with his conscience and tries to pray for forgiveness.  He knows, however, that prayer alone will not bring forgiveness if he continues to benefit from his sin.

Hamlet enters, sees the King at prayer and debates with himself whether or not to kill him.

Act III, Scene III Questions

1. Summarize the conflict that Claudius expresses in his prayer.  What were your feelings toward Claudius?  Do you feel sympathy for him or identify with his predicament? Why or why not?
2. Come up with a list of point-form notes about Hamlet’s reasons for not killing Claudius.  Then, rank the reasons, from strongest to weakest.

3. Point out the irony of the King’s last speech.

4. In what sense is this scene a turning point in the career of Hamlet?
Act III, Scene IV Synopsis

Polonius hides behind a tapestry in the Queen’s room so he can eavesdrop on Hamlet and Gertrude’s conversation.  

When Hamlet speaks harshly to Gertrude, she fears that he might hurt her and she cries out.  Polonius also cries out and Hamlet thinks that he has caught Claudius spying and thrusts his sword through the tapestry.  Polonius dies.

As Hamlet shames his mother for marrying Claudius, the Ghost appears to Hamlet.  (Gertrude can’t see the Ghost and thinks Hamlet must be insane.)  

Hamlet convinces Gertrude of his own sanity and of her immorality in marrying Claudius. She promises to lie to Claudius by telling him that Hamlet is, indeed, mad.

Act III, Scene IV Questions

1. Do you think the ghost should have spoken more directly and at length to both Hamlet and Gertrude?  If so, what might he have said?
2. Does Gertrude’s cry for help seem unjustified/justified?  Explain.

3. In killing Polonius as he does, what characteristics does Hamlet exhibit?

4. Of what does Hamlet have to convince his mother, after the ghost’s departure?  Why does her question ‘What shall I do?’ infuriate him?  What does he believe his mother will report to Claudius?

5. How does Hamlet’s last speech in the scene prepare for his escape from the ship taking him to England?

6. Group Work:

Divide into 8 groups.  Each group must review its scene and prepare a report about Hamlet’s behavior-both positive and negative qualities.  Present the report to the class.

The “To be, or not to be” soliloquy

The nunnery scene

Hamlet’s advice to the players

Hamlet’s speech to Horatio

The Mousetrap scene

The prayer scene

The closet scene

The portrait scene-excluding references to the murder of Polonius
Additional Terms to Know:
Motif

Antithesis

Misogyny

Stock characters

Blackfriar’s Theatre/child actors

Satire

Apostrophe

Allusion
HAMLET QUIZ

ACTS ONE –THREE

RESPOND TO ANY FIVE 

VALUE- FIVE (5) POINTS EACH

1.”Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.” Explain.

2.”Frailty, thy name is woman.” Explain why this statement is so significant.

3. Discuss the role of the Ghost in the first three acts of the play.

4. Why was Hamlet so sad at the beginning of the play?  Do you think his mother telling him to cheer up would work? Why or why not?

5. Contrast the family of Polonius with the family of Claudius.

6. What method does Hamlet devise to see whether Claudius is guilty of murder? Discuss.

7. –“to thine own self be true.” Explain the quote, then discuss why it may seem ironic (in the sense that Polonius said it).
Act IV, Scene I  Synopsis

Gertrude tells Claudius about Polonius’ death.  She also follows through on her promise to Hamlet and confirms that he is mad.

Claudius resolves to send Hamlet away to England immediately.  

Questions:

1. In lines 1-32, both Gertrude and Claudius are pretending to some extent.  After each of their speeches, write what you think their innermost thoughts would be.

2. Claudius voices a number of fears in this scene.  Make a list of everything Claudius is afraid of.  What do you think Claudius fears most?

Act IV, Scene II Synopsis

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern try to find out from Hamlet where Polonius’ body is hidden, but Hamlet refuses to tell them.  

They tell Hamlet he must go with them to see Claudius, so Hamlet leads them on a chase…

Questions:

1. An analogy is an extended comparison of two things that are alike in some respects.  Hamlet uses an analogy to describe Rosencrantz.  What is he comparing him to?

2. Using direct evidence from the play, show Hamlet’s opinion of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

Act IV, Scene III  Synopsis

Hamlet is brought before Claudius and finally tells him where Polonius’ body is hidden.

Claudius tells Hamlet he has to go to England immediately (for his won safety.)

Once Claudius is alone, he reveals his plan to send the King of England a letter containing instructions to kill Hamlet as soon as he reaches England.
Questions:

1. Hamlet’s thoughts take a macabre turn in this scene.  The kind of humor he uses is called “black humor.”  Find an example from this scene.
2. What indication does Hamlet give that he is aware of his uncle’s plot against him?

3. Why is Claudius able to command the English king to carry out his plan?

Act IV, Scene IV  Synopsis

This outdoor scene takes place as Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are about to embark for England.  

Hamlet meets Fortinbras’ captain.

Questions:

1.  Compare Hamlet’s soliloquy in this scene with the one from Act II, Scene II, with respect to the feelings that motivated them, the circumstances under which they occur, the language and the imagery.  

Act IV, Scene V Synopsis

Hamlet’s murder of Polonius has driven Ophelia out of her mind and stirred up Laertes and his followers to take revenge.  

Not yet aware of his sister’s madness, Laertes storms into the palace demanding vengeance on Claudius, who he thinks was responsible for Polonius’ death.  Claudius calms him down and hints that he will help Laertes to avenge his father’s death.

Questions:

1. What new importance does Horatio assume in this scene?

2. Considering the subject matter of her songs, what do you think are the two events which have driven Ophelia mad?

3. Compare Hamlet’s ‘antic disposition’ with Ophelia’s madness with respect to the manner in which each is demonstrated.
4. In which respects is Laertes in a similar situation to that of Hamlet and in what respects do his reactions to it differ?

Act IV, Scene VI  Synopsis

Sailors have brought letters from Hamlet to Horatio and the King.  From the letter to Horatio we learn that Hamlet has escaped from the ship bound for England, and has returned to Denmark.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have continued the voyage to England.

Questions:

1. Explain how Hamlet escaped from the ship.  

2. Since we do not know the contents of Hamlet’s letter to Claudius, try composing a one-paragraph message Hamlet might have sent.  Announce your return and hint that you have uncovered Claudius’ scheme to have you killed.

Act IV, Scene VII Synopsis

This scene introduces a strong counterplot against Hamlet.  It begins with Claudius convincing Laertes that Hamlet was responsible for Polonius’ murder.
 The letter from Hamlet is delivered, announcing his return to Denmark. 
Claudius manipulates Laertes into a plan to kill Hamlet in a dueling match. 
 Laertes adds to the plan by offering to put a deadly poison on the end of his sword.  Claudius suggests a cup of poisoned wine for Hamlet, if the first plan fails.  
The conversation is interrupted by Gertrude, who announces that Ophelia is dead.
Questions:

1. Outline the plot devised by Claudius and Laertes to kill Hamlet.

2. Describe the death of Ophelia.  Do you think it was suicide or an accident?  State your reasoning.

3. Summarize the complications in the plot which have maintained interest during the absence of Hamlet in Act IV.

Considering Act IV…

1. Considering the behaviour of Gertrude and Ophelia in this act, debate Hamlet’s earlier statement that “Frailty, thy name is woman!”

2. Although Claudius is clearly an unscrupulous character, he has some qualities that could be considered admirable.  Make a list of his admirable qualities, with references as to where in Act IV they are best demonstrated.  Considering Claudius’ qualities, what role or profession might he succeed at in modern life?
Act V, Scene I  Synopsis

Two gravediggers (played by clowns) are preparing Ophelia’s grave.  As they pass the time joking about their work, Hamlet and Horatio approach and join in their conversation.  
Ophelia’s funeral procession approaches and Hamlet learns that Ophelia is dead. 
 Laertes and Hamlet get into a fight in Ophelia’s grave. 
 As the scene ends, Claudius reminds Laertes of their plan to murder Hamlet.
Questions:

1. What is the dramatic purpose of the clowns?  Why is this part of the scene, before the entrance of the funeral procession, written in prose?

2. What disturbs Hamlet about the skulls tossed up by the grave digger?  Where has he shown a similar morbid preoccupation with death earlier in the play?

3. Explain Hamlet’s reaction to Laertes’ outburst of grief.  

Act V, Scene II Synopsis

Hamlet tells Horatio what took place on board the ship and what is in store for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

Osric, a courtier, comes to tell Hamlet that Claudius has proposed a duel between Hamlet and Laertes.  Hamlet agrees to the duel even though he confesses that he has a sense of foreboding. 

During the duel, the King drops poison into a cup intended for Hamlet… but Gertrude drinks the poisoned wine as Claudius looks on!
Laertes wounds Hamlet with a poisoned sword.  Then, in a scuffle, the swords are mixed up, and Hamlet poisons Laetres with the same sword.  
The Queen dies, and then Laertes dies (after telling Hamlet of all the treachery.)

Hamlet finally kills Claudius.  
As the play ends, Hamlet urges Horatio to live on and tell his story to the world.  Fortinbras approaches with his army and just before he dies, Hamlet chooses Fortinbras as the new king.  

Following Fortrinbras’ instructions, Hamlet is carried off the stage like a soldier.  Peace is restored to Denmark.

Question:

1. Do you think Guildenstern and Rosencrantz deserved to be put to death? Why or why not?  What was Hamlet’s reasoning for their execution?  Do you think Hamlet was seeking revenge or justice?  Explain your reasoning.
2. How does Shakespeare use Osric’s character to satirize the behaviour of the upper class during the Elizabethan times?

3. What premonition of disaster does Hamlet have before the duel?  What is his attitude towards death at this time? 

4. Is Hamlet sincere in his apology to Laertes?  Justify your answer.

5. Summarize the main events of the duel showing clearly how the king’s scheme failed.

6. Do you think Hamlet finally killed his uncle because of what Claudius had done to Hamlet’s father or because of an impulsive reaction to the king’s treachery in the duel?

7. Why is the duel the main climax of the play?

8. Tragedy is said to produce feelings of pity and fear in a reader, together with a profound sense of sadness because of the impression of the unnecessary waste.  Using your own reaction to Hamlet as a basis, agree or disagree with this statement.

9. Even after overwhelming tragedy a normal order must reassert itself. How is the suggested at the end of Hamlet?

10. Just before Hamlet dies, he says to Horatio:

If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,

Absent thee from felicity a while,

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,

To tell my story.

In approximately 200 words, writ a letter from Horatio to Hamlets friends in Wittenberg, with the aim of helping them understand the shocking news of their friend’s death.

Group work:

Find the definition of the following terms as applied to drama and illustrate each by a example from the play:

Dramatic irony

Nemesis

Suspense

Pathos

Climax

Crisis

Group work:

Find the definition of the following terms as applied to drama and illustrate each by a example from the play:

Dramatic irony- what the speaker means and what the audience knows (kind words and underlying threats btwn Hamlet & Claudius
Nemesis- when an action backfires on a character-Claudius and the wine/Polonius and spying/Laertes and the poisoned sword

Suspense-unexpected certainty of the outcome of the plot
Pathos-incident which arouses pity, sadness in the audience (Ophelia’s death)
Climax-turning point of the action (Hamlet decides to kill Claudius & then he does it!)
Crisis-the point where the protagonist will either improve or deteriorate (Hamlet must avenge his father’s death & it will call for murder)
1. Is there enough evidence to support the idea Ophelia committed suicide? Defend your reasoning.
2. Discuss how effective Fortinbras and Laertes are as foils to Hamlet.

3. Why is it ironic that Hamlet chose to leave Claudius at his prayers, rather than killing him?

4.  Discuss the role of the supernatural in the play. 

5.  The issue of suicide runs as a motif throughout the play. Discuss.

6. The issue of misogyny is brought forth in this play.  Discuss how and why.

7. Hamlet has two roles in this play:  the hero and the villain.  Discuss.

8. Was Hamlet insane, or was he feigning?

9. Claudius is guilty of many of the seven deadly sins (lust, greed, gluttony, sloth, wrath, envy and hubris).  Discuss.

10. Illustrate how Hamlet could be considered a morality play. 

11. Demonstrate how madness acts as a motif in this play.

      12. What test does Hamlet devise to assess whether the ghost is telling the truth?
      13.  Does Claudius show himself to be an able king? Discuss two examples that prove

             your point.

14. Neither Queen Gertrude nor Ophelia are primary characters in the play. Discuss.

15. State how Claudius and Laertes make a fool-proof plan to kill Hamlet.  Discuss the effectiveness of their plan.
16. Why was it important Horatio survive? 

17. Without the direct intervention by the Ghost, would Claudius have succeeded in

               his role as king? 

      18.   Discuss. What purpose do the gravediggers serve in the play?

      19.  “To thine own self be true.” Explain the quote, then discuss why it may seem 
              ironic (in the sense that Polonius said it).

      20.  Why was Ophelia’s funeral “cut short” and devoid of certain rituals?


